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      The massive stone castle sat atop the highest peak of the not-so-sunken city of Atlantis, its jagged spires cutting into the twilight sky like seven spears ready to pierce the moon itself.

      Olympus Academy.

      The architecture was impressive, I'd give it that. Sure, I'd rather have been back in Manhattan with the Nymphs, sipping cosmos and mixing illicit tinctures, but the hidden city had a certain ambiance. Too bad it was only inhabited by gods and their immediate progeny.

      Mortals were way more fun.

      I glanced back at the shimmering red portal splitting the air behind me as it shrank closed and disappeared. Looked like I was either late to arrive or early. Probably late, since Mom had been reluctant to let me go even though it was her idea to ship me off to college in the literal middle of nowhere.

      Time to face the hallowed halls that would be my home for the next four years.

      I slung the black leather bag that housed all my worldly possessions over my shoulder and stepped forward to face my destiny.

      Ivy wove all around the ancient stone surrounding the great iron gate, centered with the same omega crest on the left of my jacket. Olympus Academy's school colors were blue, white and silver, but the plaid bow all the girls had to wear around our necks was a bit “high school” for my liking.

      First order of business, as soon as I found my room and figured out where to procure a halfway decent cup of coffee, was going to be making a few necessary alterations. I could already hear my mother's scolding voice, and the last conversation we'd had before I'd managed to pry myself out of her arms and enter the portal was still rattling around in my head like a loose marble.

      “I expect you to be on your best behavior, young lady. I won't have you acting like some demi and making Cronus question his decision to have you wed his son.”

      As far as I was concerned, the King of the Gods and his emo brat could kiss my ass, but the last time I'd made the mistake of saying as much out loud, Mom had grounded me for a week. I was eighteen now, but I'd simply traded her authority for the Council's and in four years’ time, I'd be expected to return to the Underworld with my unwanted fiance and play the part of a proper goddess of death.

      If Hades hadn't come to the school two years prior, I might have actually looked forward to these four years of freedom.

      The gate creaked and groaned as it fell shut behind me and I headed down the winding stone path that led to the Academy's front door. With massive Grecian pillars and a gray stone exterior, it was a strange yet appealing architectural amalgamation of the cultural deities that dwelled within. My attention naturally gravitated toward the greenery surrounding the building. The grass was such a rich, dark shade of green it almost seemed blue, and the pathway was lined with green plants whose flowers weren't yet in bloom.

      That was easy enough to remedy. I stretched out my hand on the way past and petals every shade of yellow, pink and purple unfurled, making the journey a far less ominous one.

      If the groundskeeper got pissed, they'd find a way to deal. If I was stuck here, I was determined to add a little color to the place one way or another.

      As I reached the top of the steps, the doors flew open without me even having time to reach for the handle. Enchanted stone. Impressive.

      I stepped into the great hall and my footsteps echoed up to the domed ceiling. There was a skylight adorned with white frosted glass in the shape of the omega symbol, letting in just enough light to make the marble floors shimmer. The circular lobby was adorned with pictures of the school's various founders and prestigious members, and my mother's portrait was among them. I'd inherited her light brown hair but not the flowing ringlets, and I'd dyed mine an "ungodly" shade of lilac, according to her. We had the same eyes, though, and I knew with the limitations the relatively conservative school uniform imposed rather than my usual neopunk duds, I was going to be easily recognizable as Demeter's daughter to any god who'd so much as met her.

      Poor fools. They had no idea just how far an apple could roll from its tree.

      I took my time studying the various portraits until I reached the one in the very center, hanging a few feet above the rest. The frame was silver, decorated with runes and a plaque that read Headmaster.

      I'd never met Odin in the flesh, but he was easy enough to pick out. His snow white hair was slicked back from his proud forehead in a debonair fashion. His eyes were as gray and sharp as a steel blade, and it felt like he was watching me somehow. I leaned just to make sure it was an illusion that his eyes were following me, and I could swear the raven on his shoulder moved just the slightest hair.

      While I was contemplating the likelihood that the portrait was some sort of magical security camera, someone touched my shoulder and I spun around, raising my hand as a vine crawled from my vein and poked through my skin, wrapping around my wrist and ready to strangle.

      The wide blue eyes that met mine were full of alarm, but not even a hint of malice, and they belonged to the most beautiful boy I'd ever seen. I say “boy” because from the golden curls cascading down his shoulders to his full lips, he was too feminine and innocent-looking to be a man, even if he technically was one.

      "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to startle you," he said, casting a curious glance at the vine around my wrist.

      The vine quickly retreated as I collected myself. So much for making a good first impression. "Sorry about that," I mumbled, adjusting the strap of my bag on my shoulder. "Guess I'm a little jumpy. This place gives me the creeps."

      "It is rather ominous," he agreed with a glimmer of amusement in those eyes. They were as clear as water and the light danced on them like it did on gentle waves. He glanced up at the painting I'd been studying a second ago. "Admiring our headmaster?"

      "Admiring might not be the right word," I said carefully.

      He laughed and it was a flippant, musical little sound that reminded me of the first tinges of spring. "Be careful who you say that around. The Odinsons are tight knit, for all their rivalry."

      "I'll keep that in mind. Kore," I said, offering my hand. "But everyone calls me Kory."

      "Kory," he said, mulling over his name. The quirk of his lips suggested he liked the way it tasted. "I'm Dionysus. A pleasure." When he took my hand, I was surprised at just how smooth it was. I felt a strange warmth run up my forearm and down my spine. It had the aftertaste of magic and as I pulled my hand away, it lingered in my palms.

      "Sorry about that," he said in a tone so rueful it made me doubt it was on purpose, whatever the hell it was.

      "Is that your gift?"

      "I'm afraid it's not entirely within my control," he said with a sigh of casual despair.

      "It's fine, but what is it?"

      He hesitated, worrying at his bottom lip. The look of trepidation on his face was kind of adorable. He reminded me of a curious little rabbit, ready to spring away if someone got too close. "Well, it's called Ecstasy..."

      I raised an eyebrow.

      "Not my idea," he assured me. "It's kind of a feeling of euphoria. It happens when I touch someone, and I can usually contain it enough to keep them from noticing, but you must be particularly sensitive."

      "Euphoria, huh?" My interest was piqued and I couldn't help but show it. "Like an endorphin rush?"

      He blinked. "Yes, actually. Do you have it, too?"

      "No, uh, just interesting, that's all," I answered. Ever since Mom had found out about my Panacea slinging operation, her plan to send me away had been cemented. Not really sure why she thought that would stop me, considering the young gods who populated the Academy were a lot like my clients back home. Bored immortals looking for any way to pass the time and dull the sting of the endless abyss looming before them.

      Ennui was a hell of an affliction, and a girl could score herself a whole lot of dough offering the remedy.

      "What do you call yours?" he asked, tilting his head. "That plant thing you did."

      I couldn't help but laugh, rubbing my wrist. It didn't hurt, but it always itched a little afterward.

      That's what you get for turning a beautiful gift into a common arena trick.

      "Doesn't really have a name," I admitted. "I can just control plants."

      "That's wonderful," he said in a surprisingly sincere tone. "The flowers outside...was that you as well?"

      "Figured the place could use a little sprucing up," I said, glancing around. "It's fifty shades of gray up in this bitch."

      His pale cheeks grew pink. Something told me Dionysus was a bit sheltered. "You're an interesting person, Kory. I'd say you'll like it here, but I'm not entirely sure that's true."

      "Probably not," I agreed. "What about you?"

      He glanced away, a troubled look coming into his eyes. "I did last semester."

      There was a lot left unsaid after those words, and the air felt a little heavier with the weight of them floating around.

      Before I could ask what had changed between now and then, he posed a question of his own. "Can I ask why you transferred in the middle of the year?"

      "Yeah, that's kind of a long story," I answered. One that involved getting busted for running a magical drug dealing operation, which would probably make Blue Eyes turn and run for dear life. "Let's just say I've been putting it off."

      "Oh," he murmured. "Any reason in particular?"

      "Yep. His name is Hades."

      His eyes widened and he looked like he was about to melt into the floor. "Hades? Oh. Then you must be..."

      "Yeah, that's me," I sighed. His reaction to my fiance's name was more proof I didn't need to avoid him. "I take it you know him."

      "Everyone does," he answered in a reverent if fearful tone. "He's part of the Triad."

      I frowned. "The Triad?"

      "That's what they call themselves. They run the school," he mumbled. "There's Hades, Fenrir and Loki. You've already 'met' his father.” He glanced up at Odin's portrait.

      "So the headmaster's brat and the crown Prince rule the school, just like their daddies run the Council of the Gods." I rolled my eyes. "What a shocker."

      Dionysus glanced around nervously and when he took my arm to lead me toward  one of the great staircases framing either side of the lobby, I decided to follow him. "You should be careful what you say around here. The walls have ears."

      "And eyes, apparently."

      "I'm serious. Even if you are Hades' fiancee, he's not to be trifled with," he said, lowering his voice to a whisper. "Those three are like the mafia of Olympus Academy, and they don't take disrespect lightly."

      Geez. Whatever these guys were pulling to have the other young gods skittering around like nervous cats, someone needed to take them down a peg.

      Not me, of course. I was already sworn to be on my best behavior.

      "Chill. I'm not gonna cause trouble," I told him, since he seemed anxious enough. "Where is everyone, anyway?"

      "Classes don't start tomorrow, and people usually come in at the last possible moment," he explained. "I could show you to the dorms, if you like?"

      "Sounds good," I answered, following him down the equally ornate west wing upstairs. At least there were no creepy portraits in these halls. The windows were huge, overlooking a garden far more expansive than the lackluster landscaping out front. Looked like I'd already found my favorite spot.

      "The dorms are all on this floor. Girls in the east wing, boys in the west,” he said, letting his arm slip from mine. I realized this time, his touch hadn't sparked Ecstasy. Not that it was really something to mind, but I had a rule back home: no indulgence.

      It seemed like that was going to be an equally important rule of thumb to follow here, if the other guys were half as hot as Dionysus. Then again, something gave me the impression I wasn't really his cup of tea.

      "Do you know which room is yours?" he asked once we came to an open area I assumed was the girls' lounge, given the corner library and the billiard table in the center of the room.

      I pulled the small scroll that had come with my admissions letter out of my jacket pocket and a number materialized on the page. "333."

      "Lucky," he said with a grin, coming to a stop in front of a big stone door with silver filigree all along the frame.

      "Fancy," I snorted, touching the handle. As soon as I did, magic flared beneath my fingertips and the door popped open.

      "Security," Dionysus explained, standing by.

      I took his sleeve and pulled him in with me. My eyes widened as I took in the lavish space. My room back home in the Manhattan loft I shared with my mother was nice, but nothing compared to this. "Holy shit."

      Dionysus gave me a look, folding his arms as he leaned against the wall separating the ensuite bathroom from the rest of my room. "You're going to get a demerit before your first day is over."

      "Wouldn't be the first time," I told him dropping my bag on the bed. It was easily king-sized, surrounded by three massive marble pillars and dressed in white covers so luxurious I wanted to jump in and curl up, but exploration called. "This is sweet."

      "This is Olympus Academy," he reminded me in a coy tone. "Only the best for the future elite."

      I rolled my eyes, sliding open the glass door that led out onto a small balcony. I had a gorgeous view of the gardens below and even though it was hard to resist the urge to prune and tweak anything green and budded to perfection, it was hard to find anything to criticize.

      Maybe this place wasn't going to be so bad after all.

      "I have this whole place to myself?" I asked doubtfully.

      "There are more gods than goddesses in attendance, so most of the girls have singles," he explained. I could tell he was less than thrilled about it, too.

      "Shitty roommate, huh?"

      "Atlas," he mumbled. "He's a complete jock, which I don't mind aesthetically, but I could do without the collection of running shoes as vast as it is odoriferous."

      I laughed. So my assumption about him being into guys wasn't totally off. "Sounds torturous."

      "I shouldn't have said that," he sighed. "I'm not exactly out, but you seem less stuffy than most, so..."

      "Your secret's safe with me, and if it has to be a secret, that's bullshit," I said, starting to pull my clothes out of my bag. "Something tells me I'm gonna hate this place as much as I thought."

      "It's not so bad," he assured me. "There are cliques and unspoken rules, like any other college. Once you learn to navigate them, you'll be fine."

      "I'm more of a shortest point from A to B person," I admitted.

      "Well, you're Hades' fiancee, so no one will pick on you."

      I grimaced. I couldn't see why that would be a plus to him, but the idea that my reputation here was already decided by being Hades' future property didn’t sit well with me. If anyone was going to ruin my reputation, it was me.

      "Sorry. I know arranged marriages can be a bit of a sensitive topic," he said apologetically.

      "Don't be. It's whatever." I said, shaking off the gloom that seemed to settle in easily in this glorified mausoleum. "I've got four years to enjoy myself, so until then, it's 'Hades, who?'"

      He gave me a doubtful look. "Whatever you say. But you'd probably be the only girl in school who isn't dreaming about becoming Queen of the Underworld. He's kind of a big deal."

      "I'm sure he thinks he is," I snorted, hanging up my favorite leather jacket. It was dyed purple, a shade darker than my hair, and originally, I'd bought it because Mom hated it, but it had grown on me in its own right. The disapproving grimaces every time I headed out the door wearing it were just a bonus.

      "That's a lot of clothes for such a small bag," Dionysus said, blinking at my mostly empty satchel.

      "You like?" I picked it up, dangling it by the strap. "It's enchanted. I could fit a baby elephant in there if I wanted."

      "Where did you come by a thing like that?" he asked, studying it curiously when I tossed it to him.

      "My Aunt Athena makes them," I answered, laughing at the starstruck look on his face.

      "The Athena?"

      "I'll have you know I'm the black sheep of a very prestigious family," I told him, flopping down on the edge of my bed.

      "You and me both," he said with a heavy sigh, offering the bag to me.

      "Keep it."

      His eyes widened. "Seriously?"

      "I've got another back home. Besides, since I'm Hades' fiancee, I can probably just get some hunky man servants to follow me around carrying my books," I said dryly.

      "You're joking, but I'm sure there's a form in the administrative building for that."

      I groaned. "Just call me Kory and not 'Hades' Fiancee’ and we're even. I'd like to have at least one friend at this school who doesn't see me as the death god's property."

      Dionysus gave me a smile that made the callous stone feel a bit warmer. "Now that, I can do."
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      Early Monday morning, I put on my freshly pressed uniform and checked the mirror to make sure I hadn't hemmed my skirt to the point where I was going to get scolded before I stepped foot inside the classroom. Human Politics was the first class of the day, and while the subject was less than rousing, I had looked over the course description and didn't feel like I'd missed much from the first semester.

      Living among humans had to count for more than reading about them in a book, anyway.

      With my books in hand, I left my room and found myself face-to-face with a tall red-haired girl in a bath towel. I guess we were comfy like that.

      "Oh," she said, blinking at me. "You're new."

      "And you're naked."

      She looked down at her towel and laughed. "Daphne," she said, reaching to shake my hand. "You must be Persephone."

      I grimaced. "I go by Kore, but yep, that's me."

      "Well, I'd stay and chat but I've got to finish getting ready for class," she said, walking to stand in front of the door next to me. "We're neighbors, so let me know if you need a tour later."

      "Thanks, I might take you up on that," I said, watching her disappear into the room. So far, the only two people I'd met had been friendly enough, so how bad could this place really be?

      Maybe I was worried for nothing. Dionysus was a bit skittish.

      I walked down the stairs and followed the herd to what I hoped would end up being the dining hall. I'd get an odd glance every now and then, and I heard Hades' name whispered more often than mine, but that was nothing new. I'd never even met the guy and he'd been looming over me like the ghost of Christmas future ever since my tenth birthday, when my mother and his father had made the arrangement official.

      She was smart to do it back then, while I was still finding my voice and was too naive and preoccupied with playing in the garden to put up a protest. I could technically back out if I wanted to, but that would mean offending 'the' Cronus. While adding to my mother's collection of gray hairs was my favorite pastime, according to her, I didn't want to make her life that hard.

      Besides, I had four years give or take to find a more kosher way out of this and for all I knew, Hades was dreading it just as much.

      I could hope.

      The dining hall was even more lavish than the rest of the building with long, stone tables and a buffet that lined one entire wall. Servants clad in white suits darted about, carrying trays of gourmet meals for those who didn't feel like undergoing the ordeal of getting their own food. The heavenly aromas made my stomach growl, but I had to find a seat before I did anything about it.

      I scanned the crowded hall for a moment before I caught sight of Dionysus, who was already waving to me. I noticed that he was seated alone, a good distance from the cluster of blondes sitting a bit further down the table.

      "Hey," I said, walking over to join him.

      "I see you're finding your way already," he said with a grin. Definitely a morning person.

      "I just followed the herd," I said, yawning. I glanced over to my right. "Who're the viking chicks?"

      "Those are the Valkyries," he answered. "They're harmless, unless you piss them off. And trust me. You don't wanna piss them off."

      "Noted," I said, catching the glint of the short blade on the nearest girl's hip.

      "Come on, let's get some food," Dionysus said, nodding toward the buffet line.

      "How long is this place open?" I asked, looking around the room. Students seemed to come and go leisurely.

      "All hours, but there are rushes around breakfast, lunch and dinner," he explained. "The upperclassmen have more flexibility in their schedules due to special training."

      "Special training?"

      "You choose a course Junior year," Dionysus said, handing me a clean plate. "Leadership, Warfare, or Domestic."

      Leadership and Warfare made enough since, but the third one flew over my head. "What's Domestic?"

      Dionysus looked at me like I'd grown two more heads as he collected fruit on his plate. I went right for the French toast and what looked like a croissant with icing. "You know... fertility magic, entertaining, the arts. 'How to be a Goddess 101.'"

      "Fuck that," I said, wrinkling my nose.

      "You've seriously never heard of it?"

      "No," I muttered. Something told me Mom had intentionally kept that little factoid from me to avoid further deterring me from attending. And I bet I knew what her major had been.

      "Don't worry, it's not gender segregated," he laughed. "The Valkyries always pick Warfare, and they always make the final rounds of the Games."

      "Oh, yeah," I murmured. The Olympic Games were by far the most identifiable aspect of the Academy, even if they weren't as widely televised as their human counterparts. Gods traveled from all over the world to attend, and having a child who performed well in the Games was a point of pride among the Council of the Gods. Competing itself was an honor reserved for those who'd proven themselves worthy and strong enough to endure the trials of the academic year and secure a recommendation from a faculty member.

      My competitive nature aside, I didn't have high hopes of scoring brownie points with my teachers. I'd spent more time in the principal's office during high school than the classroom.

      "Thinking of entering?"

      "Sports aren't really my thing."

      "That's a shame. That vine thing you did was pretty cool," he remarked, setting his tray back down on the table.

      "You know, I'm really gonna have to come up with a name for that," I said before taking a bite of French toast. "Technically, it's not supposed to be used for fighting, but I make do."

      "Something tells me you're full of surprises," he said in a mischievous tone. "So, do you know what you're wearing to the party tonight?"

      "The party," I groaned, running a hand through my hair. I was starting to get used to the fact that everyone was looking at me. Unlike high school, they weren't glares, just curious glances every now and then. Guess everyone wanted to see if I was Hades' type. "I almost forgot. You're going?"

      "I never turn down an invitation to a good party," he answered, glowing with excitement. "It's mostly faculty and their children, but since you're you-know-what to you-know-who..."

      "Letter of the law, Dionysus."

      He gave me a grin that was anything but apologetic.

      "Wanna go together?" I asked. Once I saw the hesitation on his face, I added, "Not as a date or anything. I just figured you could use a decoy and it's not like I'm on the market."

      "It's not that, it's just..." He glanced over his shoulder, and so far, I couldn't understand why. People seemed nice enough, if a bit nosy. "I'd rather not end up on Hades' radar. Loki already hates me."

      "Loki? Why?"

      That troubled look came back into his eyes, like a shadow blocking out the sun. "It's a long story," he murmured, back to his usual cheerful self in an instant. "But really, the party is wonderful. It makes all this look like a cheap diner.” He waved his hand around the vast hall that would have put Valhalla to shame.

      "What does one wear to such an exclusive event?" I asked wryly.

      "If you like, I'll come over after class and help you pick something out."

      "Sounds great. I'm pretty sure the dress code here's more conservative than in Manhattan."

      "Manhattan," he said with a wistful sigh, popping a grape into his mouth.

      "You should come back with me sometime. I think you'd like it."

      "I'll take you up on that," he said, glancing down at his phone. "Oh. Class starts soon, I should probably get going. I'll see you later?"

      "Count on it," I said, deciding I had a few moments to finish up before I headed to class. As I walked my tray over to the table across the room, I became aware of someone staring a bit more boldly than most.

      It was a guy sitting alone, and he looked like he shopped at the Valkyries’ favorite store. He had long, dirty-blond hair adorned with the odd braid, shaved close to his head on one side. He towered over the students around him, and his broad shoulders tested the limits of his uniform blazer, but it wasn’t his stature or the stubbled jaw hard enough to cut diamond that caught my attention. It was the fact that his eyes were the most piercing shade of gold I’d ever seen, and looking away proved as difficult as holding that intense gaze. Everything about him screamed man, but there was something animal in that gaze. A kind of primal energy that emanated from his soul so powerfully it made the skin he was wearing seem like just another layer of disguise.

      My hand twitched at my side, eager to flip him the bird for gawking. I’d kicked men in the balls for less, but I reminded myself getting kicked out of this school would only make things worse and turned around to deposit my tray in the appropriate receptacle.

      Good behavior, Kore.

      By the time I turned around, he was gone. Fast for someone built like a mountain.

      Shrugging it off, I left the dining hall and went to find my class. Human Politics was on the first floor, according to the magic scroll, and by the time I made it to the classroom, there were only a few seats left. One just so happened to be in the very back, so I took it out of habit and waited for the professor to show up.

      My coffee from breakfast still hadn’t fully kicked in and I found myself yawning. My reflexes weren’t fast enough to stop my pencil from rolling off the desk and before I could reach to grab it, another hand shot out.

      “Here,” the girl next to me said, giving me a deer-in-the-headlights look as she offered it to me.

      “Thanks,” I said, taking it from her. I decided not to offer my hand since she looked like a leaf ready to tremble off the vine with her huge gray eyes as wide as eyes could go. She had short, kind of choppy brown hair framing a pretty face and her uniform was all regulation. The spitting image of what my Mom probably wished I was. “I’m Kore.”

      “Ariadne,” she said timidly, straightening upright when a tall man entered the room. He looked about forty even though the answer was probably more like forty thousand. He was wearing a clean gray suit that matched his eyes, a bold silver against his dark skin.

      “Good morning,” he said in a stern voice, looking over the class. The entire room fell silent under his gaze, and students who’d been chattering happily moments earlier now looked as solemn as gargoyles, staring down at the empty notebooks in front of them. “As most of you already know, my name is Hephaestus, but you may call me Professor. I see a new face or two, so let me be clear. This is a first year class, not a seminar. Save your political musings for the discussion group and pay attention, because I don’t repeat myself.”

      “Geez,” I muttered under my breath. “Think he takes himself seriously?”

      Ariadne looked like she’d just turned to stone, and when I glanced up, I could see why. Hephaestus was staring right at me. Guess he had good hearing.

      “You there, in the back,” he said gruffly. “Is there something you’d like to say?”

      “No,” I cleared my throat, adding, “Professor. Sorry.”

      If I’d thought everyone was looking at me in the lunchroom, it was nothing compared to the blank stares I was getting now. I hunkered down in my seat hoping for the storm to pass when someone came breezing into the room.

      Not just someone. The someone.

      I’d never seen Hades in person, but I’d seen him in pictures. Pictures that did him no justice, it seemed. My breath caught in my throat as I managed to stifle another remark watching him enter the room like he owned it.

      Then again, he owned everything south of everywhere.

      Hades was tall, but not nearly as physically imposing as the guy I’d caught leering at me in the lunchroom. Even so, there was something about him that silenced and stilled the energy in the room even more dramatically than Hephaestus’ entrance had. He had bone-white hair, an appealing contrast to his tan skin, and his eyes were so black they seemed to have no depth. He glanced around the room coolly, only pausing for an instant when his gaze landed on me.

      His face didn’t change. He looked like a statue, as beautiful as he was unchangeable, but there was fire in those eyes. He was so unlike his father, a man of greater stature who nonetheless seemed ready to cave in on himself at every moment. While Cronus was frenetic energy and paranoia incarnate, Hades was cool and confident, as if he knew himself to be far above everyone around him and only tolerated reality as an afterthought.

      He walked right past the Professor and took a seat in the second row, like he hadn’t just walked in late without a word. I waited for Hephaestus to ream him out, but he said nothing and turned toward the blackboard. “You all should have printed out and looked over your syllabi last night, so hand them forward and we’ll get started,” he said, droning on about the course overview.

      I meant to pay attention, but despite the somberness of the instructor, it was bound to be an easy class and my attention kept drifting to Hades. I’d planned on avoiding him, and I wasn’t expecting a formal introduction in front of the class, but I’d still expected something more than a cursory glance.

      Should’ve been a relief, but on the other hand, who the fuck did he think he was, King of the Underworld?

      Bad question.

      But still.

      As the Professor continued his preliminary lecture, I tried to focus on the task at hand, but I couldn't help but be the tiniest bit irritated. All this time, all that buildup, and I didn't even warrant a second glance?

      I studied the surface of my water bottle, half-consciously stirring the little microscopic lifeforms until they form tiny blossoms on top of the water. I realized the guy next to me was looking at me funny, so I stopped and went back to taking notes.

      Maybe this class wasn't going to be as easy as I thought.

      When it was finally over, I gathered my things and glanced toward the front of the room, where Hades was already on his feet. He breezed out of the room without a word and everyone turned to stare at me.

      So I wasn't the only one who'd noticed my fiance's chilly reception. Great.

      "Is there a reason you're all lingering?" Hephaestus asked, wandering over to the door. "Waiting for me to assign more work?"

      That got them moving. I followed suit, not terribly eager to spend the next couple of evenings playing Guess the Prime Minister. Before I could follow the last girl out, that commanding voice called my name.

      "Ms. Ademone."

      I stopped in my tracks and turned to face him, finding myself the object of a far more scrupulous gaze. "Yeah, Prof?" When I saw the lack of amusement on his face, I added, "...essor."

      He gave a weary sigh and leaned back against his desk, his broad arms folded. Even the humanities teachers here were jacked. "When the Headmaster sent me your file, I became aware of the circumstances surrounding your transfer."

      "Circumstances, sir?" Better play innocent. I knew better than to admit to anything I hadn't already been caught doing. Figured that one out when I ate Mom's favorite lipstick at the age of six and failed to wipe off the incriminating smudges.

      "Panaceas," he said, raising an eyebrow. "I understand you're something of an amateur botanist."

      Gulp. "Tales of my horticultural pastimes have been greatly exaggerated," I assured him.

      There was the slightest glimmer of amusement in his eyes, which gave me hope that he wasn't quite as stuffy as he seemed, but it disappeared quickly enough. "Whatever the past may be, I believe in a clean slate, which means I expect nothing less from you than any other student. In other words, I expect you to come in here each day, sit your butt in a chair close enough to the board that you won't be hopelessly distracted by microbial life, and learn something, Ms. Ademone. Do I make myself clear?"

      I sighed. "Perfectly, sir."

      "And throw that away," he said, taking the water bottle from my hand and dropping it in the waste bin by his desk with a grimace. "Disgusting."

      So teach was a germaphobe. Noted. He gave me a dismissive wave, so I left before he could assign me any homework as a special delinquent bonus, and considered my first glass a relative success.

      One down, five more to go.
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      By the time I was done with all my classes, I was ready to pour myself into bed, but I still had the party to get through. At least now I could hope to be pleasantly ignored by my betrothed all throughout the night.

      My other classes had been relatively uneventful. Second period, I had Antiquities, where a leggy blonde regaled us with all the shameful tales our parents had tried to sweep under the rug. Despite the boring name, I could already tell it was going to be one of my favorites. There was even a section on Demeter, so I couldn't wait to read between the lines on all the skeletons Mom had kept in her dorm closet during her time at the Academy.

      Then there was Alchemy 102, which I'd managed to convince my advisor to transfer me into since, y'know, kind of the master of all things tinctures and potions here. It was a guaranteed Ace if nothing else, and the prof was kind of cute. I'd heard he was Hermes' younger brother, and I could tell from the nerdy chic look. He didn't look much older than his students, and if Hades was as oblivious to me as he seemed, maybe I could get away with a little fling with the cute prof. It was the one class I didn't need to pay attention to, so I could afford to gaze dreamily at those green eyes as they lit up while discussing the syllabus.

      My afternoon was taken up by Runebinding, Swordsmanship and a special course labeled in the menu only as Training. I assumed it was related to the general PE kind of classes all students took, whether they chose to participate in the Games or not, but I never got to find out since the prof cancelled class on day one.

      An admirable feat of laziness, really.

      I made it back to my room early and collapsed on the bed to take a breather while I waited for Dionysus to show up. When I finally checked my phone, I had a few texts from the Nymphs, who'd taken to sending me pictures of all the Freshman year fun they were having at the local uni I'd been on the fence about attending.

      I was glad they were moving on without me in a sense, but as I scrolled through the pictures of their pursed lips and ironic handsigns, my heart went all stupid and achy. Jazzy and Baylor were twins, and we'd known each other since kindergarten, so we always joked I was the long lost triplet. Of course, the similarities ended in our mutual passion for mayhem. They both had pretty dark brown ringlets and smooth olive skin with brilliant green eyes, while I had my mother's pale complexion and a smattering of freckles only just starting to fade. They were way more Gothic Lolita than biker chick, but we got along fabulously and we'd kill for each other. Blood ran deeper than nail polish shades, especially when it was other people's blood.

      God, I loved them.

      I saw I had a missed call, and the only one who ever actually called me was Mom, so no surprise there. She didn't believe in texts. Or voicemails. Or anything that "discouraged civil communication," whatever the hell that was.

      Dionysus was probably still in class, so I rolled onto my back and pressed the call button, deciding to get the first-day worry sesh over with.

      She picked up on the second ring. "Kore," she said in the same nervous sigh she always used with my name. "I was starting to worry when no one called me to tell me you'd tried to burn down the school."

      "On my first day? What am I, an amateur?"

      Her silence made her disapproval clear. "I hope you're behaving yourself."

      "I'll have you know I was a model student for the last seven hours," I told her, twirling a strand of purple around my finger.

      "Have you seen him?" Her voice lowered reverently when she got to him and I rolled my eyes. Felt dangerous, since she seemed capable of seeing everything going on around me even when she wasn't there. Of course, if she really could do that, my little operation never would've gotten off the ground.

      "Yeah, I saw him."

      "Well?" she asked impatiently. "How did it go?"

      "It didn't. He's in my first class and he totally blew me off. I didn't even get the chance to tell him to go screw himself."

      "Persephone!"

      Ooh, she was really mad when she used my middle name.

      "Relax, Mom. Just a little gallows humor."

      "It's not an execution, you melodramatic little dryad," she scolded. "You're in line to become Queen of the Underworld. Try to act like it."

      "Yes, Mother," I said in a formal tone. "I'll be sure to wear my favorite crown to tonight's dinner."

      "You will do no such thing."

      "By now, you'd think you would realize when I'm joking."

      "You and I have very different definitions of humor," she said flatly.

      Wasn't that the truth. I sighed. "I'm not going to do anything to embarrass you, try to relax." There was a knock at my door. Probably Dionysus. "Listen, my friend's here to help me get ready, I've gotta go."

      "A friend?" she asked suspiciously. "What friend?"

      "His name is Dionysus, and you don't need to use your Dateline tone. He's very nice."

      "Dionysus?" Her voice lilted pleasantly. "Well. I'll let you go, then. And try not to make him cry, his mother is on my charity committee."

      "No promises," I said before hanging up, just to make her fret. Truth was, I was already attached to Dionysus and had no intention of making him cry, unless it happened to be in response to kitten videos on the Internet. He seemed like the type.

      When I opened the door, he was waiting on the other side looking even more chipper than he had this morning. Guess the first day of class hadn't worn him down the way it did me.

      "Hey," he said, walking into the room once I stepped aside to let him in. "How'd it go?"

      "Well, my first-period professor called me out on getting busted for selling drugs last semester and my fiancé acts like I don't exist… but I've got a nice window seat in Runebinding, so all in all, I'd call it a wash," I said, flopping back down on my bed as he rummaged through my closet.

      "I'm sorry, rewind. You got busted for selling what now?"

      "Panaceas," I sighed. "It's not as exciting as it sounds. I just whip up magic treats for bored godlings on the Upper East Side."

      "I don't know, that sounds pretty damn exciting," he mused. "Gossip Girl meets American Gods. I'm jealous of your life."

      "My old life," I reminded him, flicking off a bit of lint on my skirt. "My new life is boring as shit."

      He gave me a sympathetic look. "Trust me, when it comes to this place, boring is as good as it gets. But what were you saying about Hades hating you?"

      "We have first period together and if looks could kill, the one he gave me would've been a minor flesh wound."

      He winced. "Yikes."

      "So comforting, Dionysus."

      "I'm sorry, I'm not good at boy trouble. Can't even get into any of my own," he said with a wistful sigh.

      "Well, that's about to change, for both of us," I announced. He was giving me a confused look, so I clarified, "I've been dreading coming here for the better part of a decade, thinking I was going to have Hades breathing down my neck, but he obviously doesn't give a shit, so why should I?"

      Dionysus watched me warily. "That's a dangerous line of thinking, Kory. Just because Hades can do whatever he wants here doesn't mean you'll get away with it. If you haven't noticed, there's kind of a double standard when it comes to the Triad."

      "I've noticed. But I'm the queen of subtlety.”

      He raised an eyebrow. "Is that how you got busted for your little Panacea operation? Subtlety?"

      I flipped him off half-heartedly and he laughed. "I'm just saying, there's no reason we can't have a bit of fun and I've already spotted like twenty bangable dudes the first day here. I'm sure at least a few of them are capable of discretion."

      "You'd be surprised," he said flatly.

      "Come on, isn't there anyone who's caught your interest?"

      He hesitated, and there was something in the way he looked away that gave rise to the inquisitor within me. "There was… someone, but it doesn't matter," he said quickly. "Romance means entanglement, and this place is already one giant spider's web. You don't want to get caught up, trust me on that."

      "What are you so afraid of?" I asked.

      "Three things, and your fiance is one of them," he answered without missing a beat. He pulled a dress out of my closet, a sleek silver number that covered just enough to be fit for a cocktail party rather than the club. "And if you really want to punish him for snubbing you, I can think of worse ways than showing up in this."

      I smirked. "You know, Dionysus, I like the way you think."
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      I headed over to the ballroom with Dionysus once he'd changed into a clean white suit that made him look like the dashing young god he was, along with a silk pink necktie that complemented his golden locks and baby blues. We parted ways, lest anyone get the idea that little old me was anything less than a virginal nymph just waiting for Hades to whisk her away to the Underworld.

      The ballroom was covered in crystal lights, some hanging down from the ceiling like a cave. There was a harpist across the room, and every time she strummed her magnificent instrument, the strings would glimmer with a different color of the rainbow. Fountains decorated every corner as young deities mingled with the esteemed faculty members who looked even stiffer than they did in the classroom, if possible.

      All but the Antiquities Prof, whose gown was even more low cut than mine. She was standing by a chocolate fountain, sipping champagne and laughing so loudly the people around her seemed mortified.

      I knew I liked her.

      It was a surprisingly lively gathering, all things considered. Nothing like the raves I attended with Jazzy and Baylor back home, but I hadn't expected to find any hint of that life within the hallowed walls of the ancient academy.

      As I wandered over to the refreshment table, I began to calculate the odds that I'd get away with sneaking a glass of bubbly or two. While I was still doing the math, I felt someone lingering behind me and turned to find myself face-to-face with the hottest damn guy I'd ever seen.

      Seriously. Everything about him smoldered, from his green eyes glowing with mischief and sharpened with seductive intent to the devilish curve of his lips. His hair was as black as ink, and it flowed straight down his shoulders, a gleaming veil over his pristine gray suit. His shirt was open, baring just a bit of the smooth, stone-white chest beneath, and he was a foot taller than me, at least. That was saying something, since I wasn’t short at five-six.

      "If you're looking for something to drink, you can't go wrong with this," he said in a smooth, pleasant voice that hit my ears like deception.

      I looked down at the glass of clear liquid he was offering me and raised an eyebrow. "Sorry, but I don't take drinks from strange men. Besides, isn't that water?"

      "An admirable policy, but in this place, all is rarely as it seems," he purred, running a long finger along the rim of the glass. There was something sensual about the gesture, and he had just enough self-effacing charm to pull it off without earning a stiletto to the crotch. I watched curiously as the clear liquid turned to a bloody red and the faint yet tangy scent of wine hit my nostrils.

      "Nice magic trick," I said, the corner of my lips curving of its own accord. "Let's see... long hair, bohemian tastes, water into wine... Jesus, is that you?"

      "Oh, you're a riot," he said with a laugh that flowed and shimmered like the ocean's surface, stepping close enough that I found myself backed against the table without having realized it. It was rare that I got cornered, but everything about him was overwhelming in a way that wasn't entirely unpleasant. "Hades is a lucky boy."

      "What do you want, Loki?" I asked dryly, folding my arms to put a barrier between us. If he thought he was intimidating me with the Lothario routine, he was wrong, but I had made a promise to be on good behavior and this party was the last place I wanted to break that promise.

      But I would, if he took one more slinky step.

      "Can't a guy introduce himself to the new transfer?" he asked innocently.

      "A guy can, the god of mischief and mayhem can't."

      "Touché," he purred, his hungry gaze flickering over me. "I'd heard you were beautiful, but I wasn't expecting you to be so sharp."

      Something told me he wasn't referring to my intellect. "I'll take that as a compliment."

      "I also heard you have something of a reputation," he said, his gaze darkening as he leaned in. His hair brushed my bare shoulders and he was so close I could feel the coolness of his breath on my lips. A bold move, considering that Odin was mere yards away, even if he seemed currently distracted by whatever conversation he was having with Hephaestus and Akron, the Alchemy teacher.

      "Is that so?" I asked in a sweet voice, smoothing down the lapel of his jacket.

      I allowed my fingers to brush his bare chest and his eyes widened in surprise, but he made no move to back up. Slowly, I let the vines peek from the veins on my right wrist, creeping up his skin to coil around his neck. His long hair was the perfect concealment, so by the time he realized he was being constricted, it was too late.

      "You know, you can't always believe everything you hear. Rumors have a way of being… exaggerated," I said as the vines tightened around his slender neck.

      He made a faint wheezing sound, bringing his hand up to caress the green vine, but the amusement never left his eyes. "Noted," he said, still purring even though he couldn't get a full breath. "But I was referring to your extracurricular activities. The Panaceas?"

      I didn't even half believe him, but I let the vines retreat back into my skin and he stepped back a comfy distance. Lesson learned. "What about them?"

      "No judgment here," said Loki. "I respect the hustle."

      "The hustle?" I snorted. In his posh English accent, it sounded even more absurd.

      All these spoiled Olympians were the same, even if he was technically an Asgardian. They all thought they were badass just because their daddies had a spot on the Council of Gods.

      "Loki." A rich, baritone voice cut through the crowd noise and Loki's spine went rigid. I knew that look on his face, too. It was the same one I wore whenever my mother called me Persephone.

      He turned to look at the huge blond man standing not far off, giving him a scolding look. He was even bigger and broader than the gold-eyed dude who'd been leering at me over breakfast. That had to be Thor, but what was he doing here?

      Surely the god of thunder had better things to do than attend his little brother's campus mixer.

      "My brother," Loki said with a rueful little smile that would still have probably weakened my knees if I hadn't already built up an immunity to his kind of pathogen. He extended his hand with a flourish and a small purple bloom the same shade as my hair appeared out of nowhere. I blinked in surprise as he slipped the flower behind my ear. "If you're thinking of setting up shop, give me a ring. I'm something of a broker for all the fun things that go on after hours at this school."

      With that, he turned and left to speak with his brother. I could tell from Thor's folded arms and generally agitated posture that Loki was supposed to be doing something besides making the rounds and setting up illicit deals. I plucked the flower from my hair and it turned to a tiny slip of paper right before my eyes.

      I was used to being the one who did the floral magic tricks, but it seemed Loki was interested in edging into my domain on more than one level. I stared at the phone number he'd written on the slip of paper, about to toss it when I realized he wasn't the only one whose attention I'd drawn.

      Before Hades could approach me, I tucked the paper in my bra for lack of a better option and tried to be less pissed by the time he came over. He was dressed in a dark maroon suit that made his eyes glow all the more. This time, he actually stopped to look me over, one hand casually tucked into his pocket like he was ready for a GQ photoshoot at all times.

      "Persephone," he said with a slight nod of acknowledgment.

      "Hades.” Of course he'd default to that name. Like I needed another reason to dislike him. They were already stacking up and we'd only just officially met.

      "Good to see you finally made it to the Academy." His voice was dripping with sarcasm, which I wouldn't have found entirely off putting, coming from anyone else.

      "Oh, you finally noticed?" I countered. "After the way you ran from class, I thought you had me confused for someone else."

      My remark didn't amuse him. He watched me with those cold eyes, seemingly searching for what to say.

      No. He was too quick for that. I could see it in his eyes. He was figuring out whether what he already wanted to say was worth it.

      "Sorry, did you want a procession and a bouquet of flowers?" he asked in a bitingly charming tone.

      I shrugged. "I'm just surprised, that's all. You'd think a guy who has his daddy buy a bride for him and uproot her life would be able to spare a moment for ‘hello.’"

      Anger blazed in his eyes and I knew I'd crossed a line. It wasn't an entirely fair jab, to be honest. Hades was a few years older than I was, but he'd still been a kid when our fates were decided for us by our parents. Even so, he had far more leverage to put an end to it than I did.

      If I got lucky and really pissed him off, maybe he would.

      "Sorry, princess, but you're not in Manhattan anymore. This is my world, and it doesn't revolve around you."

      I laughed. "Princess? That's rich, coming from you. I'm surprised you don't have your heralds carrying you to class on a gilded bed."

      He opened his mouth to speak and I was actually beginning to enjoy our little spiteful back and forth when I realized we were no longer alone. And that's how I found myself face to face with Odin.

      His portrait didn't do him justice. He was taller, for one thing. For another, the air around him seemed dead silent, and there was an intimidation factor that had somehow not been passed down to his sons, as formidable as they both were in their own right.

      Loki definitely hadn't gotten his sense of humor from the guy in front of me.

      "Persephone. Hades," he said, nodding to us both. Hades was still seething, but he'd collected himself in front of the headmaster. I guess even the school prince was smart enough to bow to the king. "It's good to see you both finally meet."

      "It's been a pleasure," Hades said in the smoothest, most bald-faced lie I'd ever heard in my life.

      "Oh, the pleasure is all mine," I said.

      Odin's sharp gaze made it clear he hadn't missed the undercurrent of our mutual politeness, but whether he didn't care or he simply didn't have the time to indulge it, he moved on. "Allow me to welcome you officially, young lady. Your mother made quite a mark in her time here, and I expect to see good things for you."

      He was being polite, of course. He knew my past as well as anyone, but I smiled and shook his hand. "Thank you, Headmaster. It's an honor to finally meet you."

      And it was. Next to Cronus, Odin was the most respected--and feared--member of the Council, and there were plenty of lesser gods who went their whole lives never having met him.

      "I trust you'll see that she's properly integrated into the student body, Hades," Odin said, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      "Of course, sir."

      With that, the older god left us to grace the other guests with his company and I finally let myself take a deep breath. I could see why he'd become the chief of the Aesir. He wasn't the most physically imposing man, but he had the kind of brooding energy young Hades seemed so intent on cultivating.

      To be fair, one day he'd probably succeed, but I'd dealt with too many spoiled rich boys to be intimidated by them.

      "Let's get one thing clear," said Hades, changing his tune entirely. "This school is my domain. Everything and everyone in it, including you. I've got another year and a half left in this place, which I intend to enjoy, and I'm not going to have you ruin it for me."

      "Me? Ruin your life?" I challenged, pressing a hand to my chest. The dress was a bit lower than I remembered, but the fact that Hades' eyes kept drifting told me the pushup bra was working its magic. "You think I wanted to come here to your little Ivy League playground? I was perfectly happy in Manhattan."

      "Yes, running your cute little girl gang," he said in a wry tone that made me want to deck him then and there. I could feel the rage shifting and congealing in my veins, ready to become something deadly, but I wasn't going to ruin my night on account of this smug prick. "Which brings me to the next matter we need to sort out. Your reputation precedes you, and it’s not very flattering. Frankly, I don’t care how you spend your time between now and graduation, but I do care how it reflects on me.”

      “Aw. Is keeping up appearances important to the big, bad god of the Underworld?” I taunted, folding my arms. It was against my better judgment, but the guy was stepping hard on my last nerve, since he’d burned through all the rest.

      His eyes narrowed dangerously and for the first time, he looked like what he was: damnation. “You test the limits of my patience, Persephone, and we’ve only just met,” he said in a restrained tone pulsing with irritation. “I wonder, do you really think you can survive the next three and a half years at this school once you’ve reached the end of it?”

      “That sounds like a threat,” I remarked. “That’s not very divine of you. Then again, maybe what they say about you isn’t far off, either.”

      Those black flames in his eyes roared to an inferno. Hades’ questionable parentage was no secret, but his mother’s identity certainly was. Rumor had it, Cronus had impregnated a human woman and banished their offspring to the Underworld along with her to hide the evidence. Maybe it was nothing more than gossip, but it had certainly made the rounds in Olympus. Petty to go there, but he was the one who’d struck first with that little reputation comment.

      “Watch yourself, Persephone,” he said, his voice lowering as a shadow fell over him. It seemed to pull from the darkness in every corner of the room, growing and shifting until I could feel it in the air I took into my lungs with each breath. “It’s a dangerous game you’re playing, and not one anybody has ever won.”

      “First time for everything,” I said, standing toe to toe with him. Even though I had to look up to glare at him properly, I kept my shoulders squared in challenge. We were getting a few odd looks and I could tell he was weighing the benefits of backing down versus risking his precious reputation. “Unless you’re scared.”

      His lips twitched slightly in a snarl and that glare could’ve cut diamond. “I’d be careful whose parentage you speak of, considering the rumors surrounding your birth.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      He studied me for a moment, cocking his head. Curiosity lit his gaze, and it was far more menacing than the spite. “You don’t know, do you?” he finally asked, adding to my confusion.

      “Know what?” I asked defensively.

      He laughed and it was a dry, bitter thing, like a poison apple fallen right off the tree. “Your mother and Poseidon. Or are you really that sheltered?”

      Poseidon? My heart raced even faster at his mention of the name, an innate reaction I didn’t fully understand. He was fucking with me. I knew responding would only be taking the bate, but something about the way he’d said it had sown the seed of doubt in my mind.

      Maybe it was just the fact that my mother herself had always been secretive when I’d asked her to tell me stories about my father. Zeus had never really been a part of my life, and he was slain while I was still too young to remember him, but Mom had never liked talking about him much. I told myself it was probably the fact that he’d fathered half the children in Olympus, and his manwhore ways were legendary. He was her opposite in every way, from what I had gathered over the years, and I was nothing more to him than any of the others. His absence had made that clear, but who cared? We didn’t need him. We had each other, and even if we were like oil and water, our lives didn’t need to blend to coexist. They didn’t need anything else thrown into the recipe, either.

      I loved my mother, and I was the one person who was allowed to say shit about her.

      “My, my,” he said with a smug little inhale, rubbing his smooth chin as he looked down at me with all the triumph of a cat who had a mouse under his paw. “I guess it’s true what they say about the quiet ones. Demeter must be better at keeping secrets than she was at keeping your father in her bed.”

      It happened without me even realizing it. Something just snapped inside of me and I heard the sound of my hand connecting with his cheek before I actually realized I’d struck him. Time seemed to slow down like Cronus himself was in the room and while it took Hades a moment to react, everyone else had turned to stare at us.

      At me.

      The feeling of dread welled up within me like a great black cloud, but even though I knew my life at Olympus Academy was effectively over, it was Hades’ words that felt like they’d be my undoing.

      He didn’t say a word for a long while, but when he finally muttered, “You’re going to regret that,” his voice was surprisingly calm. Pleasant, even.

      Without waiting for him to make good on his promise, I turned and headed straight for the exit.

      “Kory,” Dionysus whispered, pushing through the crowd. I cast him a distracted glance, but I knew getting him mixed up in all this was the only way it could be worse. Instead, I shook my head and did the one thing I promised myself I’d never do:

      I ran.
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      By the time I made it back to my room the night before, I was a mess. I’d stolen a bottle of champagne from the kitchen while everyone was distracted by my freakout and locked myself in my dorm room. Dionysus had come knocking on my door, but I wasn’t in any condition to answer. I felt guilty for pretending like I wasn’t home and I knew he’d probably seen through it immediately, but crying wasn’t something I did often and it definitely wasn’t something I did in front of other people.

      Even if they were tears of rage. My tear ducts had never really gotten the memo that crying was something you did when you were sad.

      I hadn't gotten more than an hour of sleep, tops, and that was after wavering between calling Mom or not for most of the night. It wasn't the first time the name Poseidon had come up surrounding her, but Hades was right, much to my chagrin. I was sheltered, at least when it came to the world of the gods.

      Despite Mom's insistence on me one day taking my place on the Council of Olympus at Hades' side, she had always been reluctant to talk about her cohorts and exploits. We kept limited company and my aunt Athena wasn't any more informative.

      What pissed me off more than anything was that this was exactly what Hades had wanted. Even if he was entirely full of shit, he'd known the thread to pull to make me unravel and I had taken the bait hook, line and sinker.

      In front of everyone.

      God, class today was going to suck. As torturous as the idea of going out to face the world I'd made such a lovely first impression on was, the idea of turning tail and running again was even worse.

      Kore Ademone was no quitter, and Hades was about to learn that the hard way.

      If I was going to face the music, at least I was going to do it in style. I showered and dried my hair, tying it back into a more manageable braid that fell over my shoulder. I put on a fresh school uniform and reached for the floral pin I'd last left on my dresser, only to find a white rose that definitely hadn't been there the night before.

      "What the hell?" I murmured, looking around the room. Someone had come into my room? At first, I thought maybe Dionysus had snuck in before I'd come back, but he'd been at the party after me and unless he had the gift of teleportation on top of Ecstasy, it seemed impossible. I always locked my door before I left. Besides, the whole Phantom of the Opera thing didn't really seem like his schtick.

      I picked up the rose and winced as a thorn that hadn't been visible before pricked my finger, drawing a droplet of blue blood to the surface. The stem turned black in my grasp, a shadowy hue spreading up to the milky white petals and turning them dark as coal.

      Whoever had left it must have thought they were funny, but I wasn't in the mood for magic tricks. Something told me Hades and his posse were to blame. Probably Loki, since he had a flare for cheesy party tricks involving flowers.

      I stalked out of my room, planning on getting answers. There were a few girls I recognized from the night before in the lounge area and they all stopped to stare when I came out. I recognized one of them as a Valkyrie, and when her gaze drifted to the rose in my hand, she blurted out, "Holy shit!"

      I frowned. "You know what this is?"

      She seemed about to answer when the blonde beside her grabbed her arm and dragged her to her feet. The four of them shuffled off whispering anxiously and left me to puzzle what that was all about.

      Sure, I'd made a disastrous first impression, but it wasn't bad enough for everyone to be scared of me, was it? Maybe Loki had spread the rumor about my "extracurricular" activities to get even on his friend's behalf.

      I tucked the rose into my new bookbag and walked to class. There was no time for lingering, so I'd just have to get answers later. If I was going to stick this out, I needed to at least apologize to Hades, even if it took all the willpower I had.

      Of course, I wasn't sorry. He deserved the slap in the face and a boot up the ass, for that matter, but he was the school's favorite malicious pretty boy and I couldn't afford to make such a powerful enemy. Especially not one I was engaged to.

      As I walked the clear crystalline concourse overlooking the river running below the academy, dividing the residential building from the main classroom block, every student I passed glanced at me and quickly looked away.

      I'd have told them to take a picture, but a few already had their phones out and the sound of camera shutters told me that was exactly what they were doing.

      Great.

      I kept my gaze straight ahead and stalked to my first class. I was early, but there were still a few people present and more filtered in as I walked down the aisle. I got a few odd glances, but it was nothing like the hallway.

      Then, it happened.

      It started with a chime, then a phone buzzing, then another. I stopped walking in the middle of the classroom as the symphony of vibration and ringtones went off.

      Everyone was staring at their phones, so of course I checked mine. Nothing. That made me even more curious, but when I looked up, they were all staring at me. And not in the casual, wary way they'd been staring before. In that moment, I felt like a Thanksgiving turkey being wheeled out in front of a bunch of hangry football fans and I took a step back from the guy and girl nearest to me only to trip backward over the extended leg of the girl behind me.

      I barely caught myself on an empty desk before spinning around to face her. "What the hell?"

      "Sorry," she said in a flippant tone, straightening her spine and flipping a strand of dark brown hair behind her shoulder. She turned back to her phone and the whispers started.

      I muttered something less than conciliatory under my breath and made it to the seat I'd taken yesterday. Ariadne was already seated, and I gave her a tired smile. "Hey."

      She looked away quickly, like she was afraid to be caught talking to me and started typing something on her phone.

      Well, okay then.

      Evidently, Hades wasn't the only one who took himself seriously at this school. I knew out of context, my actions probably seemed pretty bitchy, but was it really worth being shunned over? Then there was that asshole who'd tripped me. No way that was an accident.

      Speak of the devil. He walked in casually, setting his books down before he slumped into his seat. No one talked to him, and he didn't check his phone, which further confirmed that little group text had something to do with him.

      Should've known the bastard would try to get even before I even had the chance to apologize.

      Before I could do anything, Hephaestus came in and glanced around the room, stopping when his gaze landed on me. The stern look of disapproval left no room to doubt he'd witnessed the slap heard round the world, but I was used to teachers looking at me like that.

      "Alright everyone, sit down," he ordered. "Yesterday was a freebie, but this is where we get serious, so keep up."

      I listened as he began overviewing the history of the human world, which probably didn't take as long as they would have liked, from a divine perspective. Maybe it was my desperation to forget the night before, or maybe he was just more interesting than my droning high school profs, but I actually found myself paying attention--and dreading the moment the bell rang.

      I was more than ready to leave, but the moment I tried to stand, the guy behind me bumped into my desk. It seemed like everyone had purposely crowded into our aisle, just to create a traffic jam, penning me in.

      "Break it up," Hephaestus scolded. "One winter off and you all forget how to form a single file line?"

      His scolding emptied the classroom faster, but by the time I reached the front, Hades was long gone.

      "Ms. Ademone," Hephaestus called. It was becoming a morning ritual, really.

      Here goes, I thought, bracing myself before I turned to face him. "Yes, Professor?"

      "I saw what happened last night," he said, frowning down at me. "Do you want to tell me what that was all about?"

      "It was..." I trailed off, realizing that coming clean about the reason I'd given Hades a one-sided coat of blush was not only pointless, it would put my mother's reputation even more on the radar than it apparently was. "He just pissed me off, that's all."

      He eyed me doubtfully, but he either seemed to give up or became convinced. "I shouldn't have to tell you this, but violence of any kind against another student outside of the arena or training gym is absolutely unacceptable. Do I make myself clear?"

      "Crystal, sir," I muttered. "I was going to apologize to Hades."

      "I'd highly suggest it," he said, giving me another stern look. "Go on. You're already getting a name at this school, and you don't need to add tardiness to it."

      I held in a sigh of irritation until I left the room and picked up my pace as I headed off in search of Hades. Class could wait, and tardiness was the least of my problems, despite what Hephaestus seemed to think. I had another missed call from Dionysus, and this time, he'd left a voicemail, but I'd get back to him later. He didn't need to be involved in this circus bullshit and the sooner I found Hades, the better.  The hallways were crowded with students moving to and fro, and more than a few went out of their way to bump into me.

      Two days in and this was already getting old. It had to end, and at that point, I was torn between appealing to Hades' ego and beating the shit out of him so everyone at school would realized there was a new bitch in town to cower around.

      I caught sight of him up ahead, standing next to Loki and a boy with spiky black hair streaked with green. "Hey, Hades," I called, knowing he'd just run off if I gave him the chance.

      He looked up and his eyes met mine with that icy hot stare. Before I could say anything else, a herd of Valkyries pushed me into the bathroom and one shoved me hard enough to send me ass-first onto the ground.

      "Hey!" I cried, springing to my feet as they fanned out, blocking my path to the door. "What is wrong with you feathered bitches?"

      All four of them were staring down at me, thanks to their willowy frames. Even the shortest was a few inches taller than me in flat boots. I recognized her as Ingrid, but today, she was anything but apathetic.

      "Making another scene, Rabbit?"

      I frowned. "Rabbit?"

      She ignored me and her flaxen-haired sister stepped up beside her. "You had a good thing going, sweetie. Shouldn't have blown it."

      I scoffed, picking up my fallen books. "What are you, Hades' personal guard?"

      They looked at each other and some communication seemed to pass between them as instantaneously as the alert that had triggered every phone in the classroom.

      "What do you think, sisters?" the tallest one asked. "Should we give the bitch a proper welcome?"

      "I think so, Drea," Ingrid answered, looking at me with predatory intent in her clear blue eyes.

      I clenched my fists and felt the vines prepared to spring. Guess I was gonna figure out what kind of gifts the Valkyries were packing. Just as they seemed about to pounce, the bathroom door flew open and a tall, athletic woman I recognized as Artemis came in, giving us all a look to curdle blood.

      Artemis was one of the few Olympians I'd actually met in person, and she was far more imposing up close. Her short blond hair fell partially in her eyes, but it did nothing to diminish the force of That Look. I swear, she and Mom could've been twins.

      "Ingrid, Drea, Astrid, Maya,” she barked, “You girls want to tell me what you're doing here?"

      "Nothing, Coach," Maya mumbled.

      Artemis gave her a look harder than the rest and pushed her out the door. "Whatever it is, it ends now. Back to class, all of you."

      The Valkyries filed out, but not without a parting glare each. I flipped them off while Artemis' back was turned, but the look on her face as she turned to face me suggested she knew somehow.

      "Ms. Ademone. You're on quite the roll, aren't you?"

      "This time wasn't me," I said, holding up my hands to profess my innocence. "They cornered me, ask them what their problem is."

      "If that's the case, then they'll be dealt with," she said evenly. "The fact remains that you've been at the center of not one but two conflicts within your first twenty-four hours at this Academy."

      "Professor Hephaestus already gave me that lecture," I mumbled.

      "Good. Maybe after three times it will sink in," she quipped, giving me a disapproving once-over. "You know, if you want to channel some of that energy, we could use another girl on the preliminary training team."

      "Preliminary training?" I asked. "You mean for the Games? I thought they weren't until the end of the semester."

      "That's right, but it's never too early to begin training," she said, holding the door open as she waited for me to pass through.

      "I'll think about it," I said, even though sporting events weren't exactly my thing. To be fair, I'd spent most of my time in high school running a business, however illicit.

      "We meet at the courtyard entrance every Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday night at seven," she told me before walking off, clearing all the lingering students with her.

      I'd say one thing for Artemis, she knew how to clear a room. Or a hallway, in this case.

      I realized I had forgotten to return Dionysus' phone call and shot him a quick text on the way to my next class promising I'd speak with him over lunch. I was a couple minutes late, but Akron was by far the most laidback professor out of the bunch. He gave me an acknowledging glance and kept going with his lesson as I took a seat in the front row. Didn't want to try my luck walking all the way to the back when my classmates were in such a tripping mood. Besides, the closer I was, the easier it would be to ogle the cute prof.

      There had to be some upside to all this, didn't there?

      I found myself chewing on my pencil eraser as Akron discussed what he had planned for the next few class sessions. This semester, we were going to move into the actual alchemy, calcination, distillation and all the fun stuff. Our equipment stations would be ready to go the next day, but we were invited to familiarize ourselves with them over the remainder of the class period.

      I was familiar with most of the equipment, since my friends and I had something of our own alchemist's laboratory set up in the Brooklyn loft Jazzy had gotten as a gift from her father.

      As I fiddled with the dials, it brought me back to old times, laughing and pumping up shitty nineties dance tunes on the stereo while we worked. We'd shared so many secrets those long nights when both our parents thought we were having sleep overs at each other's houses. I'd have given anything to go back to those times, but the truth was, the writing had been on the wall even before I received that letter announcing my acceptance to Olympus Academy.

      About five minutes before the end of class, Akron cleared his throat and went back to the front of the class. "Alright, your attention, please, everyone. I'd like you to take these last few minutes to pair up in groups of three or so. You'll be working in these groups throughout the semester, so try to pick folks who'll actually inspire you to work rather than chatter the whole time," he said pointedly, looking over his glasses.

      It was a relief to have at least one professor who wasn't keen on singling me out from the others, even if I did deserve it. I'd never had trouble with group assignments since my friends and I paired off automatically, but I wasn't looking forward to it now that my extended walk of shame was in progress. I turned around, not surprised when everyone near me either looked away or darted across the room before I could get my ick on them.

      Ariadne was in this class too, and I almost felt guilty for approaching the one person besides Dionysus who'd been pleasant to me before, but before I could reach her, the girl she'd already paired off with stood in front of me, folding her arms over the plaid bow in the center of her chest.

      "Our group's full," she said flatly.

      "Oh, really?" I raised an eyebrow. "Looks like there's just two of you."

      "I said it's full," she said, slowing down her words like she was intent on making each one bite.

      "Vespa," Ariadne whispered, her shoulders hunched uncomfortably.

      "It's fine," I said stiffly. "I work better alone anyway."

      I went back to my station as the bell rang and grabbed my things. This time, I was able to get out of the room before the stampede behind me. When I glanced down at my phone, there was another half a dozen calls from Dionysus and a few texts, one of them a picture attachment I couldn't see from my homescreen.

      "Damn, that boy's intense," I muttered, opening up the text message thread that had begun the night before.

      Holy hell, Kory! You hit him?!

      I don't know whether to be impressed or scared.

      K I'm both.

      Hey, I know you're in there.

      Fine, we'll talk in the morning. Just don't off yourself or anything, he's not worth it.

      It's morning, bitch. Call me.

      Where the hell are you? We need to talk. Now.

      Fuck. Please tell me you didn't get a flower that looks like this.

      I opened up the attachment and the last message, a simple picture of a white rose just like the one the white flower had turned into made my stomach churn.

      So it did mean something. And I couldn't help but think the flower was connected to the group text that was obviously linked to the fact that everyone in this school had gone full-on cannibal on me in a matter of minutes.

      With a trembling hand, I dialed Dionysus' number, never more relieved to hear someone's voice than I was when he finally picked up. Even though his first words were, "ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR DAMN MIND?!"

      I winced, holding the phone away from my ear. "Okay, first of all, this morning has sucked enough without going half-deaf, and second of all, what the hell is going on? What does that flower mean?"

      "It's not something I can explain over the phone," he said impatiently. I could hear noise behind him, like he was in a crowded classroom.

      "Well, where can we meet?"

      He hesitated a moment before answering, "The garden at noon."

      "I have class," I protested.

      "Skip it," was the last thing he said before he hung up. I stared down at my reflection in the black mirror of the phone screen. Looked like I was finally going to get my answer. I just hoped I was ready to deal.
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      As I waited for Dionysus in the garden’s courtyard, I couldn’t help but admire the great stone goddess who stood in the center of the fountain, her vase overflowing with cool water that poured into the basin. Being surrounded by hanging willows and thick shrubs taller than the titans themselves was the only thing capable of chipping away at my anxiety at all, but there was still plenty of it left.

      I heard rustling up ahead and my racing heart settled with relief as I saw Dionysus walking toward me. He looked especially handsome in the school uniform, more boyish than beautiful today, even though he possessed an abundance of both qualities.

      “Where is it?” were the first words out of his mouth.

      It took me a second to realize what he meant, but I reached into my bag and pulled out the white rose I’d stashed in there without thinking. It should’ve been crushed by my books and all the other random shit that lived in there, but it was perfect. “You mean this?”

      The look on his face said more than I wanted to know. He stared at the flower like it was a cursed object and just looking might be enough for it to rub off on him.

      “Dionysus? Hello, anyone in there?”

      He blinked back to reality and gave me a sympathetic look that bordered on pity. “That’s the White Rose,” he murmured. “It’s a mark.”

      “A mark? A mark of what?”

      “A mark of prey,” he answered in a grave tone. “It means you’re the new White Rabbit.”

      I frowned, recalling the Valkyries’ strange words. “Okay, so what the hell is this White Rabbit and why does everyone at school suddenly have it out for me?”

      “Because you’ve been marked,” he answered, seemingly oblivious to his circular logic.

      “Yeah, you said that. The question is, marked as what?”

      “The Triad’s target for this semester,” he answered. “Usually they don’t choose one until the end of the first week, but you certainly made an impression at the party last night.”

      I grimaced. “I’ve been trying to apologize for that all morning, but Hades’ posse might as well be a ten-foot plated glass barrier. There’s no getting through.”

      “An apology won’t help,” Dionysus said, holding my gaze. “Once you’re marked, there’s no getting out of it. You’ll be the Triad’s target, and the school’s by proxy, until another is chosen next semester.”

      “Well, who was the last?”

      He hesitated.

      “Come on, Dionysus. If I’m going to be tormented for the next semester as some stupid preppy bully game, I’d at least like to know who I’m replacing. Unless…” I trailed off as another possibility occurred to me. “Holy shit, did--?”

      “No. He’s alive,” he answered quickly. “But he transferred out in the middle of the semester, so the Triad is already hungry.”

      “It got so bad he transferred?” I asked in disbelief. “What the hell did they do to him?”

      Dionysus sighed, sitting down on the edge of the fountain. He patted the spot next to him and I did the same. “There’s something you need to understand about this school, Kore. The Olympic Games? They’re just the pretense. The sanctioned version of the sport that really runs this place, and has since it was founded. The Wild Hunt is a sport that everyone plays, whether they want to or not, and you’re either the predator or the prey.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked warily. “It’s not just the Triad?”

      “They’re the leaders of the Wild Hunt. Not the first, and they certainly won’t be the last,” he muttered darkly. “Anyone seen aiding and abetting the White Rabbit is part of the herd, and trust me, no one wants to be part of the herd. It makes you a target in your own right.”

      “Hence the meeting in secret.”

      He gave me an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. I tried to warn you, but--”

      “No,” I sighed, holding up my hand. “It’s my fault. I got myself into this mess, I’ll figure a way out.”

      “That’s just it. There is no out,” he said slowly. “The only way out is through, and honestly, if I were you, I wouldn’t stick around.”

      “I’m not transferring out,” I said firmly.

      He frowned. “You said you didn’t even want to come to this school in the first place.”

      “I don’t. I still don’t,” I admitted, standing to pace across the fountain’s edge. “But I’ll be damned before I let that Underworld prick and his boy band chase me off.”

      When I looked back, Dionysus was smiling. It wasn’t uncommon, but somehow, this was the first time it felt genuine. “You know, if anyone can survive the Wild Hunt, it’s probably you.”

      “What about the teachers?” I asked. “Don’t they get involved?”

      “They know better than that,” he said flatly. “Most of them were leaders back in their time at the Academy, including our headmaster.”

      “Odin?”

      “Who do you think started the tradition in the first place?”

      I groaned. “Of course. Anything else I should know? Maybe I need to buy a bulletproof vest or something?”

      “It’s not that bad. They’re not allowed to do any real physical harm, but sometimes people get carried away, so watch yourself,” he warned me. “Your best bet is to just keep your head down and ignore it as much as you can.”

      “That’s not really my style.”

      “No,” he said with a weary sigh. “I didn’t imagine it was.”

      “So I guess this is it, huh?” I finally asked.

      “Just because we can’t hang out in public doesn’t mean we can’t still be friends,” he informed me. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. If I was going to survive the semester as Hades’ damn White Rabbit, I was gonna need all the help I could get. Besides, as little time as it had been, I’d already grown attached to Dionysus. I was just relieved to know he felt the same.

      “In that case, I’m gonna need the lowdown,” I said, flopping back next to him. “Tell me everything you know about the Triad.”

      He eyed me warily. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not just looking to populate your survival guide?”

      I grinned. “I may technically be from Olympus, but I’m a New Yorker at heart. If Hades and his crew want to make me their pet bunny, fine, but it’s gonna be one hell of a chase.”
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      After skipping fourth period to gather all the pertinent information Dionysus had to offer, I went to my next class feeling at least partially armed. My reception was as chilly as I’d come to expect, but no one made an overt move in front of the teacher, so at least I had the classroom to call home base.

      Or so I thought until Swordsmanship.

      Artemis was a foreboding presence, but I soon learned that even her watchful eye wasn’t enough to keep the Hunt at bay.

      “Alright, everyone get in line,” she called once she’d taken roll for the day, pacing across the great stone pillars of the gymnasium. Unlike the sweaty linoleum room back in high school that doubled as a basketball court, gym class and aerobics room for the elderly on the weekend, this gymnasium was partially outdoors and equipped with the finest training gear. All along one partial wall were racks upon racks of weaponry, some of which I’d never even seen and doubted I could pronounce the names of even if I knew them.

      “Today, we’re going to start by having everyone choose a weapon,” Artemis announced. She had a broadsword bound to her back and even though the thing had to weigh a ton, her movements were no less graceful for its presence. Then again, she was ripped, so I figured I’d have better luck trying for something a bit lighter, as badass as the broadsword looked. “You’re not locked in yet, so I invite you to experiment over the next few class periods until you find something that works for your individual style--and be realistic. A poorly armed competitor is as useless as an unarmed one in the arena, except that she has the ability to cut someone’s arm off.”

      I could think of a few limbs I’d like to sever off the Triad, but I wasn’t going to give in to the temptation to obsess over them. They wanted me running scared like all the other little rabbits, but they were in for a rude awakening. If I was stuck here, then Hades was going to rue the day I’d accepted that invitation from the Academy. I’d just have to give it my all and wait for the chance to use everything I’d learned against him.

      “I believe in kinesthetic learning, so we’re going to begin sparring today,” Artemis continued. “You’ll be using wooden versions of the big boy weapons, but you can still do damage, so don’t be an idiot. Pair up with the person next to you and get to it.”

      Her commanding tone left no room for hesitation, but it left no room for the other students to play odd one out either, so I was happy enough. I turned to the girl next to me and her wary gaze made it clear she wasn’t eager to pair off with the school pariah.

      Before she could say as much, Ingrid came out of nowhere and shouldered her out of the way while Artemis’ back was turned, answering some guy’s question about a polearm. “Hey, Rabbit. Let’s buddy up. Unless you’re scared?”

      Irritation simmered in my empty stomach. I was going to have to find time to visit the cafeteria on off hours, because dealing with the Valkyries without having any food in me was not going to work out long term.

      I knew Ingrid was just trying to get a rise out of me, to force me to call for the teacher and make her give back her place in line, but screw it. If she wanted to fight dirty, I’d give her what she wanted.

      “Rabbits have a lot of natural predators, but a rat isn’t one of them,” I shot back, pulling a short wooden blade from the rack. “Let’s go.”

      Her expression mellowed to spite, but she pulled a long wooden spear from the rack and moved so swiftly I barely had time to dart back before she made a deadly jab with the pointed tip.

      Next time, I was ready. I brought my blade up and struck the spear out of range, but she was fast. One shot after the other, I kept dancing back on the defense and those long limbs weren’t running out of stamina anytime soon.

      She’d definitely chosen her weapon in accordance with mine. I couldn’t even get in close range to take a swing that wasn’t blocking her. Lesson learned. The other pairs were sparring, but it soon became apparent through sideways glances that ours was by far the most intensive match. If I didn’t find a way to start striking back soon, the whole school was going to see me get skewered by Viking Barbie, which was surely what she had planned.

      Accidents happen and all that.

      I finally saw my opening and I took it, hooking the very tip of my wooden blade underneath the notched hilt of her polearm saber. The wooden implement went flying from her grasp and I relished the look of surprise on her face as I moved in close enough to hold the edge of my sword to her throat.

      “I believe that’s one for me?”

      Her eyes narrowed and the ground trembled so violently beneath me that I had to stagger just to keep my balance. The fact that the spectators, who’d all ceased their own sparring matches to watch ours, were standing steady was proof it was a localized effect.

      Holy shit. She could control earthquakes?

      Just before I could find out the extent of my new enemy’s power, Artemis’ voice rang through the rumbling. “That’s enough!” she barked, blowing on a shrill whistle that made my ears burn. “No powers. Kore, Ingrid, walk it off. The rest of you, back to practice!”

      With a glare that could’ve frozen lava, Ingrid turned and stalked off the stone platform of the gymnasium.

      “You wanna tell me what that was all about?” Artemis asked, folding her arms as she stood before me.

      I remembered what Dionysus had told me about the teachers all being complicit to one degree or another and put on a fake smile. I had the feeling I was going to get a lot of use out of it here. “Just a little friendly rivalry.”

      She eyed me doubtfully, but I added, “About that training team. I’d like to join.”

      That seemed to distract her. Her furrowed brow eased as she studied me. “Meet us here tomorrow night, then, but be warned. The training class doesn’t use wooden weapons.”

      “Of course it doesn’t,” I muttered under my breath as she walked off to supervise the others.

      If everyone in this school was determined to put a knife in my back, I figured I had better learn to wield a sword.
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      I spent my second night at the Academy in my dorm room, and when Mom tried to call and ask how I was doing, I texted back that I was having dinner with friends. Lying to the Nymphs was a bit harder, but I’d put on a big show of being fine before I left so they wouldn’t worry about me. Admitting that everyone already hated me two days in and my fiancé was as big of an asshole as I’d always feared just felt like admitting defeat, so I texted them a few pics I’d snapped of the gardens and my lavish accommodations. They sent back pics of their shared dorm room.

      What I wouldn’t have given for popcorn ceilings and wobbly bunk beds.

      Sure, Olympus Academy was adorned in luxury from top to bottom, but the student body was rotten to the core and at the very pit of that rotten core were three bad seeds, one of whom I hadn’t even met. Not that it seemed to have stopped him from committing to make my life hell.

      The most annoying part of it all was that Hades hadn’t even lifted a finger to do anything yet. He just relied on the influence of his adoring minions, and they did the dirty work for him.

      I’d find a way to turn that against him soon enough, but for now, the plan was to keep my head down and learn as much as I could about how this school worked. I couldn’t very well use its machinations against him otherwise.

      With nothing to do but study, I soon fell asleep with my political science book next to me and by the time I woke, the dim blue light of morning had arrived to alert me of a new day.

      Wednesday wasn’t any better than Tuesday had been. This time, I got tripped in Runebinding and didn’t manage to catch myself before my books went everywhere. The professor did his best to silence the gale of laughter, but at least the class was probably the liveliest it had ever been.

      By the time the next period came, I was looking forward to a much-needed break. The professor who led the Training class had been out for the last two days, but it seemed today just wasn’t my day. Not only was the Training room door open, but Thor was standing there in the middle of it, addressing a group of three. I recognized one of them as Daphne, the redhead from my dorm. She didn’t glare like the others, but I could tell she was wary of my presence. The other two were fraternal twins, a boy and a girl with the same ice white hair and eyes as black as coal. They looked me up and down with the same predatory intent I’d come to expect from other students.

      “There she is,” Thor said in a tone far more pleasant than I’d have expected from someone whose little brother wanted to destroy my soul.

      “There are only four of us?” Daphne asked.

      “That’s right. Training is scheduled in small groups, and you’ll see why in a minute.”

      He snapped his fingers and the door flew shut behind me. The room went dark, but the shift in light revealed the vibrant green grid covering every plain surface of the room.

      “Whoa,” the white-haired guy said, looking around us.

      “Welcome to the training room,” Thor said, watching our shocked reactions with a smug grin. “I think you’ll find it to be bigger than it appears. At least when a simulation’s loaded in.”

      “Simulation?” I asked. “You mean like holograms?”

      “That’s right. Over three million potential training scenarios and locations have been loaded into the computer. Once you have your access cards, you’ll be able to schedule timeslots in here as a group or an individual. The computer recognizes voice commands from authorized personnel, so you can ask it to drum up pretty much anything.”

      I hadn’t expected Thor to be quite so tech savvy, but Olympus Academy was at once nothing and everything that I’d come to expect.

      “And if we prefer to work on our own in class?” The blonde girl asked.

      “Hey,” her twin protested.

      “Shut up, Phrixus,” she snapped.

      Thor already looked tired of them both. “Then as they say out in the real world, ‘Tough shit.’ You’re here to learn, not to be comfortable. If you want to train solo on your own time, so be it, but while you’re in this class, you’ll be learning to work as a team. I’ll go easy on you, though. First scenario’s gonna be a freebie. Halcyon, load Summit.”

      A woman’s voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once in response to his request. “Loading Summit simulation.”

      The grids vanished and an instant later, we were surrounded by white. Snow whipped around us, too biting and frigid to be fake, even though there was no other possibility. We were all standing at the base of a giant mountain so tall the peak was hidden under a thick layer of clouds. The twins were barely visible with their bone white hair, and the fact that the other three were huddled and shivering told me I wasn’t the only one who was freezing.

      “This doesn’t feel like a simulation,” Daphne protested, her teeth chattering as she hugged herself.

      “It’s a combination of technology and magic,” Thor explained, seemingly unaffected by the harsh climate.

      Even though I knew we were in the same thirty-by-thirty room, the snowy cliffs seemed to continue on forever. Knowing it was an illusion did nothing to help my brain see through to reality.

      “What are we supposed to do?” Phrixus asked, stuttering with each word.

      “You’re supposed to get to the top,” Thor said, casting his gaze all the way up the mountain’s summit. “Together. If one of you falls, the lesson is over and you failed for the day. If you all manage to make it to the top, you pass.”

      “And what happens if we fail?” the blonde girl asked, shooting me a dangerous look.

      “Good question, Helle,” Thor said in a knowing tone. “Since this class is about training to win the Games--whether you ultimately choose to compete or not--losing is penalized harshly. Each time you fail, your class is assigned to kitchen duty.”

      That wiped the conspiratorial smirks off the twins’ faces. “How are we supposed to climb a mountain when we’re freezing?” Helle protested.

      “The atmosphere isn’t the only thing the computer can change,” Thor answered. “If you want to change your gear, all you have to do is ask. Who wants to go first?”

      No one jumped to volunteer, so I decided I might as well. “Halcyon, give me a snowsuit.”

      Even though I’d just seen a mountain appear before my eyes, I held out doubt that the computer could actually change what I was wearing until the particles of my school uniform slowly began to dissolve. In their place was a light blue suit made of a thick, weather-resistant material that dulled the cold to a more tolerable temperature immediately.

      “Whoa,” I murmured.

      “Let me try,” said Daphne. “Halcyon, give me a snowsuit, too.”

      Phrixus soon followed suit, and Helle was the last to give it a try. She glared at me, like she was mad I’d taken the initiative to give it a shot when she’d had the same opportunity.

      “Now that you’re all bundled up, go on,” Thor said, nodding as he began to disappear in the drift. “I’ll be waiting.”

      I looked doubtfully up at the peak of the mountain. How the hell were we supposed to climb that?

      “We don’t have any gear,” Daphne lamented.

      “Halcyon, make us some climbing gear,” Phrixus ordered, his voice far more confident than before.

      “Negative, Student ZA-7,” Halcyon answered pleasantly. “Climbing gear is not within the permitted modifications for this simulation.”

      “Of course not,” Daphne muttered.

      “Maybe we’re supposed to use our powers,” I suggested.

      Helle shot me another glare and I was done keeping my mouth shut. “If you’ve got any better ideas, you’re free to voice them,” I snapped.

      “It’s worth a shot,” said Daphne. I knew better than to count on her as a potential ally, but out of the four of them, she seemed the least likely to risk an evening of kitchen duty for the pleasure of sending me tumbling down the snowy mountainside. She turned toward the summit and studied its peak for a moment before raising her hand. The snow along the mountainside began to let off steam and formed a slush that pooled at our feet.

      “What are you doing?” Phrixus asked, watching her closely.

      “I control water. I thought I could melt it, but the ice is too thick,” she muttered. “It’s just making the surface slipperier. What are your powers?”

      “We’re telepathic,” Helle answered, planting a hand on her hip. “Not much use here.”

      “My power might be,” I said at risk of the dirty looks I wound up getting from the twins.

      “What, are you going to bitchslap the mountain out of the way?” Helle asked wryly.

      Her brother snorted.

      “Oh-em-gee, you’re so creative,” I said, mocking her valley girl accent as I brushed past. “I can control plants, and create them to a degree. If I sprout vines, maybe we can use them as climbing ropes.”

      Helle was still fuming, but Phrixus at least seemed to be considering my idea. So did Daphne.

      “Don’t you need to be around actual plants for that?”

      “No, not for limited use,” I told her, letting a fresh vine coil from my vein and pool on the snowy ground beneath me.

      Helle grimaced. “Nasty.”

      “Shut up, Helle. I don’t want to wash dishes,” Phrixus mumbled.

      I ignored them and made a makeshift lasso with one end of the vine. I tried to toss it, but my calculations were a bit off.

      “Here,” said Daphne, holding out her hand. “Let me give it a try.”

      I offered her the end of the vine and stepped back to let her do her thing. She looped it over a sturdy-looking crag in the mountain on the first try.

      “Impressive,” I remarked.

      She gave me a half smile before she looked Helle’s way and it disappeared.

      “Let’s see if this holds,” she said, looping the other end of the vine around her waist. I watched nervously as she began to climb, but to my surprise, it was actually working.

      “Make another one,” Helle ordered, stepping up beside me.

      I shot her a dirty look of my own. “In the spirit of teamwork and not scrubbing dishes, I’m going to pretend you asked nicely. This time.”

      She rolled her eyes and waited impatiently as I produced another vine. When I made one for Phrixus, he looked squeamish and seemed like he’d rather run off than take it, but he finally grabbed it and began the upward climb behind his twin.

      So far, so good. And I was actually proving myself useful. I knew better than to think that meant they’d go easy on me outside of the classroom, but Mom’s favorite joke came back to me.

      “How do you eat an elephant?” she’d always ask when one of life’s little frustrations that had seemed monumental at the time had pushed my patience to its limits.

      “One bite at a time,” I muttered under my breath, flinging the loop of my latest vine. This time, it actually caught on a rock and I tested its security before I put my weight on it. Slowly but surely, I was making it up the mountain and the only thing keeping my fear of heights, which was a lot worse in practice than in theory, at bay was the knowledge that we couldn’t actually be as far up as it felt like.

      “I see the summit!” Daphne cried. She was already so far up I couldn’t even see her feet through the clouds, and Helle wasn’t far behind her. Phrixus disappeared next, leaving me a few yards below.

      By the time the clouds closed in around me, I was starting to be able to breathe. A pity, because the oxygen was far from optimal. I took it one step at a time and when the mountain’s summit finally came into view, I realized the others must have gone up ahead. The only question was, where?

      The silence was my first cue that something was wrong. Not the auditory silence, since the whipping wind made that impossible, but rather the absence of good energy that should have huddled around three people who’d just climbed a mountain together.

      I reached up to find my next handhold, but something wasn’t right. It was solid enough, and well within my grasp, but I couldn’t gain purchase. My hand kept slipping off and even with gloves, I was too numb from the cold to realize it was covered in a slick, oily substance until my feet slipped out from underneath me. My left hand released the vine as I reached for another handhold in panic, but my right was slick with whatever substance had been on the rocks and when I finally caught it again, it slid from my grasp so rapidly I felt a vine-shaped burn gliding along the inside of my palm.

      As I went tumbling toward the ground, I could hear the twins’ laughter ringing in my ears through the howling wind. The last thing I heard as I hit the ground was bone snapping, but unconsciousness mercifully closed in before the pain could come.

      Maybe the drop was further than I’d thought.
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      The first thing I remembered after falling was the sound of a machine beeping incessantly. Every needling high-pitched chirp sent a fresh wave of pain through my head, which already felt like it had been taken apart and pieced back together with superglue. The cheap kind that just sticks fingers together forever and doesn’t even hold a jewelry clasp together for long.

      I heard voices, but it took awhile for my head to clear enough to make them out and opening my eyes was a lost cause.

      “Don’t lie to me.” It took me a moment to recognize why the harsh voice sounded so familiar. I’d heard it recently, but the jovial tone Thor had used in class was long gone. “I know this is about your stupid little game.”

      “It wasn’t us,” Loki answered, his voice smooth with indignation. “And even if it was, don’t pretend like you never took part in the Hunt while you were a student.”

      “Shaving cream in the target’s locker, love letters with forged signatures. Kid stuff,” he shot back. “No one ever ended up in the hospital. Certainly not an eighteen-year-old girl.”

      “Then perhaps this generation is simply more evolved than yours, brother,” Loki said in a snide tone. “Women being equal and all that.”

      I heard the sound of a struggle followed by a heavy thump. Someone being shoved up against a wall?

      “I’ve had enough of your bullshit, Loki. You screw this up, it’s your head on the pike,” he growled in a tone far more menacing than I would have imagined him capable of, especially toward his own brother. “You can tell your little friends that, too.”

      Loki didn’t respond for a long moment. I was finally able to open my eyes, but I was keeping them shut.

      What the hell were they talking about? Screw what up?

      “It’ll be handled,” Loki finally said. All the snark in his voice was gone and what was left behind was almost human.

      “It had better be,” Thor grunted. The door slammed and I laid there, contemplating just how long I was comfortable being alone with Loki when he thought I was asleep. Before I could come to a decision, his voice let me know I wasn’t alone with my thoughts, and it had returned to its usual seductive, teasing quality.

      “You know, if you’re going to pretend to be asleep, you might do it less gracefully,” he mused. “A drool bubble here and there. It’s more convincing.”

      I opened my eyes to glare at him, but when I sat up in the hospital bed, everything ached. I looked down at myself and realized my arm was the only thing in a sling, even though from what I remembered of the fall, I’d expected to wake up in a body cast if I woke up at all.

      “You wanna tell me why you’re in here, or should I just strangle you now and let security sort out the details later?”

      He snorted, leaning casually against the wall with his arms folded and his hair obnoxiously perfect. Seriously, how did he even get it to be that shiny without making it greasy?

      “You’re welcome to, but I think you’ll find them woefully unresponsive. Bunch of potheads, the lot of them.”

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded, not in the mood for games. Especially since I was already involved in one I’d never asked to play.

      “Can’t a guy check on an injured classmate out of concern?”

      “A guy could. You’re more in the cockroach category, as far as I’m concerned.”

      He chuckled, sidling closer to me. “Touche,” he purred, running a finger along the outside of my sling. “Can I sign your cast?”

      I batted his hand away with my good one. “I’ve still got one arm left, Loki. Don’t try me.”

      “Relax,” he said, holding his hands up innocently. “I’m not here as a hunter, I’m here as a friend.”

      “Friends don’t set the hounds on friends, last time I checked.”

      He let out a low whistle. “Demeter really has kept you sheltered from the world of the gods, hasn’t she?”

      There was something melancholic in his tone that kept me from taking it as another jab at my mother. “What do you want?”

      “I heard about the accident and I came to see how you are,” he said with a shrug. “You can believe me or not.”

      The problem was, I did. That just left more questions than answers. “Why do you even care? You’re with Hades on this whole stupid Wild Hunt thing.”

      “The Triad is always a united front,” he informed me. “But we don’t condone physical violence. That takes all the sport out of it.”

      “Glad to know you draw the line somewhere,” I muttered. “That was sarcasm, in case you’re as used to people blowing smoke up your ass as Hades.”

      He actually laughed, and for the first time, it seemed genuine. Not just another part of his charming devil routine.

      Damn, he played the role well, though.

      “At least admit you liked the rose.”

      “So it was you.”

      “It’s school tradition, but I saved the most beautiful for you,” he purred, sweeping his long fingers down my cheek. I hit his hand away again, but he seemed to anticipate it. “I must admit, I’ve lost my taste for the sport, but you’ve rekindled it in a short period of time. We’ve never had a Rabbit quite so… spirited.”

      “Happy to entertain, but you might want to watch yourself. I’ve got a lot more than spirit in my arsenal.”

      “Oh, I’m counting on it,” he purred without missing a beat. His eyes practically glowed with excitement and I realized it wasn’t just talk. The freak was actually enjoying this twisted little game. “If I might give you a tip, though?”

      “What is it?” I asked warily, mostly because I was too curious to pass up the chance to hear what he had to say.

      “You can be the best chess player in the world, but none of it matters if the game you’re playing is actually poker,” he remarked, standing from my bedside. “You think you can beat us by pulling yourself up by those cute little Brooklyn bootstraps and taking everything we throw at you head on, but you can’t. We don’t need to touch you to break you, and the game has only just begun.”

      There was something dangerous in his gaze, but it had nothing to do with his words. I’d heard worse threats, but this didn’t feel like one. It felt like… a warning.

      The smile that touched his lips was the most cutting of all. In that moment, I knew acutely what the danger was and it had nothing to do with the Wild Hunt or the bullying or the school itself.

      “I’m from Manhattan,” I muttered. “Not Brooklyn.”

      He just smiled wider and flicked his hand. I jolted, ready to lash out, but he simply passed me the white rose that had materialized in his hand. This time, when I took it, its petals remained pristine.

      “Get well soon, Kore. I’m looking forward to our game.”

      With that, he left the room and I found myself staring down at the rose. Just like the first, it was too perfect to be real, but like all impossibly beautiful things, it had thorns.

      I just had to remember that.
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      I had the next two days off from class, and Dionysus was bold enough to risk being the one who brought me my assignments so I wouldn’t fall behind. At night and over the weekend, we conspired in my dorm in whispered tones and he filled me in on more than just the week’s reading material.

      Apparently, the twins had lied about their abilities. Big shocker there. Dionysus had second period with them, so he knew Phrixus' ability was changing the texture of any surface, which explained my lubed-up descent into pain town. He wasn't sure about Helle since she kept everything pretty tightly under wraps, so for all I knew, she really was a telepath, but the joke was on me.

      Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, that bitch is dead.

      The twins would have to wait, though. Getting sidetracked by a thousand little quests for vengeance was exactly what the Triad wanted. I had to stay focused, keep my eyes on the prize, and the prize in this case was nothing less than complete and utter humiliation for Hades and everyone who sought to aid and abet him.

      That was going to take time and careful planning, so I focused on learning as much as I could from Dionysus and taking advantage of my recovery time to lay low and regroup.

      Since the one trait I'd inherited from my mother was anal-retentive recordkeeping, I took notes in a bound book I'd had warded to appear like nothing more than a chemistry notebook. Anyone who flipped through the pages would see nothing more than formulae and absentminded notes. Jazzy had made it for me after I'd caught Mom reading my mundane diary once.

      Sunday night, I sat flipping through my notes since Dionysus had some club to attend. It was only his second semester at the Academy, and while he had grown up around Loki, his knowledge of Hades was somewhat limited and his knowledge of Fenrir even moreso.

      I stared down at the name I hated most and the notes that followed.

      Hades

      God of the Underworld, son of Cronus and Rhea (deceased)

      Attended Olympus Prep prior to his transfer into the Academy two years ago. Quickly rose to the top of the social ranks thanks to Daddy's influence. Has multiple siblings, not close to any of them as far as anyone knows. Leadership track (of course), winner of the Games in his first year as part of a three-man team (no mystery there). The Triad were the second first-year group to win the Games in the history of the Academy, after Thor's group sixty years ago. Leader of the Wild Hunt.

      Last victim: Marcellus

      Reason of choice: Unknown

      Status: Transferred

      

      Then there was Loki, whose section was far more fleshed out. It had been a struggle to keep up with Dionysus, since his account of the trickster god was far from limited. It further cemented that whatever had happened between them, it wasn't pretty. I was also beginning to suspect there were romantic undertones, at least on Dionysus' end, and I could understand the appeal. Loki was nothing if not enigmatic. Too bad for my friend that he was every bit as rotten underneath as the rest of the Triad.

      Then there was Fenrir.

      Lupine demigod. His father was the Fenris wolf, slain by Odin. Has an alternate form no one's seen, and skips class often.

      Why he was such good buddies with Loki when the Headmaster had slain his father was beyond my imagination, but gods and cognitive dissonance went together like bread and butter.

      I'd just have to do my own recon to gather the intel I needed to take down the Big, Bad Wolf and his posse. Shouldn't be all that hard, since they were everywhere. Sooner or later, someone was bound to slip up and divulge something the Triad didn't want out, and I'd be there to tuck it away for safekeeping.

      Revenge was a dish best served cold, after all. I'd already come up with a strategy and kept Dionysus on a need to know basis, both in case anyone came to harass him and because the thought of me actually fighting back against the Triad seemed to give him an ulcer.

      I'd already told him that if he had to prove his loyalty to the Hunt in public, he was free to throw me under the bus, and he'd mumbled some grudging half-acknowledgment. The truth was, this was my mess and I didn't want anyone else getting wrapped up in it, but that didn't mean I was going to let Hades and his friends off easily. Or at all.

      Satisfied with my long-range plans for domination, I found the most comfortable position the sling would allow and settled in to get some rest. For the first time since I'd come to the Academy, I slept like a baby.
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      Monday morning, I woke up bright and early and prepared to head to the cafeteria. I was done eating alone in my room, and the Hunt was going to continue one way or another. Might as well face it head on.

      Before I made it past the lounge, I heard a familiar voice call my name and turned around to find Daphne watching me. She was still in her pajamas.

      "Guess you upgraded from the towel."

      She sighed, walking over to me. "I've been trying to talk to you. I knocked on your door last night."

      "I know," I said, folding my arms. "I ignored you."

      "Look, I know you probably hate me, but at least let me explain," she pleaded.

      "Why bother explaining yourself to the Rabbit?" I challenged.

      She rolled her eyes. "I hate that stupid contest. I came here to train to be a leader, not to play some bratty game."

      "Well, you may not be playing, but you certainly didn't stop the twins," I shot back, not about to let her get off that easily. "They could have killed me."

      "I didn't know they were going to do that, I swear!"

      I hesitated. Her tone sounded genuine enough, but this place was making me doubt my own instincts for the first time in my life. After all, I'd thought Loki was cute once. "And why should I believe you?"

      "Because I have no reason to lie." She shrugged. "Like you said, you're the White Rabbit. It's not exactly beneficial to be your bestie right now."

      I snorted. "Fair enough."

      "Look," she said, lowering her voice as she glanced around to make sure we were alone. "I've got my own reasons for being here, and I can't risk them by getting targeted by the triad, but if you're interested in getting back at the twins, I can tell you something that might help."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Consider my curiosity piqued."

      "Helle and Phrixus used to have a thing with Loki," Daphne continued in a conspiratorial whisper.

      Now both eyebrows were at full attention. "A thing as in...? Both of them?"

      "Yep," she answered with a malicious gleam in her green eyes. I was kind of starting to like her. A dryad after my own heart. "And the past-tense was far from mutual. Loki cuts all his lovers loose, but Helle is still heartsick. She'd do anything to get him back, which is probably why she's targeting you so aggressively."

      "Huh. And you're telling me this why?"

      Daphne shrugged. "I'm as competitive as the next student here, but I believe in winning with honor. What the twins did was dirty, and the information is yours to do with what you will."

      I considered her words for a moment before nodding. "Thanks. So I guess this is a sort of secret truce?"

      "Well, I'm not insane," she said flatly before returning to her dorm room.

      I couldn't help but smile. I still wasn't sure how I was going to use that tidbit of information yet, or if I even wanted to, but at least I had something else to file under Loki's journal entry. He might run with a group of three, but it seemed like two was his favorite number.
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      Once I made it to the cafeteria, the room fell so silent everyone could've heard a pin drop. Guess the school wasn't used to the resident pariah showing her face to eat with the rest of the herd.

      I ignored the stares and headed straight for the buffet line. If there was one benefit to being the outcast, it was that people parted like the Red Sea. I helped myself to some eggs and bacon and walked to an empty spot at the nearest table. It was a safe distance away from the cluster of girls sitting at the other end, but one of them leaned over to plant her bag right where I was about to sit.

      "Seat's taken," she said icily.

      I gave her my sweetest suburban-goddess-ready-to-shiv-someone-with-an-apple-peeler smile and pushed the bag off the bench. "Now it's not," I said, matching her tone as I sat down.

      She scoffed and her friends whispered in irritation to each other, but they made no further move to retaliate. Instead, they picked up their trays and scuttled off.

      I took a bite of my eggs and kept eating, pretending not to notice the stares I was getting. What I did notice was the fact that there were a few curious, even admiring ones thrown in with the glares.

      Something told me this was the first time a Rabbit had actually stood up to the bullying everyone else seemed to view as fate, and they were in for a treat. I wasn't about to bow my head to the Triad anytime soon, and when I finally did, they were in trouble.

      Nothing's as dangerous as an animal in a cage. Especially one who let herself get caught.

      When I heard footsteps approaching, I braced myself for another childish prank or middle school mean girl routine, but found myself face to face with the only member of the Triad I was sorely lacking data on. And of course I had a forkful of eggs halfway to my mouth.

      I took a second to collect myself as the mammoth of a man in front of me sat across from me. He made Thor look like he'd skipped a few gym sessions by comparison, and those golden eyes were even more intense up close, but I refused to give into the instinct to look away.

      "Quite a display of dominance back there," he remarked. His voice took me by surprise, not because it wasn't as deep as I expected--it was--but because it had a faint English accent I hadn't anticipated at all.

      I wasn't sure what I'd anticipated Fenrir would sound like, really. Maybe I was just surprised he spoke in words rather than growls and guttural sounds.

      "If taking an empty seat is considered domineering here, you really are a fragile bunch," I remarked, taking a sip of my orange juice.

      His response was a scoff and he leaned forward, his eyes boring into mine. "The only fragile one here is you, little Rabbit. I'd hate to see you get hurt any more than you already have," he said, casting a glance at my sling.

      If I'd been back home, I would've already defied doctor's orders and taken it off, but looking wounded wasn't the worst strategy for the moment. It certainly seemed to have kept the more overt bullying tactics at bay so far. I could deal with bitchiness. Hell, I could give it, too. Another fifty-foot fall, however, would put a damper on my plans.

      "Is that a threat?" I asked in my least interested tone, even though I was anything but. Fenrir wasn't like the other two, that much was clear at first glance. They were spoiled rich boys playing games because they were bored, but the god in front of me was as much man as he was wolf, and there was nothing playful in that gaze despite the easy smile on his lips.

      "Quite the opposite," he answered without missing a beat. "I'm all for a bit of fun, but I prefer a more worthy adversary than some little girl who's been in the human world for too long."

      "Little girl?" I laughed, tapping my nails on the table as an outlet for my irritation. Putting a fork through his giant hand would definitely land me on the Headmaster's shitlist, but I wasn't willing to take the option off the table completely. "Honey, you wouldn't last a day where I'm from. You might be the Big, Bad Wolf here amidst a bunch of school boys, but if you want a real fight, I'm game. All you have to do is say the word."

      He watched me for a long while, neither blinking nor speaking. It became harder and harder to hold that gaze, but I knew that was his aim and refused to look away. I knew posturing when I saw it.

      "You know, the tough girl routine might have gotten you pretty far back in Manhattan, but we play by different rules here," he finally said in a calm, almost friendly tone as he leaned back. The challenge, for the moment, was over, but I knew better than to think I'd won. It was a stalemate at best. "It's not about who's strongest or even bravest. If that was true, the Council of Gods wouldn't be headed by a withered, paranoid old man."

      I raised an eyebrow. It was rare to hear anyone speak of Cronus in such diminutive terms, even if everyone thought as much. Even my mother spoke his name in reverence. "Aren't you his son's guard dog?"

      He gave a lopsided smirk that would've made his handsome face charming, if I didn't already hate him so much.

      Aw, who was I kidding? There was room for lust and spite where the Triad was concerned.

      "We all have our roles to play," he answered casually. "The one afforded to you is cushier than most, and yet you chose to make things so difficult for yourself. And to what end?"

      I shrugged. "Why don't you ask your friend? He's the one who threw the first punch."

      "Hades says a lot of things to a lot of people, and the ones who take the bait never end up in a good way," Fenrir said, staring me down intently. "You, however, have a unique advantage the others lacked."

      "Oh?" I asked, trying to sound disinterested. It helped that I was still tired enough to yawn organically. "And what's that?"

      "You're engaged to him, which means if you apologize and let him save face, he'll have no choice but to forgive you," he answered. "You want my advice? Get down on your knees and grovel." His gaze flickered over me appreciatively and for the first time, I saw a different kind of hunger in those piercing eyes. "Even he won't be able to resist that."

      I laughed a little, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “How sweet of you to offer your guidance. And don’t worry, there will be plenty of groveling, but I’m afraid the three of you are going to be the ones on your knees. I’m looking forward to it.”

      He snorted, taking my glass and gulping the rest of my juice down, which pissed me off more than just about anything he and his buddies had done yet. He set the empty glass down and gave me a look of challenge as he stood. “We’ll see about that. Least you can’t say you weren’t warned.”

      With that, he walked off and it wasn’t a bad view. Guy was stacked like a bodybuilder coming and going.

      I’d say one thing for the Triad, at least they were all pretty in their own way. It was just going to make breaking them all the more fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

          Hades

        

      

    

    
      It was Sunday night, so I was in the boys' dorm lounge with Loki, Fenrir and half a dozen sycophants shooting billiards and getting drunk. Ariadne approached me, her dark hair framing her face in a freshly cut bob and her cheeks already flushed with booze.

      "Hey," she said in a sultry little voice, her hand crawling up my arm as I leaned back in my throne. Well, luxury recliner, but same difference. It was mine and everyone else knew better than to touch it. Even Loki, who was half-conscious on the settee next to mine, staring off at whatever hallucinations the herbs he'd just smoked were conjuring on the ceiling.

      "What do you want?" I asked boredly. I didn't hit on drunk girls, and Ariadne was last semester's news anyway. I registered the disappointment in her blue eyes at my chilly response, but it was kinder than leading her along. She'd known going into our brief fling last year that it could never lead to anything remotely serious, but that never stopped them from pining.

      I wondered if my bride-to-be had any idea that every girl in school had already hated her before she transferred in, and well before she became the White Rabbit.

      Then again, she was probably just arrogant enough to think she'd earned all that ire with her wit and charm.

      "I was just wondering if you had any more of those herbs?" she asked timidly, nodding to Loki.

      I snorted, reaching into my jacket for a small plastic pouch. She reached for it and I pulled it back at the last moment. "I need you to do something for me."

      "Anything," she said, the word a breathy sigh on her plump pink lips.

      "You sit next to Kore in second period, don't you?" I already knew the answer, but she didn't need to know how closely I'd been watching my betrothed.

      The disappointment was plain in her gaze, but she nodded.

      "I want you to get close to her," I said, taking another swig of honeymeade since I was already losing my buzz.

      Her eyes widened. "But she's the White Rabbit. If people think we're close..."

      "You'll be protected," I assured her.

      "What do you want me to do to her?" she asked warily.

      "Nothing. I just need you to gain her trust. Learn as much about her and report back to me." My gaze softened and I cupped her face in my hand. She melted immediately. "Can you do that for me, Ariadne?"

      "Of course I can," she said urgently.

      "Good girl." I tucked the pouch into the pocket of her blazer and sent her off. She staggered a little, looking back at me forlornly.

      If I had a soul, I probably would have felt sorry for her. I knew that lovesick look well enough, but that ship had sailed a long time ago. The closest thing to love I was capable of was what I felt toward the other members of the Triad, and even that was a fickle, changeable thing that ebbed and flowed like the tide. Some days I hated them just like I hated everyone else, but never quite as much as I hated myself. That was the grand irony of it all, but Kore... she was unique. She was mine by the law of the gods, or very soon would be, which made her just close enough to me to despise with the same fervor I usually directed inward--and distant enough to get some voyeuristic enjoyment out of her downfall.

      And she would fall. They all did sooner or later. She was just putting up more of a fight than I'd expected, according to my sources. I'd never had to lift a finger on a Hunt before, but for her, I just might make an exception if she proved interesting enough.

      Only time would tell, and in the meantime, I was going to enjoy watching from afar.

      "You really think she's going to fall for the mole?" Loki asked lazily, all but melted into the couch with one long leg sprawled over the back and his left arm dangling off.

      "You overestimate our Rabbit," I told him, taking another drink.

      "And if you underestimate her?"

      "Then we'll up the ante," I said with a shrug.

      "Are you collecting intel to better torment her with, or because you're curious?" he challenged.

      I bristled in irritation, mostly because there was some truth to his assumption. For all his flaws, Loki was perceptive. It was the main reason I kept him around. That and his father being Headmaster provided certain advantages to the group. Even as first years, we'd ruled the Academy and now all that was left was to enjoy the spoils of victory. Kore's dignity would be my finest prize yet.

      "You're the one who went to visit her. If anyone's curious, I'd say it's you."

      He looked over and the surprise on his face told me he hadn't expected the revelation. "Since when are you spying on me?"

      "I'm watching her. Did you really think I wouldn't notice you sniffing around?"

      He snorted, closing his eyes once more. "You know she's not my type."

      "Bullshit. Your type is anything with a pulse."

      He gave a breathy chuckle and sank deeper into the nest of pillows behind him. "We share women all the time. What makes her different?"

      "She's my fiancée, for one thing."

      "Ah, yes. Your future Queen," he said in a mockingly serious tone. "She mustn't be defiled."

      I shot him a glare he was too stoned to notice. "I mean it, Loki. She's off limits, even to you."

      His eyes finally slid open, more lucid than I'd given him credit for. He rose from his lazy perch and leaned in to put a hand on my shoulder. "You're like a brother to me, Hades."

      "You've tried to kill your brother on more than one occasion," I reminded him.

      He waved his hand dismissively. "Bygones and semantics. I'm not going to deflower your virgin Queen, but might I suggest that if your interest in her is anything more than political, you call all this off before irreparable damage is done. We can find another Rabbit, the semester's only just begun."

      "No," I growled, tightening my grip on the neck of the meade flask. "Not until she's learned her place."

      Loki gave a weary sigh and patted my shoulder before sauntering off. "Suit yourself." He raised his hands at the door. "Let the Games begin!"

      A whoop of victory went up around the room even though the others didn't have a bloody clue what he was talking about. I rolled my eyes and went back to my drinking. It had become the only thing that made the droll day to day routine of the Academy remotely tolerable, but that was about to change.
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      Monday morning classes were a hell of a lot tamer than the last week's had been. Everyone was on good behavior, since the teachers were watching more closely. From what Dionysus had told me, it was the first Hunt that had resulted in a serious physical injury, and I guess that was where they drew the line.

      Lying to Mom and friends back home had become second nature. I was even getting good at spinning up fake stories of all the new experiences and people I'd met. Back in reality, I was getting used to being invisible. Invisible had its perks. Invisible didn't get you broken bones and lost time.

      As I sat down for third period, I was surprised to find the empty seat next to me occupied by none other than Ariadne. She'd actually given me an acknowledging glance this morning, but I half-expected her to ignore my question anyway.

      "What are you doing here? I didn't think you were in this class."

      "I transferred," she replied, smiling. "I hear you're looking for a lab partner?"

      I glanced around the room to see if anyone was watching us, but if they were, they were at least pretending to be invested in their own alchemy. "You sure about that? You're kind of putting a target on your head."

      She shrugged. "It's class. It's not like we're painting each other's nails and hanging out."

      "Sure," I said, reluctantly taking the seat next to her. "I was out most of the week, so I missed a lot."

      "I got notes from a friend," she told me, sliding over her open notebook. "You can copy them if you want."

      "Thanks," I said, surprised. I snapped a few photos of the pages before she could change her mind and went to work. The assignment was simple enough. Just a basic tincture, the kind I'd whipped up plenty of when I was first starting out. At least I wasn't as far behind in schoolwork as I'd feared.

      Now, if only I could catch up socially.

      "You're good at that," Ariadne remarked, blinking at the vial in front of me as it swirled with blue and gold magic.

      "Plants and chemicals are kind of my thing," I admitted. "It's easy once you get the hang of it, though."

      "Maybe you could show me? This class is already giving me a headache."

      "Sure," I said, opening up the chart the professor had given us of all the different elements and their corresponding plants and herbs. "It seems complicated, but it's really not. Alchemy is all about elemental energy, and there are four basic types: earth, air, fire and water. Every substance has its elemental alignment, and once you master those four, you're golden."

      "Sounds easy enough," she murmured. "So what, if you wanted to make a love potion, you'd use plants with a fire element?"

      I laughed. "You could. Cinnamon is pretty popular for that, but it all depends more on your intent. That's the fifth element, when it all combines with your will to form the Quintessence."

      I could tell I'd lost her again when I saw her eyes glaze over. "I thought there were only four."

      "Those are the building blocks, sure, but the Quintessence is when it all comes together," I tried to explain. "It's magic, basically."

      "A wonderful explanation," said Akron. I hadn't even noticed the professor walk over to us, but he always made the rounds, attending the various stations to help anyone who had questions.

      My face grew warm as I realized I'd just been caught explaining the basics in front of a master alchemist. "I'm probably oversimplifying it."

      "A little," he said with a glimmer in his eyes. "But you've got the foundation right. The Quintessence is a force that predates life itself, and it can never be controlled or recreated so much as accessed by the practitioner. The fact that you've been able to do so suggests you possess quite a natural acuity."

      "I guess it's my good subject," I said, feeling sheepish in a way all the Triad's efforts had failed to produce.

      "Keep up the good work and let me know if you need any help," he said before going off to check on a group across the room.

      "Praised by the most gorgeous prof in school," Ariadne said wryly. "Color me jealous."

      "He is stupidly hot, right?" I sighed, daring a glance over my shoulder.

      "I take it Hades isn't your type," said Ariadne.

      "Hades?" I snorted. "I'd rather get gored by a manticore."

      "Word on the street is he's hung like one," she said in a singsong voice.

      I raised an eyebrow. I wasn't sure what to make of her suddenly being Ms. Friendly, and I didn't trust it from a mile away, but my first impression of her had been a good one, so I decided that had to count for something. Besides, allies and even people who weren't out for blood were too rare to turn my nose up at an offer of smalltalk. Even if it was about my fiance's junk.

      "Good to know," I snorted, taking down notes on the behavior of the latest tincture. "I'm sure I'm the only girl in school who hasn’t screwed him."

      "Which makes you the only girl in school he's interested in," she said with a hint of bitterness that quickly vanished.

      "Interested in torturing, maybe. In case you haven't noticed, I'm kind of public enemy number one thanks to him."

      "Well, you did smack him in front of an entire party," she reasoned. "Why did you do that, anyway?"

      I sighed. I wasn't about to let out the truth that could incriminate my mother, however bullshit it was. Well, I hoped it was bullshit. The idea that she'd kept so much about my father from me was one thing, but the possibility that she'd lied to me about his entire identity? That was way too much to handle, and it wasn't like I could come out and ask her for clarification.

      The truth was, Hades' words were at least part of the reason I'd been avoiding having a heart-to-heart with her. I'd rather live in ignorance than have that conversation, especially when I was living a nightmare because I'd tried to defend her honor.

      "He was just being an asshole, and I'm not the type who rolls over and takes that," I answered. It was the truth, even if it was lacking a few important bits.

      She considered my words and seemed to buy the explanation. "Well, I hope it was worth it."

      "It was," I muttered.

      After everything that had happened and everything I knew was still ahead of me, it was the truth. The only thing sweeter than that moment of comeuppance was going to be displacing the dark god from his throne once and for all.
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      My second week at the Academy flew by, mostly because there was nothing notable about it to mark the passage of time. I still got the cold shoulder and the odd shove in the hall, but I'd grown used to that. My third week was almost blissfully uneventful, and the only downside was that I was starting to get used to not existing.

      It seemed like shunning had become the Hunt's go-to method of torment, since Helle and Phrixus had been temporarily suspended for the more hands-on approach. For all I knew, they were expelled, but when I showed up to training class Monday afternoon of week three and found them waiting alongside Daphne, I knew otherwise.

      "Look who's back. Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dipshit," I said, folding my arms.

      Helle shot me a look that could melt steel, but Phrixus was on his phone, either oblivious to the world around him or pretending to be. I'd never forgotten what Daphne had told me about their fling with Loki, but now that they were back and still as aggro as ever, I was somewhat less on the fence about using it.

      Daphne gave me a knowing look, but said nothing. I'd gotten used to being one of the only two in class, and we actually made a half-decent team together. We'd been able to progress through the first two weeks worth of training sims, but I suspected that progress was going to slow down.

      "Good, everyone's here already," Thor announced, striding into the room, late as usual. I'd wondered what had made him miss the first couple of classes, but at this point, I was pretty sure he'd just been nursing a hangover. Considering that he was wearing sunglasses indoors, I'd say he had another one to contend with after the weekend.

      "Helle, Phrix, welcome back," he said, nodding to them both.

      "It's Phrixus," the young god muttered.

      Thor ignored him. "Today, we're going to be doing something a little bit different. Two-on-two combat in a high-stakes scenario."

      The twins looked at each other with a malevolent grin that was far from comforting.

      "If you choose to compete in the Games, you'll be battling not only your opponents but the arena," Thor continued. "Now, considering that Helle and Phrix have been absent for a week, they'll be at a disadvantage, so I'm going to split them up. Helle and Daphne, you'll be team one and Kore and Phrix will be team two."

      "What?" Helle blurted out. "You can't be serious!"

      "I'm not fighting on the Rabbit's side," Phrixus protested.

      His sister shot him a dirty glare. The Wild Hunt was the school's worst-kept secret, and even though I hadn't been given the rules from a participant's point of view, I'd gathered that mentioning the game or any of its facets around a teacher was a no-no.

      Thor looked slightly uncomfortable, which just confirmed he knew as much as I already suspected, but he moved on quickly enough. "You're going to be fighting in a world-breaking simulation, so keep your wits about you and choose your weapons wisely," he said, gesturing to the rack of weapons across the room.

      I wanted to ask what the hell a world-breaking simulation was supposed to be, but the twins were already descending on the weapons rack and I knew I had to choose fast. I grabbed the short sword I'd been training with under Artemis' guidance, and found myself wishing Thor believed in wooden weapons.

      "Halcyon, load sim sixty-three."

      As the grid disappeared and the room changed around us, I drew my blade and stood a safe distance away from Phrixus as Daphne and Helle grudgingly prepared themselves. We were surrounded by blood-red cliffs on all sides, standing in a circular arena about thirty feet in circumference. It wasn't exactly the Ritz Carlton, but compared to some of the other simulations we'd run, it didn't seem all that brutal.

      "Ready, set... begin!" Thor bellowed from his perch on a rock far above us.

      Before I could even move, the ground beneath us began to quake. At first, I thought it was one of the twins, but Phrixus seemed as bewildered as I was and I already knew Helle's power well enough.

      When the ground split between us, revealing a well of roiling magma underneath, and spiderweb cracks started to form all across the surface of the arena, I realized the simulation was aptly named.

      “Holy shit!” Daphne cried as the ground between her and Helle split open, unleashing a hellish plume of smoke that smelled like ass.

      “Get a move on!” Thor called, tapping an invisible watch on his wrist. “Losing team gets kitchen duty! One step outside the arena means immediate disqualification.”

      Helle didn’t need much more convincing. She drew her butterfly sword and leaped across the flaming pit between us. I barely managed to block her first blow and the flurry that came after it. Phrixus stood by idly, and only moved to get involved when he had to defend himself from Daphne’s spear.

      As Helle’s furious slashing pushed me further toward the arena’s edge, I was starting to get the feeling that she held a grudge for her suspension. At least her aggressive onslaught meant it was only a matter of time before there was a weakness in her defense. For all her viciousness, she wasn’t nearly as strong of an opponent as Ingrid. I saw an opening and I struck, slicing through the side of her blouse. Her eyes narrowed in rage as blood hit the air, but I went on the offensive, not about to be cornered again.

      She parried my next blow and leaped back over the cliff. She was petite as it was, but she practically floated, giving me a clue that her true ability had something to do with affected gravity. Maybe I could use that to my advantage.

      To my right, I could see Daphne gaining ground on Phrixus, who was struggling just to fend off her advances. He’d chosen the biggest sword on the rack, of course, which was way out of his comfort zone. He wasn’t big or fast enough to use it effectively, and all it did was make his movements sluggish. He seemed oblivious to the fact that she was backing him toward a newly opened crevice in the earth, and if I didn’t intervene, we were going to spend the rest of the night scrubbing pots and pans.

      “Hey!” Helle cried as I leaped out of her path and grabbed her brother by the back of his blazer. I managed to pull him out of the way just in time, and as we slid to the earth a safe distance from any magma, Daphne’s blade pierced the earth where he’d been a second before.

      “You saved me,” Phrixus said, wide-eyed and dismayed as he stared up at me.

      I planted my blade in the ground as a crutch and stood, ready to face off against his sister, who was already coming at me. “Just watch your ass,” I growled before blocking her next strike. Now I was back on the defensive, and both she and Daphne were coming at me.

      Daphne took a swing and even though I blocked it, the force threw me back. It wasn’t enough to push me out of the arena, but it did have me on trajectory for the bubbling magma crevice a few feet away.

      As I prepared for impact, the blazing heat behind me suddenly dulled and by the time I hit what should have been a pit filled with magma, the surface beneath me was soft and barely warm. I looked down in confusion and realized there was a strange plastic-like film coating the crevice. It wasn’t quite solid, nor was it like anything I’d encountered before, but when I looked across the arena to find Phrixus crouched with one hand on the ground, I realized it was him I had to thank.

      I wasn’t allowed long to be confused. Helle’s furious shriek as she turned on her brother was enough to make my eardrums bleed and I cringed as she struck him with the butt of her blade, hard enough to send him flying across the arena.

      He landed just past the border with a painful thud.

      “You idiot!” she seethed, stalking over to him. Thor lunged like he was ready to intervene, but rather than run him through, she pierced the ground just shy of him and stormed out of the simulation room before the illusion around us had even faded.

      Seeing a door open in the middle of the desert was a bit too surreal for my brain to handle, and I felt nauseous. Daphne and I just stared at each other in confusion as Thor waved a hand, dissipating the simulation.

      I finally walked over to Phrixus, who was still on the ground, and offered my hand. “Are you alright?”

      He stared at my hand and scowled, getting to his feet on his own. He stalked out without a word the way his sister had come and Thor called after him, “Don’t forget you have kitchen duty tonight!”

      I sighed heavily. Like there was anything that could make it more unpleasant.
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      "You have kitchen duty with Phrixus?" Dionysus asked, grimacing distastefully as he sat perched on the end of my bed. "My sincerest condolences."

      "Come on. He's not that bad," I sighed, combing out my wet hair. I'd estimated just enough time to shower and change after class, and I wasn't eager to wash dishes in my uniform. I felt comfortable enough changing in front of Dionysus and he had already changed in front of me, despite the fact that his ripped bod was probably a hell of a lot more intriguing to me than mine was to him.

      "Who are you trying to convince? I've gone to school with him for the last ten years."

      I turned to him, blinking. "You guys went to high school together?"

      "Unfortunately," Dionysus snorted. "Long enough to know he sucks at Frenching, and to know he's way too close to his twin to be anyone's boyfriend."

      "So I've heard," I snorted, setting my brush down to grab my makeup bag.

      "Wait, what?" Dionysus asked, squinting suspiciously. "What exactly did you hear?"

      I hesitated. "You mean you don't know about them and Loki?"

      His eyes widened. "Loki and the twins? Seriously?"

      I pursed my lips, realizing I'd made a mistake from the look on his face. It was clear to me by then that Dionysus' interest in Loki was more than a passing crush, and whatever had happened between them in the past was complicated, to say the least.

      "I shouldn't have said anything."

      "Come on, you can't do that to me," he protested. "I need the ugly details."

      "I don't know much, just what Daphne told me," I confessed. "She said they dated and Helle's still hella hung up on his D."

      "Well, that I understand," he said, rolling his eyes. "I'm surprised Daphne told you. Didn't she… well, try to kill you?"

      "I guess not. So she says, anyway."

      "Do you believe her?"

      I took a second to think about it and shrugged. "Honestly, I kind of do. But even if she's lying, I'm not in a position to turn down allies."

      He blew a strand of golden hair off his face. "That's for damn sure."

      "Come on," I said, holding up a glittery black T-shirt. "Help me pick out something that looks good with a hairnet."

      "How about a funeral suit?"

      I flipped him off and dropped my towel to pull on a sports bra, just in case any of Hades' minions decided to challenge me to an impromptu duel. Everyone in this place was on a hair trigger.

      By the time I pulled the T-shirt over my head, I realized Dionysus was looking at me like a deer in headlights.

      "What? I know you like dudes, but I'm sure you've seen tits before," I snorted, shimmying into a snug jean shirt.

      He looked away and the flush on his cheeks was suspiciously intense. "Yeah, whatever. Just be careful. Helle's the queen bitch in their relationship, but Phrixus still has claws."

      "I'll be on guard," I assured him, leaning against the wall. "Truth be told, I'm starting to think this Wild Hunt thing isn't as bad as everyone makes it out to be."

      "Famous last words," he warned, back to his usual self. "Then there's the fact that you're Hades' fiancée."

      "You think he's going easy on me?" I wasn't sure why the thought enraged me as much as it did.

      Dionysus shrugged. "I'm just saying, it complicates things. The consequences go beyond the Hunt itself. I assume Cronus is the one who arranged the marriage?"

      "Well, yeah. Why does that matter?"

      "No one wants to cross Hades, but they want to anger Cronus even less," said Dionysus. "You might use that to your advantage."

      "Namedrop my future father-in-law? No, thanks."

      "Just because you didn't ask to play the game doesn't mean you don't have to follow the rules," he said cryptically. "If I were you, I'd find a way to use them."

      "Hiding behind other people's clout isn't really my thing."

      "No, I suppose not," Dionysus mused, his eyes glimmering.

      "What's that look?"

      "Nothing. I just knew the moment we met, we were going to be friends."

      "Secret friends," I clarified.

      He grinned. "Doesn't that make it more fun?"

      I rolled my eyes, but I was starting to read into the flirtatious tone he always used and that was the last thing I wanted. My friendship with Dionysus was the only thing about my life at the Academy that wasn't complicated and I wanted to keep it that way.

      "You can hang around if you want, but I've gotta get to the kitchen," I told him. "Just lock up when you're done."

      "Will do," he promised.

      I knew things hadn't gotten any better between Dionysus and his roommate, and I could see why. I'd only run into Atlas a few times, and he was the only young god who seemed to have his head so far up his ass that he wasn't even aware of the Hunt, but he was a jerk all on his own.

      Once I made it to the kitchen, I wasn't the least bit surprised to find a mountain of dishes waiting for me and no Phrixus. I rolled up my sleeves, put on an apron and started washing. At least I had my earbuds on me. Music made the repetitive chore tolerable and the mindless task let my thoughts drift to other things, like plotting revenge against the Triad.

      I was halfway through the crowded sink before long and I'd whipped up a steady rhythm, dancing across the kitchen to put the clean plates on the drying rack. As I stepped back, I found a hard wall of human and was surprised when I turned around to see Phrixus staring at me with that half-smug, half-apathetic expression on his face and his hands in the pockets of his slacks.

      Not a huge surprise that he wasn't the jeans type even after class was over.

      "Enjoying yourself?"

      I took out my pods and gave him a dirty look. "Had to pass the time somehow since you bailed on me."

      "Dishes aren't really my thing," he said, eyeing the half-finished stack behind me.

      "So why did you come?"

      "Our badges register every time we enter a room with a security panel," he said, pointing to the panel I'd missed on the door. "I don't feel like getting a lecture tomorrow afternoon."

      "And if I tell Thor you did jack all to help?"

      "There's no need to be that way," he purred, taking a step toward me. I was about to give him a knee to the groin if he got any further into my bubble, but he stepped past me and took a dish in his hand. All the grime slid off, revealing the gleaming white surface underneath. I watched in fascination as he started stacking the clean plates on the rack next to the sink.

      "Creative use of your power," I remarked.

      "Resurfacing doesn't sound like much on paper, but I find ingenuity is the greatest gift of all," he said, setting another plate aside.

      "Is that even sanitary?" I asked warily.

      He glanced back over his shoulder. "Do you want to spend all night doing this?"

      "Fair enough," I sighed, leaning against the counter since I found myself suddenly out of a job. "So, resurfacing. That's what you call your power?"

      "Good of a name as any," he answered, his back still turned. "What do you call yours?"

      "I haven't really come up with anything yet," I admitted. He made no further attempt at conversation, and my curiosity finally won out. "Can I ask you something?"

      "Go ahead."

      "Why did you save me from that pit during the simulation?"

      "For the same reason you saved me, I assume. I didn't want to spend my night here."

      "That's not why I did it," I mumbled. "And you sure didn't seem to care about winning before."

      He finally glanced back at me, an unreadable look in his eyes. He was different when he was away from his sister. More thoughtful, somehow. He turned away, leaning against the sink to face me. "I'll tell you what. You give me an honest answer, and I'll give you one."

      "Fine. I have a savior complex and I wasn't going to let my teammate get taken out without a fight."

      "Not that," he said dismissively. "Why did you strike Hades? At the party," he said, as if he needed to clarify. Like I just went around bitchslapping the god of the Underworld.

      I thought of lying, and there was no real reason not to. Maybe it was just the fact that I'd done so much of it lately, and it was finally a chance to tell the truth to someone who didn't care with no real consequence.

      "He said something that pissed me off about someone I love," I finally answered.

      "I see," he murmured, slinking closer. "And was it worth it?"

      I watched him warily. "That's two questions."

      The smile on his lips was unexpectedly seductive. He really was different on his own, or maybe I was just desperate. Either way, when he cornered me against the counter, pushing him away wasn't as high up on my priority list as it should have been.

      "I suppose it's your turn to ask a question," he murmured. He was so close I could feel his cool breath on my lips, and the sensation was such a distraction I scarcely noticed his hand on my hip. "Just be sure it's the one you really want to ask."

      Funnily enough, I had changed my mind. "The sim room," I muttered. His charm was a bit easier to resist once I remembered the fall. "Whose idea was that?"

      His gaze softened, and the guilt within it seemed far more genuine than I wanted it to. "Do you really need to ask that?"

      "Do you do everything your sister tells you?" I shot back.

      He glanced away. "I didn't mean for it to go as far as you did. For you to get hurt."

      "What did you think was going to happen when you sent me flying off a goddamn cliff?"

      He winced slightly, and if I'd blinked, I would've missed it. "I don't suppose you'd believe me if I said I was sorry."

      I considered it for a moment before deciding I did, for better or worse. "I believe you. Ask me if it matters."

      "And there's nothing I can do to change your mind?" he asked with a smoldering gaze. All of a sudden, I could see how the great Loki himself had fallen for it once upon a time.

      I swallowed hard, rallying my restraint. He was the last damn person I ever thought I'd need it with, that was for sure. "Why do you care what I think? I'm just the Rabbit," I said dryly.

      That glimmer came back into his eyes. "I thought so at first," he murmured, tilting my chin toward him. His touch was smooth and cool, just like the rest of him. "But now, I know the truth."

      "Which is?" I asked, finding it hard to remember how to breathe.

      "You're a wolf," he purred, his words and lips a whisper against mine. "In rabbit's clothing, perhaps, but a wolf nonetheless. Truth be told, I wouldn't mind seeing the tables turned for a change."

      There was something genuine about his words, as inexplicable as the heat in my core, and I found myself caving against him as our lips finally collided with all the tension we'd been hanging on for the last few minutes. He tasted like winter and his hair was smooth as silk as my hands found it.

      As we explored each other's mouths, I let his tongue slip into mine and he lifted me up onto the counter with surprising ease. Guess he was stronger than he looked. I felt his hand slipping up my side, his fingers teasing the bare skin under my shirt as if for permission, and I let him, pulling him in to deepen the kiss.

      It had been a long damn time since I'd properly made out with a guy, and with the Triad breathing down my neck, it wasn't like I had many opportunities. Technically, Phrixus was the last guy I should have wanted, but it felt like a middle finger to Helle and Hades and I wasn't above a little petty revenge, even if neither of them would ever find out about it.

      Something told me Phrixus felt the same way.

      "Whoa," I said, grabbing the counter behind me as he pulled away and slipped his hands up my thighs below my skirt. "What are you doing?"

      He stopped and glanced up at me. "Sorry, I thought you were into it."

      "Into what, exactly?" I asked, wanting to clarify before we moved forward.

      He shrugged, but the heat in his gaze suggested his intent was less casual than he was letting on. "You seemed to enjoy what I was doing with my tongue."

      My face grew warm as his intentions became clear, but it was nothing compared to the heat further down. "Yeah. Uh. Sure."

      "Sure?" he echoed, his eyes dancing with amusement. "That's by far the least enthusiastic response I've ever received to offering to go down on a girl."

      I rolled my eyes, leaning back against the wall. "What do you want, a gilded invite?"

      With a smirk, he disappeared between my legs and when his tongue swept across my clit, it was all I could do not to gasp. I was sure he'd just love that. He draped my legs over his shoulders as he claimed the heat between my legs, worshiping me with each caress of his tongue. Before long, I'd given up on trying not to make a sound and settled not for moaning loudly enough that it would call attention to us. I gripped the counter above me for support and muttered a slew of curses under my breath as he apologized far more effectively without words than with them.

      "Fuck," I gasped as the first orgasm I'd had in months swept over me like a tidal wave, making my toes curl and my thighs tremble as they gripped the god between them. Phrixus went from sucking hungrily on my clit to tiny, torturous little strokes with his tongue as my orgasm subsided that left me all the more breathless.

      When he finally raised his head, his gaze was still glowing with amusement, but there was something else, too. If I'd been in a less pleasure-addled state of mind, I might have been able to sort out what it was, but the door opened and reality came crashing down around us. I turned my attention from the man between my thighs to the one at the door and found myself hoping it was Thor coming to check on us. At least that would have been the kind of humiliation I could laugh at a few years down the line.

      Instead, I found myself face to face with Hades, and if I'd thought he hated me before, the look in his eyes just proved that I hadn't seen anything yet.
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          Hades

        

      

    

    
      When I received word that Helle and Phrixus' suspension had finally been lifted, I'd gone to the Headmaster in an admittedly less than pleasant mood. The "accident" was obviously intentional, but Odin insisted that a suspension was more than enough to punish the guilty parties for their "recklessness."

      His words were still eating away at me hours after our impromptu meeting, AKA me barging into his office.

      "The Wild Hunt is this school's longest-standing tradition, and this year marks the first time that it's gotten out of hand," he'd said in a scolding tone as he stared at me from across his big wooden desk with a roaring lion's head mounted on the wall behind him. "If you're having difficulty managing your responsibilities, perhaps they would be better off handed to someone else."

      I'd stormed out of his office with a chip on my shoulder, but there wasn't much even I could say to the old man without risking my father's wrath. Odin was one of the few untouchables, even though he bended knee to my father when the rare occasion called for it. He was the one who'd been tasked with ensuring that I stayed in line, even though he'd never come out and admit as much. I knew Loki's initial offer of friendship had been nothing more than a reconnaissance mission, and it had only turned into something genuine because he'd admitted as much to me.

      I had to tread carefully where Odin was concerned, which meant taking matters of punishment into my own hands. I wanted Kore humiliated and broken spiritually, not physically, and anyone who dared to lay a hand on what was mine was going to pay the price.

      I'd learned through my many eyes throughout the academy that Kore and Phrixus had lost that day's training, which meant Thor would've assigned them both to kitchen duty. It was the perfect opportunity to kill two birds with one stone. I'd walk in, give Phrixus the scare of his life, and Kore would learn that there was as much reason to long for my protection as there was to fear my hatred.

      Loki's words, much like his father's, had lingered in my mind, albeit for a different reason.

      Maybe he was right. I hadn't wanted this engagement any more than she had, even if she was intent on making it obvious. But like it or not, Kore was still going to be my Queen, and the one source of companionship during our long stints in the Underworld.

      I knew the hell of isolation first hand, and despite what Sartre said, hell wasn't other people. It was being alone with yourself.

      Besides, it had been almost three weeks and surely by now she'd gotten enough of a taste of being the object of my ire. All I had to do was step in, play the hero, and she'd wilt before me. The tough girl routine was just that--an act. Every goddess had her limits--and her price. She'd proven herself interesting enough by resisting my efforts to break her to be worthy of a second chance, once she properly apologized.

      I walked into that kitchen ready to make amends. And then I saw that white-haired prick between her legs, and all my benevolence turned to wrath.

      "Hades," Phrixus sputtered, straightening up in record time. Kore hopped down from the counter and tugged her skirt down a bit less anxiously, a defiant look in her eyes even though her cheeks had the good sense to show her shame.

      My anger churned like a black sea within, but I refused to give her the pleasure of unleashing it on him the way I wanted to. She was watching me closely, I could feel it, even though all I could see was red, painted on Phrixus’ head like a bullseye. For the first time since I was a young teenager, I could feel myself in danger of losing control and I had to reign it in. There was no putting the hellfire back in its bottle once it was unleashed, and as smug and unapologetic as the goddess standing before me was, she was nowhere near as prepared to feel its wrath as she seemed to think.

      “Phrixus, your standards have lowered,” I remarked, my voice sounding comically calm in spite of the fire barely quelled beneath it. “You once pandered to my friends, and now you’re licking up my scraps?”

      He looked between me and Kore, a helpless mass of nervous energy and hesitation.

      “I’ll handle it,” she muttered, jerking her head for him to go. I supposed she thought she called the shots now.

      I waited for the cowering fool to leave and thought of calling him back because I wasn’t sure I trusted myself alone with her. Not when I had so many secrets to rip her open with. The last that had rolled off my tongue had admittedly been a mistake, but there was no taking it back now.

      We were both in too deep, even if I was the only one who knew it yet.

      “I guess it’s true what they say,” I finally said once the tension grew unbearable. “There’s no accounting for taste.”

      She snorted a laugh, far from the humiliated response I’d expected. “You’re just jealous another guy tasted what you’ve deluded yourself into thinking is yours,” she said without missing a beat. Her tone sweetened as she continued, “But don’t worry, Hades. You can have a turn, but you’re gonna have to get down on your knees and learn to beg first.”

      The laugh that came from my throat was genuine, if only because it was born of indignation. “Me? Beg for something you’re giving away for free?”

      “Is that supposed to sting?” she asked, brushing past me on her way to the door. “It’s the twenty-first century, Hades. I know you spend most of your time in Daddy’s basement, but the whole virgin goddess thing is a little passé.”

      Rage burned within me and I spun around, grabbing her wrist. Anyone else would have cowered, but her gaze just burned with spite to match my own, and if I didn’t already hate her so much, I might have fallen in love right then and there.

      “Contrary to what you might believe, you have been the beneficiary of my patience up to this point,” I said carefully. “I’ll give you one last chance, Kore. Apologize. Beg for my forgiveness, and all this ends.”

      She held my gaze, and to her credit, it was for longer than anyone else ever had. When she finally spoke, her voice was icy but calm, proving she did have it in her to show restraint when necessary. She just needed to be shown her place.

      “Your benevolence astounds me, Hades.” She broke from my grasp and reached up to touch my face. The spark within that touch took me by surprise, but she didn’t seem to be aware of it. Those eyes sharpened and her lips parted in the slightest of smirks as her fingertips brushed across my cheeks. “You want an apology? Here it is. I’m sorry everyone in this school wastes their time cowering in fear of someone as pathetic as you.”

      She dropped her hand and turned away. Her words shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but whether I had hope that she could be reasoned with or simply didn’t imagine the daughter of Demeter would be foolish enough to write the check of her ruin so boldly, they did.

      “You’re making a mistake, Persephone,” I warned her, feeling strangely calm as I turned to face her. “One you’re not going to be able to take back.”

      “You’re the one who’s making a mistake,” she said in a voice like a dagger, looking me up and down from the doorway. “You might as well go all the way. So far, your attempts have been just as pathetic as you are.”

      With that, she left and for the first time in forever, I smiled.

      Let the games begin indeed.
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          Loki

        

      

    

    
      I woke in the middle of the night to a cold sweat. Something was wrong. Something had changed.

      I looked around the room I'd shared with Hades and Fenrir since Freshman year. The latter was sleeping soundly, the covers half-strewn off his naked torso from all his usual tossing and turning. Nothing amiss there. Hades' bed was still perfectly made as it had been when I'd passed out.

      Something was wrong. He was nothing if not predictable, and he rarely deviated from his evening routine let alone made it home before I did. He was the dealer, but I was the party animal of the trio, and something told me the exception had something to do with the resident goddess of spring.

      I threw off the tangled sheets and left the room. I'd fallen into bed in my clothes, so that was no problem. The lobby was empty, save for a junior who'd passed out drunk on the couch with his girlfriend. They were both snoring soundly, so I slipped past without notice and went off in search of my friend.

      Half the time I wasn't sure that's what he was, but there wasn't a term for someone who was equal parts brother, enemy and confidant. Our destinies might have brought us to the Academy, but our three souls had been entwined long before in ways even I couldn't fully wrap my head around, even if I was closer than the other two. Every time one of them got the idea to drift apart, I pulled them back and corrected course before it happened because as much as we fought and as much as we hated each other at times, I knew the truth of what was out there for each of us alone: destruction.

      It was a sixth sense, or so my mother had always said. The kind of knowing without words or evidence that could only be acted upon, never questioned. It wasn't my gift, wasn’t nearly strong enough for that, and I had no more control over it than I did my tongue half the time, but it had never led me astray and I'd learned to listen to it.

      The same sense that told me Kore's arrival would either be the thing that sent us all spiraling into the hell we'd been running for all our lives, or bring us together enough to fight destiny itself.

      The others couldn't see it yet, but I'd called her number--and ours--from the very first day she'd arrived. From the moment I'd spotted her eyeing the painting of my father in the downstairs lobby, only to have Dionysus make his move first.

      We always did have similar tastes, him and I.

      The greatest challenge of the moment was managing Hades before his misdirected interest pushed her too far for redemption. He'd never been good at feelings. Couldn't tell the difference between love and hatred, spite and jealousy. Fenrir was a whole different matter. Just keeping up with the both of them was a full-time job, and now that she was here, I'd been working overtime.

      "Going somewhere, brother?"

      I froze as Thor's unwelcome voice greeted me from the small library in the central wing lobby. I turned to find him well into his cups, a half-empty scotch glass on the table next to him.

      "Isn't it a bit late for you?"

      "Isn't it a bit early for you?" he challenged, pushing up from the armchair that was barely structured to contain him. He'd gotten all the muscle and little of the brain in the family pool, which made him easy enough to thwart, but now that he was a fixture at the Academy, my life was more complicated than before.

      "Teaching doesn't agree with you, brother," I remarked. "Maybe you'd better go back to Asgard."

      He gave a lopsided smirk that had always gotten under my skin. "You'd love that, wouldn't you? And yet, if your performance was suitable enough to handle this on your own, the old man wouldn't have sent me here."

      My face fell as the mask of his pleasantry was stripped away. I'd wondered how long it would take. Three weeks into his second semester here was longer than I'd expected.

      If only everyone else could see him as clearly as I always had.

      "And what are you doing, exactly?" I challenged. "Getting drunk, missing classes? That'll keep Cronus on his toes."

      "You had one job, Loki. Befriend his brat, get him distracted, keep him in line," Thor said, his gaze darkening as he leaned in. "Given the state of affairs lately, and the fact that Poseidon's goddamn daughter ended up in the infirmary, you're not doing it very well."

      "If I recall correctly, that happened during your class, didn't it? And she doesn't know she's Poseidon's daughter."

      "No thanks to your friend," he growled, shoving a finger in my face. "You keep him in line, Loki, or your time here isn't gonna last for much longer."

      He shoved me into the wall on his way past, and I glowered at his back, uttering a Norse curse under my breath.

      Once I was sure he was gone, I resumed my search, more determined to find Hades now than ever. Kore had his head in a way I'd never seen before, and if he didn't get it back in the game, we were all fucked.

      The hallways were eerily quiet, but their silence spoke volumes, whispering stories never meant to be told as I crept along the walls. As my hand rested on the bannister to head downstairs, the old carved wood hummed with energy of some strange kind.

      It was a melody I didn't recognize, even if it felt as old and familiar as the ancient ballads. I had only taken a single step downstairs when I realized just what kind of energy it was.

      Death.

      At the very bottom of the stairwell, sprawled on the floor with his long limbs in unnatural poses and a deceptively serene expression on his face, was none other than Phrixus. He and Helle had been my lovers for a season, and it was the first time I'd ever seen the one without the other. A fortunate mercy, considering that his crown of white hair was surrounded in a crimson pool that resembled a saint's halo.

      What a night this was shaping up to be.
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      I overslept my alarm by five minutes, despite its constant shrill bleating. The events of the night before seemed like more of a dream than the bizarre non sequiturs my subconscious had treated me to for the last seven hours, and as I sat up and rubbed my eyes, I felt anything but rested.

      I didn't have time for a shower, so I donned my uniform hastily and headed out the door to find the lobby empty. I wasn't running that late. Usually there were at least a few upperclassmen who had the option of scheduling their classes later in the day. There was plenty of noise coming from downstairs, and when I reached the top of the stairwell, I froze at the sight of yellow tape cordoning off all but a narrow path down. At present, the tape was holding back a throng of onlookers as men and women in pristine white suits and sunglasses took pictures of the chalk outline in the shape of a body surrounding a suspiciously dark stain in the marble.

      Was this a joke? It had to be. As I stood frozen at the top of the stairs waiting for a punchline, the crowd turned to look up at me. I was used to being the center of attention in the worst way at this school, but this time, something was different. The look on the collective faces of my classmates wasn't the one of casual disdain and predatory intent I had grown so accustomed to.

      It was... fear.

      "What the hell happened?" I blurted out since everyone was already staring.

      A woman who'd been knelt over the suspicious stain on the floor with a camera a moment earlier rose to her considerable height and looked at me. Even behind those dark lenses, I could feel her suspicion.

      "Are you the new transfer student?" she asked, stepping over the yellow tape to come to the bottom of the stairs.

      "Yeah," I said, my answer sounding more like a question as I remained where I was, afraid to take another step. I'd seen enough crime shows to know what that outline meant, but this was a school. A sheltered academy for the privileged children of the most notable deities, sequestered in an ancient city so heavily protected with magic that most people thought it was nothing more than a myth. How could anything like that happen here?

      Bullying was one thing, but death, despite its personification dwelling within these walls, seemed like a far off thing that could never reach us here. Maybe most of my classmates hated me, but the idea of one of them dying was too surreal and awful to process.

      The woman in sunglasses and a jet black ponytail pulled so tight it gave me a headache just to look at it climbed the stairs to meet me, since she must have realized I had no intention of coming down. She pulled something from the pocket of her suit and flashed a badge with the same omega symbol that decorated my uniform, albeit on an entirely distinct crest.

      "Agent Kunzite with the Olympian Special Task Force," she said, tucking her badge back into her pocket only to pull out a notepad in its stead. "I'm going to need to ask you a few questions." She took off her glasses, revealing the solid, glowing pink of her eyes, sclera and all. Her irises were a shade darker, barely distinguishable, and immediately I knew who--or what--she really was.

      Hell of a time for a flashback.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three Months Prior

      

      

      

      "Are you insane?" Mom had screamed, her voice getting higher and higher with each glass vial she pulled from the plastic kit inside my school bag. I'd tucked them away in a makeup case, thinking she'd never know the difference, and to be fair, she wouldn’t have if she hadn't just so happened to peep me coming out of a club on one of her shopping excursions.

      We'd been doing the whole song and dance ever since we'd gotten home, and the car ride had been one long, "Do you have any idea what kinds of people hang out at those places?"

      Of course, I knew admitting that I was one of those people and had been since long before I was old enough to drive, let alone get past the door, wasn't going to help matters.

      As I sat in the living room watching her go through my every belonging, all I could see was the dollar signs going down the toilet with the encapsulated herbs she'd flushed.

      "Panaceas!" she cried in dismay, staring down at a glowing green vial in the shape of a skull. One of my most popular menu items. Good thing most of it was back at the warehouse with the Nymphs.

      When she finally turned to me, her hands on her hips, I realized she expected me to chime in. Every time I'd tried before had just resulted in more screaming and tears. "Well?" she demanded. "What have you got to say for yourself?"

      "It's... not as bad as it looks?" I tried.

      Her murderous look told me that was the wrong answer. "These are illegal, Persephone, and for good reason."

      I winced. When she called me Persephone, I knew I was really in trouble. All I could do was sit and take it.

      "Do you know what they do to people who sell these?" she asked. The tone of her voice gave away the fact that it was a rhetorical question, not one she expected me to answer. "You're damn lucky I found you and not the OSTF! You're eighteen now, they'd lock you away in the aether and have every right to do it!"

      She was being slightly dramatic. Being a goddess with name recognition, let alone Hades' betrothed, would mandate a slap on the wrist at worst, but I was loathed to drop his name, whatever the benefit. Hell, I'd take a chamber in the aether before I'd happily walk down the aisle with him.

      Even so, the OSTF had always been enough of a threat to whip me into shape when I was little and my gut reaction proved that hadn't changed. Everyone knew about the independent task force the gods had created to keep themselves in line and execute impartial investigations--and judgment, when the occasion called for it. Each member was a living crystal, identifiable by the eyes that told their stone of origin. They were the only beings in the known universe capable of killing Cronus himself, thanks to the power held within their scythes.

      If there was one being in this universe I'd rather have been caught red handed by less than my mother, it was a Stone.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      

      As I sat in the Headmaster's office listening to Kunzite recount the facts that had brought me to an oversized leather chair under the watchful eye of Odin, my head was spinning badly enough that I had to grip the wooden armrests just to feel like I wasn't going to fly off the surface of the earth.

      Nothing she was saying made sense. Nothing had after those three impossible words.

      "Phrixus is dead?"

      "That's right," Odin said in a grave tone, watching me carefully. "And according to several witnesses, you were one of the last people to see him."

      "Witnesses?" I echoed, unable to hide my agitation. "The only witness was Hades, and in case he didn't fill you in on all the pertinent details, he threatened Phrixus right in front of me, so if you should be questioning anyone, it's him."

      "We already have," Kunzite said in an impartial tone. "We're questioning everyone with any connection to the evening in question."

      It took me a second to collect myself, and I still wasn't sure if that's what I'd done so much as stuffing down everything I couldn't bring myself to deal with right now. "Who found him?" My voice sounded shaky, but better on the second try. "His body, I mean."

      "That would be my son," Odin answered, his hands folded in front of him with a thoughtful expression on his face. "Given Loki's nature, I'm afraid it took a while to get anyone to take his report seriously."

      Of course it was Loki. He was everywhere. For all I knew, he was the one who'd killed Phrixus, but Hades was the most obvious suspect, so it was a shock he'd reported the body at all.

      "How did it happen?" I asked hoarsely. Odin offered me a glass of water and I took it gratefully, wishing it was something stronger. Then again, I was already a murder suspect and the last thing I needed was an underage drinking charge on my rap sheet.

      "We believe he was pushed, given the nature of the damage and the way he fell," Kunzite answered.

      I couldn't help but grimace.

      "You said Hades threatened Phrixus," Kunzite pressed, her pen on her paper, ready to write down everything I said--and use it against me, I was sure. "Why is that?"

      "He didn't tell you?" I asked bitterly. My confidence faded when I glanced back at Odin and realized I was going to have to get into the embarrassing details in front of him. As if his impression of me could get any worse. "He walked in on me and Phrixus having an...intimate moment."

      Odin cleared his throat. "So we heard. As far as this threat goes, I'm sure it was nothing more than banter between classmates. They had a bit of a rivalry."

      "Tell that to the dead guy!" I cried.

      Kunzite fell silent and Odin gave me a withering glare. "Ms. Ademone, I understand that you're upset, but try to control yourself. We've had quite enough of your spirited outbursts."

      Kunzite was listening curiously, and I knew the tables were turning against me. I wasn't about to let that silver-haired douchebag make me out to be the villain in all this. Maybe the Triad thought they ran the Academy, and maybe they were right, but there were laws in this world, and as many of them as I'd bent, I'd never committed murder. Even they had to answer to someone and this was my chance--my only chance--to see to it that they did.

      I owed Phrixus that, at least.

      "Hades is a pompous ass and I'd slap him again if I had the chance," I snapped. "He's been harassing me ever since. Him and his stupid Wild Hunt. When he saw me with Phrixus, he told me I'd made a mistake and that there would be consequences. How much more do you need?"

      "That's quite enough, Ms. Ademone," Odin said in a deep, growling tone that made me shiver in spite of myself. He turned to Kunzite, his demeanor shifting instantly. "Agent, is that all you need for now?"

      "Yes, but the Task Force will require further access to the school and its students as the investigation continues," she answered, closing her notebook.

      "And you shall have it," Odin said, standing to walk her to the door. "Thank you for getting here so quickly, and please, give me some time to contact the boy's parents. His twin is quite beside herself at the moment, as I'm sure you'd expect."

      "Of course," Kunzite said, nodding to him.

      The moment the door shut and I found myself alone with Odin, I knew I should have kept my mouth shut, but it was too late now and I was still burning with too much anger to try if I wanted to.

      Before he could start in on me, I decided to go on the offensive.

      "You know I didn't kill him," I said firmly. "Hades did it. It's plain as day, even you can't deny that."

      "The evidence is circumstantial at best," he said, sitting back on his desk with his broad arms folded. He wasn't quite as physically imposing as his eldest son, but he was even more intimidating. "Might I suggest that you avoid digging yourself even deeper into this hole by adding libel to the list of your offenses."

      I clenched my jaw just to keep my mouth shut for a few extra seconds while the words on the tip of my tongue molded themselves into something less inflammatory. "Why are you protecting him?" I demanded. "What does he have on you?"

      The spark of indignation in the Headmaster's eyes told me I'd failed in that attempt. "You are walking a fine line, Ms. Ademone. Sit down."

      I was about to protest when some invisible force pushed me back into my chair. I'd heard Odin's gifts were more than just his legendary wisdom, and while I still couldn't attest to that one, I'd now experienced his telekinetic abilities firsthand.

      "There is more at work here than you understand, and I would advise you to choose your words carefully," he said, pouring a glass from the scotch bottle on his desk.

      I watched warily as he poured another hand offered it to me. "Is this a trap?" I asked, taking it. "You have another Stone waiting behind that desk to bust me?"

      "We both know underage drinking is the least of your crimes," he said flatly, taking a sip from his own glass.

      I reluctantly threw one back. It burned on the way down, but it eased the sting of shock a little. I didn't know Phrixus well enough to feel any proper sense of grief, at least not yet, but there was still horror and confusion, made worse by the close proximity of his death to an encounter I should have been regretting by now.

      "Assuming you really do believe Hades is innocent, why?" I finally asked once I'd managed to get ahold of my temper.

      “Because he has an alibi,” Odin answered calmly.

      “An alibi? What, he was off bullying someone else at the time?”

      “Quite to the contrary,” he answered. “He wasn’t even at the Academy at the time of young Phrixus’ tragic demise, and he has proof.”

      “Proof?” I echoed in disbelief.

      “I’m afraid it’s not my truth to divulge,” said Odin. “If you really want to know, you could always ask him.”

      It was a challenge, and I knew it. Odin knew as well as anyone that Hades had made me the target of the entire school, and he’d done nothing more to stop it than he had with Marcellus or any of the others.

      “You started this whole thing,” I murmured, shaking my head. “Now it’s come to this, to the death of one of your own students, and yet you don’t even feel the slightest bit guilty, do you?”

      “You speak of things you don’t understand,” he said in a dangerous tone. “This school has its traditions, and I’m afraid to tell you, it’s not the only one. Our world was founded on them. Tradition builds character. It molds the psyche, and it culls the weak.”

      “Is that was this was?” I asked. “Culling the weak? Is that how you’re going to spin this to Helle and Phrixus’ parents?”

      Odin stood, stalking toward me with such force that I was braced to defend myself, but he stopped just short of me, his eyes glowing with rage. “You may not have respect for your elders, child, but you will learn it. You will answer the questions that are asked of you and nothing more, and if I hear another word from or about you from anyone else, there will be consequences. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal. I know a threat when I hear one.”

      “A threat,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “You can see it that way if you like, or you can see it as a warning. And the person who bears those consequences won’t be you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t bring my mother into this.”

      “Oh, but you already have. Do you know why you didn’t come here last semester, Kore?” His question caught me off-guard, and he knew it. “Did you think you’d simply succeeded at dragging your heels and making yourself such a nuisance that your mother finally gave in?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You weren’t accepted,” he continued, his voice stern with the certainty of truth. “This Academy has strict standards and you, quite frankly, did not live up to them. Your mother came to me and begged for me to reconsider when she discovered your little pastime. She was petrified that word would get back to Cronus and he would break off the engagement.”

      His words hit me like a ton of bricks, and even though I couldn’t make sense of them, some part of me knew that he was telling the truth. That he didn’t care enough to lie. I was still reeling when he chose to go in for the kill.

      “Do you know why your mother is so desperate to marry you off to Hades?” he pressed, folding his hands in his lap. “Did you ever stop to wonder why Cronus would want his son to marry the daughter of a goddess who hasn’t been seen in Olympus for the last hundred years?”

      My mind was whirling and I shook my head, not because the question had never crossed my mind, but because I wanted him to stop. I wanted everything to just… stop. My hands were trembling around the nearly untouched glass in my hands and I was only holding on because I didn’t trust myself to set it down without dropping it. Everything was on the verge of shattering.

      “You may not like it, but there is one thing you and Hades have in common, one thing that binds you and sets you apart from all the others,” he said coldly. “There’s only one place in all the worlds where the gods can hide their dirty little secrets. Your acceptance to the Academy, and Hades’ for that matter, was meant to give you both the opportunity to adjust. To go willingly. But make no mistake, whether you squander your limited time and freedom here or not, you will both be spending the remainder of your lives in the Underworld. That is a fact.”

      My throat was bone dry and I couldn’t stop my hands from shaking. At this point, I wasn’t sure whether it was rage or some late reaction to Phrixus’ death. All I knew was the question on the tip of my tongue was one I shouldn’t ask--and wouldn’t, if I had any sense of self-preservation--but I also knew it was the one time I could actually count on an honest answer.

      “Hades said something the night I came here. The night of the party,” I said in a voice that sounded much steadier than I felt. “About Poseidon and my mother. Is it true? Is he my real father?”

      Odin didn’t seem surprised in the least by my question. He didn’t answer right away, either. He gave me just enough time to dread what was coming.

      “It’s true that your mother was involved with both Poseidon and Zeus,” he finally answered, and my heart bottomed out at his confirmation. “However, I’m afraid the scandal of your birth is far more involved than that.”

      I stared at him in confusion, my heart already raw and bleeding. “Then… who?”

      “Come, child. Surely some part of you already knows the answer to that question,” he scoffed. “After all, you’ve sown nothing but discord ever since you stepped foot in this place.”

      “No,” I said, leaping up from my chair. I shook my head and found myself backing toward the door. “You’re lying.”

      “And yet, I haven’t said a word.” He shrugged, taking another sip. “Truth recognizes itself. You are Ares’ daughter. There’s no doubt of that.”

      For the second time in my life--both of which had taken place within the Academy walls--I ran. I wasn’t even sure what I was running from. In any case, no one made any attempt to stop me as I fled the great wooden doors, but I made it no further than the garden before I collapsed with a strangled sob welling in my throat.

      Ares.

      It couldn’t be true. I didn’t want it to be true, even if it made sense of things I’d never been able to make sense of before. The fact that my mother, as concerned as she was with making a good impression on the other gods, led such a cloistered life away from them. My engagement to Hades.

      Now it all made sense.

      We really were a match made in Hell.
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      I heard music in the air as I ran through the woods, a beast of silver fur and glowing black eyes. The woods surrounding the Academy provided adequate disguise from the fragile folk who populated Atlantis beyond the security of the Academy walls, which was a fortune, since I looked like the monster from Hell that I was.

      I’d been given an all-occasion pass Freshman year that entitled me to miss class without any questions asked, since the administration was already less than eager to go over its demigod quota, let alone with a student whose divine parentage wasn’t even humanoid. Running and hunting were the only dependable methods of keeping my animal nature in check, and when I was constantly surrounded by prey, doing so was a necessity.

      I hadn’t been created to learn, or socialize, or live any semblance of a proper existence, for that matter. I’d been created for one purpose and one alone: chaos. In the absence of a suitable reason to fulfill that purpose after my father’s death, I had been given a new one: protect Hades.

      Not killing him and everyone else in sight just came with the job description, so I ran, but there was something different about this night. The music in the air was different. It wasn’t the collective song of birds or the rush of the wind. Both were silent.

      This was a song I knew well. Death always favored a certain melody.

      I followed it, my paws beating a thunderous rhythm against the earth as I picked up my speed.

      Then, I found her. The source of the melody.

      She was in the garden, her small body hunched over and surrounded by thick black vines coming out of the earth and shaped around her like a cocoon. I stopped short, trying to process the strange sight before me. There was little I hadn't seen on Asgard or Earth, but this was certainly a first.

      The closer I drew, the more the melody rumbling through the earth sounded like a scream of torment. Kore seemed only half-conscious, her face marred with an expression of anguish as she huddled closer in on herself, as if she was trying to fight the crushing weight of the vines around her, even though she had to be in control of them.

      Didn't she?

      I hesitated, torn for the first time over what to do. Logic told me to run. My continued station at the Academy was contingent upon no one outside the administration ever seeing me in this form, especially not a student. Instinct told me to go to her. The same instinct that had drawn me to her from the moment she'd arrived on campus.

      The very thing that would drive me apart from my only purpose in this world if he ever found out the truth.

      Instinct won out and I loped forward, stopping only when her eyes met mine. They were full of confusion and fear, but the pain outweighed everything else. Whether she thought I'd come to kill her or free her, I didn't know, but either way, whatever darkness had overcome her took precedence. She pulled back violently, her spine arched as the veins wound themselves around her throat and arms. There was no doubt left in my mind that she was far from in control, but I didn't know how to help her.

      I began to tear at the vines with my fangs, but her groan of agony told me that was only making it worse and I stopped, forcing my beast to go back into the sheath of my human skin. This form was far more comfortable than the other, and getting the wolf to retreat when it was surrounded by chaos was a losing battle most of the time, but I finally managed to drop to my knees in front of her.

      "What's wrong?" I demanded, my voice guttural from disuse. "Tell me what you need."

      She shook her head, her eyes watering with what looked like blood, even though it was a dark cerulean blue. She wouldn't be the first deity who bled a color other than red, but it was usually the mark of one who had ancient blood in their veins. Ancient and powerful.

      Yet another unexpected development where the troublesome goddess was concerned.

      "I can't stop it," she said in a strangled voice, grasping at the vines choking her.

      "Yes, you can," I said with far more confidence than I had the right to. "This energy is coming from you, I can feel it. That means you can control it, you're just letting it control you."

      Irritation flashed in her eyes, but that was a good sign. Anger made a person fight. Anger wasn't surrender.

      Whatever this was, it was new to me, but it had the echoes of a struggle I knew well. With no better option, I decided to tell her the advice that had saved my life on more than one occasion, even if it was only from the monster within.

      "Whatever this is, it's trying to push you out," I told her, holding her gaze. "It can't unless you let it. It's your mind, your body. You're the one in control. Everything else is just an illusion."

      "Illusion?" Her voice cracked as the vines slowly began to loosen up. At least, it seemed like progress.

      "That's it," I coached, reaching out to touch her cheek. The spark was unmistakable, but I'd had long enough to brace myself against it. I'd known of the forbidden bond that existed between us from the moment we'd met, and I'd been avoiding her for the very fact that true contact would only strengthen it, but I had no other choice.

      Maybe it was delusion to tell myself that Hades would understand if he knew the truth. If he was here, but he wasn't. In the end, I had to follow the same instinct that had kept me alive for this long.

      The vines had finally begun to uncoil from her prone form, but the moment I saw the doubt enter her eyes, they resurged with a vengeance, gripping tighter than ever before.

      "No," I snarled, holding her face firmly in my grasp and forcing her eyes to meet mine. "You're losing ground. Take it back."

      "I can't," she gritted out, blue blood spilling down her cheeks. "It's too strong."

      I could hear the defeat in her voice, and that wasn't something that seemed to come easily to her. She was losing control, and fast. Soon, they'd take over entirely.

      There was no time and only one option I could think of, even if it would make her hate me all the more. Not that it mattered. It was the only thing that would shock her out of whatever state she'd fallen into.

      I leaned in and kissed her, allowing the energy of the bond to flow freely from my veins into her aura. The shock of it had the effect I'd hoped for and she gasped as she pulled away, her eyes lit with rage, but the dark vines began to recoil.

      "What the hell was that?"

      I couldn't help but smirk. "Look."

      She looked down at the vines uncoiling and retreating back into the earth and pulled herself from their grasp. She fell forward and I caught her, but she recoiled from me just as hastily.

      "You kissed me."

      "You're welcome," I said flatly. "Now, you wanna tell me what that was all about?"

      She hesitated, looking back at the earth that was now just an innocent patch of grass dotted with small flowering weeds. As she got to her feet and brushed the grass off her skirt, she seemed as dismayed as I'd been when first stumbling upon the scene.

      "I don't know," she said, burying a hand in her tangled purple hair. "I don't remember what happened. I was running and I came out here, and..."

      "This hasn't ever happened before?" I asked, frowning as I got to my feet.

      She shook her head, and the troubled look on her face soon turned to embarrassment as her gaze traveled up my naked body. "So," she said hoarsely, rubbing her bruised throat. "That's your other form."

      "You prefer this one?" I asked wryly.

      She turned away from me and headed toward the garden gate, but I caught her wrist. "Wait."

      "What?" she snapped, jerking her hand away with a surprising amount of force for someone who'd nearly choked to death.

      "You weren't supposed to see me like that," I said firmly. "No one is. I need to know you're not going to go running to your girlfriends and blabbing about what you saw."

      Her eyes narrowed with spite she usually reserved for Hades. "In case you haven't noticed, I don't have 'girlfriends,' or friends for that matter, courtesy of your boy band."

      I snorted. "So I can trust your discretion? Considering I did save your life."

      "I would've figured something out if you hadn't come along," she muttered.

      "Whatever you say."

      She started to stalk off again, and I called, "You should probably talk to someone about that whole killer plant thing."

      She flipped me off before disappearing through the tall hedges surrounding the garden and I grinned.
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      "And then he kissed you?" Dionysus asked in disbelief from his perch on my dresser. "And that worked?"

      I groaned, flopped on my back and staring up at the ceiling above my bed. I still had a headache from the lack of oxygen, or maybe just the entire day. "It shocked me, okay?"

      "I'd say so."

      "Don't give me that tone. It wouldn't be the first time a magic kiss has broken a spell."

      "Hmm."

      "What?" I asked, sitting up to face him. My head spun from the sudden movement. Over the last hour, I'd been filling Dionysus in on everything from my encounter with Phrixus to the resulting investigation and what had happened in the garden, minus the detail about Fenrir's wolf form.

      If that beast I'd seen could even be called a wolf. More like a hellhound. I could certainly see why he didn't want me telling anyone about it. If the other students knew something like that was lurking around campus, they'd really freak.

      I felt like I owed it to him to keep his secret, at least, even though he probably could have come up with something besides kissing me.

      "It was a magic kiss now, was it?" Dionysus asked, raising an eyebrow.

      My face grew warm. Why did his teasing affect me the way it did? No one else's ever had. "It was probably his gift. It felt like your Ecstasy, but… different."

      "I doubt Fenrir's gift is kiss-related," he snorted. "Whatever you felt, I'm glad it worked, but what if you’re alone next time that happens?"

      "I don't know," I murmured, rubbing my wrist. "I don't even know how it happened."

      "Well, try to retrace your steps," he reasoned. "What happened before you blacked out?"

      I hesitated, struggling to recall the events leading up to the chaos, but it was like there was some kind of mental block forcing me back the more I tried to access those memories. "I ran from Odin's office and out into the garden. I tripped and I remember crying. All of a sudden, something sprang out of the ground..."

      "You mean it wasn't one of yours?" he asked, frowning.

      "I don't know. It might've been my tears," I admitted.

      He blinked. "Your tears grow demon plants?"

      "They've sprouted flowers before, but the demonic ones are new," I sighed.

      "Maybe you should ask your Mom. She's good with plants too, right?"

      "It's not her power, it's just an affinity," I said, hugging myself. I'd been breathing fine for a while now, but I still felt cold somewhere deep inside. "Besides, I can't talk to her right now."

      Dionysus walked over and draped a throw blanket around my shoulders before sitting next to me. "You're gonna have to tell her what you know at some point," he said gently.

      "I know, but not now," I said, shaking my head. Dionysus was the only person I trusted with the truth, and even then, it had taken a lot just to get it out. The deciding factor in coming clean was the fact that my worst enemy already knew part of my secret. "And I thought it was bad that Hades thinks Poseidon is my father."

      Dionysus sighed. "No offense, but your mom's like a female Zeus."

      "Oh, you mean the first guy she lied about being my father?" I asked flatly, standing to pace the length of my bed to burn off some of my nervous energy. Anxiety and rage seemed to be my default state now. "Fucking Ares! Is she serious?"

      "To be fair, if it hadn't been him, you wouldn't exist."

      "Not helping, Dionysus."

      "Sorry," he said, holding up his hands. "Just trying to help you see the silver lining."

      "Right now, my existence isn't what I'd call a silver lining," I muttered.

      "Come on, don't talk like that. So what if Ares is your father? You're still you. We're not our parents."

      "Tell that to Olympus," I muttered. "And apparently, someone already has, because it explains why we've been shunned by the gods my whole life."

      "Shunned might be a strong word..."

      "You must have known," I said, folding my arms. "What do they say about us?"

      "Trust me, the fact that Ares is your father isn't something people just go around talking about if even Hades doesn't know," he assured me. "I thought it was Zeus just like everyone else. He and his frat brothers really get around."

      "The perfect lie. I never thought I'd wish it actually was Poseidon."

      "You know, there is a bright side if it ever gets out."

      "Which is?"

      "Ares is crazy powerful. Even Cronus is scared shitless of him," he snorted. "The Triad would be too afraid to screw with you then."

      "I guess there's that."

      "Come on," Dionysus said, standing to pull me into a hug. He smelled like silk and fresh grape leaves, a comforting combination that made me feel slightly better when nothing should have. "It's gonna be okay."

      I laid my head on his chest and sighed. I needed to hear those words, even though I knew they weren't true. We stayed like that for a while before I finally muttered, "I can't believe Phrixus is gone."

      "Yeah," Dionysus said, stroking my hair absently. "I've heard of having a lethal pussy, but this is kind of extreme."

      I gave him a half-hearted shove and he laughed. "Just trying to lighten the mood."

      "You're as bad as Loki, I swear," I muttered. "Speaking of which, guess who found the body?"

      "No surprise there," Dionysus said casually, reaching into his pocket for something. He popped a small capsule of herbs into his mouth and laid back on my mattress. "He's always skulking around."

      "What is that?" I asked.

      He pulled out another small blue capsule and handed it to me. "Some new fun thing I got from a friend. Hades sells them. Want one?"

      "If it came from Hades, I wouldn't put it anywhere near my mouth, and neither should you," I said, giving it back.

      He shrugged and put it back in his pocket. "Gotta pass the time here some way."

      "Sorry, is all the murder and mayhem boring you?"

      He gave me a lazy smile and whatever was in that pill, I could tell it was already taking effect from his glazed eyes. "Phrixus and Helle used to run them for Hades. Guess he'll have to find new mules now."

      "Wait, Hades has a drug ring and Phrixus was involved?" I asked. "This is pertinent information, Di."

      He gave me a wary look. "You heard what Odin said. Even if Hades was caught red-handed with the lead pipe in the ballroom, they wouldn't do anything about it. And he wasn't even on campus when it happened."

      "That doesn't mean he wasn't responsible."

      "Why can I hear the little gears turning in your mind?"

      "Because they are," I shrugged. "If the OSTF won't properly investigate Phrixus' death, someone has to."

      "And that someone is you?" he asked doubtfully.

      "Why not? I'll clear my name in the process."

      "Is this about you clearing your name or some weird sense of misplaced guilt for something you had no control over?" he clarified. "Because I was joking about that deadly pussy thing."

      "I know that," I mumbled. "And maybe it's irrational, but if his death had anything to do with Hades, it's partly my fault, even if it is indirectly."

      "And if it doesn't have anything to do with Hades?"

      "Then I'll sleep better at night," I said with a shrug. "Win-win."

      Dionysus sighed. "You're already the White Rabbit, Kore. Do you really need to add a murder investigation to your to-do list?"

      "The fact that everyone is avoiding me makes me the perfect person to investigate," I shot back.

      "How do you figure that?"

      "Hades wants to make me invisible. Fine. I'll be so invisible he won't even see me coming."

      "That sounds more like someone who's reached a verdict than someone who's beginning an investigation."

      "Maybe it does, but they both start in the same place. And it's about time Hades was the one on the defensive for a change."
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      The week after Phrixus' death crawled by, but if there was one upside to the atmosphere of doom and gloom that had settled over the Academy, it was the fact that no one really had the energy for bullying.

      Helle was gone, and I felt guilty for being relieved by it. Word had it that she was coming back Monday after the funeral, which was hard enough to believe. If my twin brother had been murdered, I sure as hell wouldn't have had it in me to finish the semester.

      The twins' absence made training class peaceful, but in the absence of the tension and fighting came an unusual kind of dread. Daphne and I rarely said a word to each other. We both did our part in the training sims that called for cooperation and fought toe-to-toe in the ones that required combat.

      Artemis was already starting to talk about forming teams for the Games. As the ranks thinned and groups were split up, it was every man for himself, but compatibility with your teammates in those early rounds could mean the difference between victory and defeat.

      If asking Daphne to be my teammate wouldn't put a target on her head, I would have already. We worked well together, and she was the only one at the school other than Dionysus that I was actually beginning to trust.

      Ariadne should have been on that list, and while it was a relief to have someone to talk to during a couple of classes who didn't hate my guts, there was still something about her that had me on edge.

      At least my days had formed a predictable rhythm. The drollness of it kept me from thinking about Mom and Ares. Even Hades. It seemed like the moment I'd committed to proving his lack of innocence, he'd dropped off the face of the earth. He'd been absent for the last two days of class, and I had half a mind of knocking on his door and telling him that everyone else in the school might have fallen for his bullshit, but I knew the truth and I was going to make him pay one way or another.

      Of course, doing so would mean guaranteed expulsion and after my meeting with Odin, I now knew I was on thinner ice than I'd ever imagined. Knowing everyone in school hated me was one thing, but knowing the school itself didn't even want me and my admission was only the result of an act of pity was entirely another.

      Even though I was doing better at dodging the day to day harassment, it was hard not to feel a sense of defeat whenever I walked through those halls. Why was I even here? Why not just send me to the Underworld outright and get it over with?

      Monday morning came and I found myself relieved to have gone a whole week without experiencing whatever had come over me in the garden. To be fair, I'd had my tear ducts on lockdown just in case that was the cause. Controlling my emotions had never been my strong suit, but there was obviously something in this place of treachery and secrets that made it a necessity.

      Whatever it was, I wasn't going to let it happen again. Especially since I feared it had something to do with the reason Odin didn't want me here in the first place.

      If I was the banished god's daughter, was I capable of the same horrors that had earned him his eternal punishment?

      The Underworld was where most souls feared to tread, but the aether... that was another hell entirely.

      As I walked into training class, I was prepared to see Helle. After all, today was the day she was due back. What I wasn't prepared for was to see Hades standing at her side.

      "What the hell are you doing here?" I blurted out.

      If looks could kill, the one Helle was giving me was a bonafide murder weapon. Hades just responded with that cool, infuriating look. I didn't know where he'd been, but he looked tan and rested. Glad someone was having a nice holiday while the rest of the school mourned one of their own. One I was still all but certain was dead because of him.

      "There was another space, and I filled it," he answered. "Is there a problem?"

      Everyone was looking at me thanks to my outburst, and the look of disapproval on Thor's face made it clear what my response had to be.

      "No," I said through gritted teeth. "No problem at all."

      "Good," Thor said. "Then let's not waste anymore time. I understand you're all planning to compete in the Games, is that correct?"

      "I'm just in the training course," I protested. "I hadn't come to any decision yet."

      Thor frowned, looking down at the paper in his hand. "That's funny, because I have your signature on the sign-up roster."

      "Can I see?" I asked, my voice cracking in agitation. Keep it together, Kore.

      Thor handed the paper over and sure enough, my signature was on the very bottom of the list. It was a perfect forgery, too. I looked up at Hades, my eyes blazing with accusation.

      He just kept smirking, and I knew if I was going to call him out on this latest affront, it would have to be after class. Hopefully this was a combat sim. He was more than due for an asskicking.

      "If that's settled, let's get started," Thor said, taking back the paper. "Halcyon, load Arena 1."

      The grid flashed and became a picturesque coliseum sitting atop a hillside in the open air.

      "One-on-one combat," said Thor, stepping back to give us room as the others descended on the weapons rack. "Choose your weapon and your opponent."

      "I choose Hades," I announced before he could weasel his way out of it. I pulled my favorite blade from the rack and held it ready.

      Helle and Daphne backed off to begin their own match, and Hades just scowled at me, lazily drawing the closest weapon without even looking. Or at least, that's what he wanted me to think. The katana was far from a bad pick for him, so I doubted he'd just lucked into it.

      "Begin," Thor called.

      I heard the clash of blades to my right as Helle and Daphne began sparring immediately, but Hades and I were still circling each other.

      "This must be strange for you, fighting an opponent head on," I remarked. "You prefer the element of surprise, don't you?"

      "I have no idea what you're talking about," he said boredly, shifting just slightly. It was enough to know he planned to attack and I blocked his sword with my own, pushing him back with enough force to stagger him.

      If he thought I was holding back on account of class, he had another thing coming. This was finally my chance, and as the teachers were so fond of saying, "Accidents happen."

      "Sure you don't," I scoffed, taking a swing at him while he was open. He blocked it immediately, but I could tell from the irritation in his gaze that it took more effort than he would have liked.

      Once we'd each traded blows, the gloves were off. Hades was fast, but not quite as fast as me. What little he lacked in speed, he made up the difference in strength. While I'd managed to block each of his blows so far, each one sent me further back and I quickly realized his plan was to wear me out and force me to cross the boundary. Then I’d lose by default.

      It figured he'd go for the most shameful way to beat an opponent, but that pettiness made him predictable. I could use that against him. Every blow we traded was giving me crucial info I'd need to bring him down once and for all.

      I even let him think he'd gained the upper hand, overextending my next thrust just to see how he'd compensate. He didn't take the bait like I expected and as I sailed past him, I saw the look of recognition in his eyes.

      "If you want to play dirty, I'm more than happy to oblige, but we'll have to take the kid gloves off,” he said. Blue flames burned within his dark eyes, holding the promise of the power he had yet to unleash.

      Powers were forbidden in the training room, and I'd been counting on that. I wasn't expecting him to make such a direct challenge, and I looked to Thor as a last hope.

      The instructor shrugged. "As long as you're both the only ones in the arena."

      I realized Daphne and Helle had stopped sparring to watch us. They quickly moved from the arena and I grimaced, realizing there was no way I could get out of this and save face.

      "Is something wrong?" Hades asked smugly. "You're not afraid to use your power, are you?"

      He knew. The bastard fucking knew and he was trying to force me to have a meltdown in front of everyone.

      So much for keeping Fenrir's confidence. He obviously didn't feel obliged to do the same.

      I gripped the hilt of my blade as tightly as I clenched my jaw and tossed it aside. "Let's go," I said, letting the vines break through my skin and coil around my wrists. As long as I stayed focused, I figured I should be fine. It wasn't the first time I had used my power in a fight, and those were street fights where playing dirty was the expectation, not the exception. If I couldn't take out some preppy goth, who the hell even was I?

      I was sick of not knowing the answer to that question anymore. This Academy, this prick in front of me, they were one and the same. Neither of them had a soul, but they were both content to suck in other people's.

      I refused to back down anymore. I refused to keep suppressing and filing off the things that made me me.

      An arc of blue fire formed around Hades, and twin tongues of it leaped into his palms after he'd discarded his own weapon. I held off, knowing he'd fire first. He couldn't resist.

      The moment he did, I rolled to the other side of the arena and let him think he had me on the run. I had a sudden burst of adrenaline and I planned on using it to test the limits of his flame. I soon realized it grew weaker the further the attack had to reach, so I stayed back and danced around, making him expend all his energy just trying to keep up with me.

      The look of frustration in his eyes told me it was working. It felt good to be the one pulling the strings for a change.

      "Enough," he growled, throwing up a great wall of fire behind me. I barely stopped before I collided with it, but at least now I knew he could mount a stronger attack at a distance when he needed to. "You want to play, or you want to fight?"

      "What's the matter? Running out of stamina?" I asked dryly, feeling the vibrations of the vine I'd sent under the ground travel toward him as it broke through the earth. All I had to do was keep him talking long enough. "If you wanted me to finish you off, all you had to do was ask."

      His eyes narrowed in confusion and he raised his hand, presumably to create another wall of fire, when my vine broke through the earth. By the time Hades noticed it coiling around his ankle, it was too late. I relished the way his eyes widened as the vine shot up from the ground and dangled him a few feet in the air before his flame consumed it.

      It stung. I was always connected to the vines I'd created enough to feel pain, but it was so worth it. Hades hit the ground and gave me a murderous look, letting me know the time for playing games was over.

      Good with me. If he wasn't holding back, neither would I.

      I felt the white hot heat of his flame building behind me and rushed out of its path, always just out of reach of the fire licking at my heels. It singed the hem of my skirt and a sheen of sweat formed on my forehead, but the adrenaline rush had me feeling alive in a way I hadn’t in… forever.

      It was a shame the chemistry we had on the battlefield only spilled over into hatred in the real world.

      He had me on the run and I knew if it kept up, I’d end up being pushed out of the arena, so it was time to pull out all the stops. It was clear that whatever had happened in the garden was triggered by my emotion, not my gift, and oddly enough, I’d never felt better. I turned to face Hades as his wall of flame danced toward me and raised my hand, sprouting a great oak tree from the earth. Power and adrenaline coursed through my veins, overflowing with ecstasy, and I felt something taking over as his blue flame died down on impact.

      “Holy shit,” Daphne cried.

      It was the first I’d remembered we weren’t alone, and as green vines whipped around me like Medusa’s serpents, I was hungry for more. “Is that all you’ve got?” I asked in a voice that didn’t quite sound like my own. It was rougher. More seductive than I’d intended, and Hades’ eyes widened almost imperceptibly.

      He had been caught off-guard by the move, but he was ready now. Blue flames lapped in his palm and there was steel in his gaze. The lust that flared within me might as easily have been for his flesh as it was for his power, but I was losing track of the difference.

      Something was taking over again, and I only realized it had the same aftertaste of the darkness that had claimed me in the garden when it was too late to turn back.

      The only difference was that this time, I didn’t want to.
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      “Something’s wrong,” Daphne called from the sidelines as Kore came at me, sleek green vines shooting out in all directions. “She’s not herself.”

      I failed to dodge one of the vines in time and it sliced into my chest. It was then that I realized all the vines were covered in thorns as sharp as any blade.

      “No shit,” I muttered, jumping out of the way of another attack.

      There was clearly something wrong, not the least of all because her eyes were glowing a vivid green that looked like flames. She didn’t sound like herself, either. I’d sensed the shift in energy the moment she threw that next attack and at first, I thought it was just another level of her power, but now I wasn’t sure.

      “Get them out,” I said, turning to Thor.

      He looked doubtfully from me to Kore, but there was no time to waste. “Now!” I bellowed.

      Barking orders at the teacher was pushing the limits, even for me, but Thor ushered Helle and Daphne out of the room.

      Vines had sprouted through the surface of the stone arena, coiling around the stately columns around us. They twisted and writhed as if they had a mind of their own, and several smaller ones were already snaking their way up Kore’s arms and legs.

      Fenrir had told me enough about what had happened in the garden to know this wasn’t good. It wasn’t remotely within her control, even if she didn’t seem to realize it yet.

      I thought of canceling the simulation, but decided not to. Better to give her something to play off of rather than unleashing whatever the hell this was on the Academy.

      “What’s the matter?” Kore asked in a taunting voice that wasn’t her own. At least, not the version of her I was used to. “Afraid of a little competition?”

      There was seduction in her every step, her hips swaying gently as her splayed fingers called forth new life from the ground below us. Her vines had already cracked the subfloor of the training room, and all I could do was hope to keep her distracted from the green light shooting through the broken pieces of the grid.

      “Just not used to seeing you like this,” I said, refusing to show any sign of apprehension. I wasn’t worried about myself, but if I didn’t do something, the Academy wasn’t going to be standing for much longer.

      “Enough talking,” she growled, sending a thick vine shooting at me. I dodged and knew from experience that if I hadn’t, it would’ve gone right through my chest, thanks to that thorn on the tip.

      Shit, this is bad.

      I raised a wall of hellfire to dissolve the vine, but there were ten more in its place. If I played this like the game of endurance she’d set up, I was going to lose. First time for everything.

      Any other opponent and I would have just charred her, but she wasn’t any other opponent and even if I was willing to send Little Shop of Horrors into the Underworld prematurely, that was definitely an expellable offense.

      Force wasn’t going to cut it, and just dodging her attacks couldn’t go on forever. Especially since each time she missed me, she took out another chunk of the training room. The coliseum was starting to look like ancient ruins taken over by some verdant hellscape.

      She was a lot more powerful than I’d given her credit for. In between the chaos, I stole a moment just to observe her, torn skirt and jacket fluttering in the wind with that ridiculously purple hair. I had to admit, it looked good on her. Complemented the fire in her eyes.

      For the first time since we’d met, she looked like a proper Queen of the Underworld, untapped power flaring out of control with the winds of chaos in her hair. She was trying to kill me in earnest, and it was the first time I’d felt anything for her other than spite.

      Loki was right. I really was a headcase.

      And this was coming to an end.

      I usually zoned out whenever Fenrir started talking, since he was all about lecturing me on the ways of old, but what he’d said about the garden stood out, if only because of the possessive rage it inspired. The first time this had happened, albeit on a smaller scale if his story was to be believed, he’d stopped it with a kiss. Easy enough, except that I had to get past all those barbed demon tentacles to do it.

      “Fuck me,” I muttered under my breath, shooting up a wall of flame in all directions in hopes of covering my tracks.

      I could see her through the flame in her glaring attempts to locate me. By the time she succeeded, I was right on her. With a flying leap, I took her down and pinned her. Her gaze flared like a Fury’s and her long nails dug into my shoulders, biting painfully as she tried to push me off. Meanwhile, her thorny vines crawled up my body and tightened around my chest, intent on crushing me. I had to act fast.

      I kissed her hard and while I was expecting the blowback, I wasn’t expecting her to return it. She really wasn’t herself, but the vines around my chest weren’t constricting quite as tightly and I took my chance, pulling away enough to look down at her.

      “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you, Hades?” she purred. A smaller vine was snaking its way up her neck and she didn’t even seem to notice. She was losing control fast.

      “That makes two of us,” I remarked, forming a bit of Sleep in my palm. I blew the shimmering gray dust into her face and her eyes widened in rage as she threw me off, hard enough to send me clear across the arena.

      I landed on the cracked stone and three great vines claimed me, one arching up over my torso and delving into the stone, one around my neck and one around my left leg. I gripped the one at my neck, but my concentrated flame did nothing to ease its grip.

      “You tricked me,” she seethed, already on her feet. At first, I feared the Sleep had no effect. Whatever it was running through her veins, it had her coked up and damn near invulnerable, but when she staggered, I realized she wasn’t entirely beyond its effects. That much Sleep would have knocked Thor out for a week, so the fact that she was still standing was at once impressive and unsettling.

      Her vines were receding around the room as she conserved her power, but the ones on me were holding fast. I wouldn’t be conscious for much longer and I felt the darkness closing in as she shifted unsteadily on her feet.

      “You spoiled bastard…” It was the last thing she said before she sank to her knees and then collapsed all the way.

      So maybe she was herself a little bit.

      The vines finally went limp and I gasped sharply, filling my starved lungs with oxygen. I untangled myself and walked through the rubble of what had once been the training room. “Halcyon, end simulation,” I ordered.

      The ruins disappeared, leaving behind the fractured pieces of what had once been the grid. Kore was lying on her back, groaning in some half-conscious state, and the only vines left were the ones rooted in the floor. I gathered her into my arms and her eyes fluttered. They were her usual green, not the hellfire of before, and I couldn’t believe I was actually relieved to see them.

      “You drugged me,” she accused, her voice slurred.

      “And you tried to strangle me. So the little spats between lovers go.”

      Her head lolled to one side and I readjusted her in my arms to carry her out of the training room. I realized when I saw the vine wrapped around the door why we’d gone uninterrupted. I burned the enchanted vine away, realizing there was more to it than its physical form. I very much doubted even she knew the full extent of that aspect of her power, let alone whatever it was that had surfaced today.

      It looked like the goddess of spring had a bit of duality to her, after all.

      As soon as the door released, Thor flung the door open and I saw the throng of people gathered behind him.

      “What the hell was that?” he growled, looking down at the sleeping girl in my arms. “What happened to her?”

      “If you can tell me, please do,” I said dryly as he took her from my arms.

      “Is she alright?” Dionysus asked, pressing through the crowd. The worry in his gaze confirmed my suspicion that he was more than just a concerned bystander, but I’d deal with him later. My body was covered in cuts, most of them relatively shallow, but I needed a shower in the worst way.

      “Alright, clear out,” Thor growled. The onlookers gathered around him parted to make a clear path through the hall. “I need to get her to the infirmary.”

      I watched as they left and raised a circle of flame around where Dionysus was standing. He started to step over it, but when the flame singed the hem of his pants, he yanked his foot back and turned to face me. His eyes narrowed when he saw me, but he was far too reserved to speak out of turn.

      “We need to talk,” I informed him. “In private.”
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      When I finally opened my eyes, I was back in the infirmary room that was becoming so familiar. My head felt like someone had pieced it back together after a particularly nasty fall off a high wall, and whatever they had in my IV, I could barely move my limbs. This time, at least nothing felt broken.

      “She lives.”

      I turned toward the unfamiliar voice, finding myself staring at a tall, lean man in a bold white suit. He wasn’t wearing sunglasses and his eyes were a pale blue. A striking shade, yes, but not the same wall-to-wall color of a Stone. He had curly golden hair and an impish look about him. Even though his features were those of a man in his thirties, that gleam in his eyes gave him a boyish air.

      “Who are you?”

      “Hermes Trismegistus, at your service,” he said, flipping a card up in his palm. I was learning to be wary of men who fancied sleight of hand, but when I took the card and turned it over, the golden wings surrounding the name he’d given and a phone number warned me that he wasn’t at all joking.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed, wincing. “Sorry. Whatever they gave me dislodged my filter.”

      He chuckled his amusement, sitting down in a chair next to the bed. “I’ve been called many things, but ‘stuffy’ was never one of them.”

      “Forgive me if this should be obvious, but my mind’s a little foggy,” I said, looking around. “Why are you here, exactly?”

      “You had quite an ordeal in the training room, from what I’ve heard,” he mused. “Fortunately young Hades stepped in.”

      “So fortunate,” I mumbled.

      “The truth is, I’m here because of you,” said Hermes. “My position within the Council of Gods is as something of an intermediary.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said, thinking it had something to do with the fact that my head was still aching. “What does the Council want with me?”

      “Oh, we’ve been watching you for quite some time,” he mused. “As a matter of fact, I was the one who suggested that your mother enroll you in the Academy in the first place.”

      “You were?” I asked, even more confused now than when I’d first woken up. “Why?”

      “Because you require training if you’re going to fulfill your purpose in this world,” he answered, his eyes lit up with mischief and schemes. “And before you ask, no, I can’t tell you what that is just yet, but all in good time. After today’s events, I came to make sure you were alright. The Council has a very vested interest in you.”

      “Because of who my father is?” I asked carefully, afraid to tell him anything he didn’t already know. It just seemed unlikely that even Odin knew anything the Council didn’t.

      “Because of who you are,” he corrected. “More importantly, because of who you will become.”

      “I don’t understand. I freaked and lost control. I could’ve killed someone, or torn down the whole school,” I said, still reeling from everything I’d done. It was like someone had possessed me. I had a vague, foggy recollection of what had happened after the power took over, but it was like someone else was controlling my body. “What exactly seems promising about that?”

      Hermes gave me a knowing look I couldn’t begin to understand. “You don’t need to concern yourself with any of that now. All you need to know is that the Council has a vested interest in your success here at this school.”

      “Tell that to the Headmaster,” I muttered. “Or the student body, for that matter.”

      “Yes, I’ve been aware that you’re the most recent target in the school’s rather… unique pastime,” he said in a far more diplomatic way than the Wild Hunt and its adherents had earned any right to. “I look forward to seeing how you handle yourself.”

      “You know, in the human world, the old people at least pretend to care about bullying,” I said dryly.

      He chuckled. “This isn’t the human world, Persephone, and you will be put through many harsher trials than that when the time comes. Nothing you can’t handle, I’m sure, and if you should come across such an obstacle,” he trailed off, his eyes drifting to the card in my hand. “Well, you have my card.”

      I looked down at the card, turning it over curiously. “What’s the catch?”

      Hermes smiled slightly, more in his eyes than with his lips. “Let’s just say that one day, the Council will be calling on you to return the favor.”

      “Me?” I scoffed. “Is that a joke?”

      “Not in the slightest,” he said, standing up from the chair. “In the meantime, try to make the most of your time here. We’re expecting great things from you.”

      Before I could ask what the hell that meant, he disappeared right in front of me. The fact that the curtains billowed was the only hint that he’d simply moved faster than I could process rather than outright teleporting, but who the hell even knew with the old gods?

      I swung my legs over the bed, but before I could get up, the door opened. I would’ve preferred to see just about anyone other than Hades--and my distaste for his presence was even more acutely pronounced, now that I owed him my life.

      “You’re awake,” he remarked, slipping his hands into his pockets like a casual bastard as the door slid shut behind him.

      “You sound disappointed,” I said, standing. I was steadier on my feet than I’d feared, which was good, considering that I’d already humiliated myself enough for one day.

      Assuming it was the same day.

      “Were you talking to someone?” he asked, glancing around the room.

      “No.” Lying to him was automatic enough, but I was still processing what Hermes had said and he was the last damn person I trusted with that info.

      He watched me closely. “You’re lying.”

      “You want a lie? I think your hair looks great gelled back like that. There you go.”

      He gave me a crooked smirk that affected me more than I wanted it to. Maybe I was still a little off-kilter. “Now, that’s no way to speak to the man who spared your life.”

      “Spared it?” I laughed. “Last thing I remember, you were a missed step away from being impaled.”

      “I do remember that,” he mused. “I also remember the kiss.”

      “You kissed me.”

      “And you returned it.”

      I glowered at him, but I couldn’t exactly argue. It was the truth. Screw Power Drunk Me. She had no standards. “I wasn’t myself.”

      “That you weren’t. You know, if you’re trying to get yourself expelled by proving you’re a liability, it isn’t going to work. I can tell you that from firsthand experience.”

      I snorted. “That ship has sailed. Like it or not, I’m sticking around and if you think playing rescue hero back there is going to keep me from turning your ass in as soon as I can connect you to Phrixus’ death, you’re mistaken.”

      “Connect me to his death?” he asked with a haughty laugh, as if it was the most hilarious thing he’d ever heard. “Good luck with that.”

      “Not even going to bother claiming innocence?”

      “That’s the thing about not being guilty. You don’t have to claim anything,” he said, taking a step toward me. “But that is thinking quite highly of yourself, to assume seeing the two of you together is enough to push me to murder.”

      “Am I supposed to believe it was a coincidence?”

      “It doesn’t really matter what you believe,” he said calmly. “I could’ve shot him in the head in front of the entire administration if I so chose, and they’d look the other way.”

      “Now who’s thinking highly of himself?”

      He flashed his pearly whites at me in a smile that probably would have killed half the girls in school on sight. “The difference is, I can back it up. And I hate to break it to you, but I didn’t kill Phrixus.”

      “Maybe not, but this school is full of sycophants who’d do anything to curry favor with you, and I wouldn’t put murder out of the realm of possibility.”

      He seemed to be considering it and the fact that his final verdict was an apathetic shrug made me hate him all the more. “Maybe not, but they’d have to know about what happened for that.”

      I watched him carefully, narrowing my eyes. “You mean you haven’t told anyone?”

      “What, that my fiancee got eaten out in the galley by a petty god whose only claim to power is producing his own lube?” he snorted. “No, I wasn’t eager to rush to the Olympian Chronicle with that one.”

      “You must’ve told the Triad.”

      The stony look on his face gave the answer away and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, well, well.”

      “What?” he snapped.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were actually jealous.”

      Hades rolled his eyes. “You’re a liability. Don’t mistake damage control for giving a shit about you, but if you want my advice?” He tilted my chin toward him and I smacked his hand away, but he didn’t seem phased.

      “Not particularly.”

      “Keep your nose out of places where it doesn’t belong,” he said in a dangerous tone. “Whatever happened to Phrixus, whomever is responsible, I can guarantee they have better standing in this world than you do. You’re already on thin ice with the administration, and when all this is said and done, I’d rather not have to say my Queen was an Academy dropout.”

      “And yet you’ve made my time here so eventful.”

      He smirked, turning toward the door. “It keeps you occupied, doesn’t it?”

      I flipped him off and he pretended not to notice as he left the room.

      I sank back onto the edge of the bed, more exhausted than I was willing to let on in front of him. My head was still spinning, and I found myself grasping onto a hundred loose threads with no more of an idea of which of them belonged tied together than I’d had before. All Hermes’ appearance had done was reaffirm what I’d known from the beginning…

      Nothing at the Academy of the Gods was what it seemed.
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      The story continues in Academy of the Gods Book 2: The Wild Hunt!
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