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   I glanced down the stairs, planning my next move. He would be coming up at any moment and then I’d be able to prove myself. I wiggled my hips, grinning. 
 
    “What are you doing?” my sister said behind me. I whipped around so fast and hard that I nearly gave myself whiplash. My hand went around Juniper’s mouth and I hushed her. 
 
    She shoved me, and I stumbled over my feet. “How dare you?” I hissed. “I’m a goddess.” 
 
    “I’m a goddess too,” Juniper said, rubbing her face where I had grabbed it. “Ugh, did you wash your hands before grabbing me?” 
 
    I stared down at my fingers. “Well, I was out in the pool earlier, so they’re pretty clean.” 
 
    Juniper made a harsh sound in the back of her throat and took off for her bedroom. “Why?” she shouted. “There’s probably Nemo juice all over my face now and I have to live with that because of you!” 
 
    Verin opened their door just before she plowed him down, screaming about the bathroom. He blinked at her then turned to me. “What did you do to Juniper?” 
 
    “Nothing! Now be quiet, I’m trying to plan an ambush.” 
 
    Verin quirked an eyebrow. “An ambush?” 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed. 
 
    “Against?” 
 
    “Oh, my gods. Why won’t anyone in this house let me plan an ambush?” I flailed my hands. “I have a point to make!” 
 
    “Well, if you’re planning on attacking Zander, he’s right behind you and you might want to rethink your plan,” Verin said, closing his bedroom door and calling out to my sister. 
 
    I screamed when Zander’s arms around me from behind and hoisted me over his shoulder. “What are you trying to do?” he asked, keeping me up in the air. I kicked uselessly since he had my arms pinned to my sides. “I hope you weren’t trying to surprise me or anything because that would be silly. You know that I am the best at everything. Wooing, sneaking up on people, wedding planning, cooking…” 
 
    “You’re nothing compared to me!” I shouted, trying to break free while Zander walked us toward our room. “And, I’m the best wooer!” 
 
    “I’m a son of the goddess of love,” Zander said, still moving me. “You can’t out-woo me.” 
 
    “I’m a straight up goddess!” I shouted. “I am the best at everything.” 
 
    He walked us into the room and tossed me on the bed. I bounced once, letting out a hard breath when I landed again. My eyes narrowed as I sat up. “You’re the literal worst, though.” 
 
    Zander laughed, his blue eyes sparkling with amusement. Two years ago, if someone had shown up on my doorstep and asked me what I thought the demigod of Aphrodite would look like, I would’ve described Zander. He had slightly curled blond hair, cut to his ears, light blue eyes that seemed to fill with light whenever he talked about something he loved—namely me—and he had the body of a literal god. Tall, hard muscles, and strength that wouldn’t quit. 
 
    I huffed, blowing some hair out of my face. “I hope that you fall down the stairs later.” 
 
    “You should know better by now,” Zander said, walking around the room. 
 
    “Just, like, hard enough to break your arm but not hard enough that you break your neck. You know what I mean?” 
 
    He grabbed his sword and my eyes locked on it like lasers. If he started to swing that thing around… 
 
    Zander gave it a test swing. 
 
    Heat swept through my body while I planned on how to get him naked. It wouldn’t be hard, in all honesty. If I just asked him to get naked… 
 
    I bounced off the bed and jumped to the floor. Ever since my siblings and I became gods, I had so much energy, I didn’t know what to do with it. I felt like bouncing around the entire room all the time. The day before, I’d run in circles around the block for an hour, trying to burn some of the energy off, but nothing seemed to work. 
 
    I lifted the bed off the floor. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa,” Zander said, coming toward me. “Maybe not test out your new abilities with our bedroom furniture.” 
 
    I set the bed down with a thump. “I need to do something. Don’t you feel like this? Like standing still isn’t good enough anymore and you just wanna run around like a madman, screaming at the top of your lungs?” 
 
    “Well, no…” Zander said. “I’m not mad.” 
 
    “Ugh.” I threw my head back and then flopped down on the bed. Despite what I had said, it actually felt pretty good to lay down like that. I hadn’t slept in two days, and I supposed even a goddess needed to rest. Zander laid down next to me, breathing out as if in relief. 
 
    I hadn’t been that bad, really… Well… except for a few moments, which might have gotten on his nerves. But details. 
 
    “I think I’m going crazy with worry,” I finally said, shrugging. “It feels like something should have happened by now. Hasn’t it felt quiet in the last couple of weeks?” We hadn’t heard a word from the gods since we had taken care of Argus. Well, except for Persephone coming by for a pool party, but that didn’t feel like it counted. She was stuck topside for another five months or so, and she spent that time with Medusa for the most part. Medusa loved us almost as much as we loved her, so we spent a lot of time together. 
 
    “I get where you’re coming from,” Zander said. “But I think we shouldn’t worry just yet. We should enjoy the downtime we’ve gotten. Don’t you want to relax, knowing that there’s nothing we have to worry about?” 
 
    I sighed, still staring up at the ceiling. “Maybe. I feel like something is coming.” 
 
    Zander frowned at that. “Feeling as in, nervous about the future, or feeling as in, seeing something that you shouldn’t?” 
 
    I frowned some more. “I haven’t gotten a vision if that’s what you’re worried about,” I said. “I haven’t even gotten to try out my new powers yet.” 
 
    Zander cleared his throat, and I glanced at him. He didn’t think I should’ve been in a rush to use my new powers. My brother had traveled through time and my sister could teleport, but I hadn’t done anything with mine. I hadn’t even used them to look into the future, too scared of what I might find on the other side. Or that I’d get stuck in the future, which would create so many issues that I didn’t even know what to do about it. At least Jasper hadn’t done anything in the past that would screw us over now. 
 
    I hoped. 
 
    Sighing, I rolled over so that I could look at Zander. “I’m not sure what this feeling is. I just know that it’s uncomfortable. I feel uncomfortable and unsure.” 
 
    It was his turn to frown. He rubbed his eyes, shifting so that he could put his arm over my stomach. “Maybe you don’t need to test out your new powers.” 
 
    I sighed, sitting up. Zander worried too much about me and things that he couldn’t change. Of course, it was hard to keep blaming him for that worry when all of his worst fears had come true less than a month ago. I couldn’t imagine the horror of walking into the house and finding all of us dead. However, being the one who actually died, I felt like I had the right to be more horrified than him. 
 
    The gods had brought us back reluctantly, but if not for that, Zander probably would’ve been a zombie right then. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” I said. “But at the same time, if I don’t test out my new powers, then what’s going to happen when they manifest themselves?” 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t be that bad.” 
 
    “Jasper ended up in the past and a primordial being had to go and retrieve him for us.” 
 
    Zander sighed. 
 
    I sat up, shaking my head. “I need to go feed Nemo.” 
 
    “Jasmine,” Zander said, sitting up. “I’m just scared.” 
 
    That got me to stop in my tracks. “I know that, sweetie.” I turned to look at him again. “But I’m a goddess now. It would take something massively powerful to kill me. You shouldn’t still be scared.” 
 
    His eyes closed. “Well, I am.” 
 
    I stepped up to him. His shifted around so that I could stand between his legs and put my hands on either side of his face. He allowed me to tip his face upward so that we could stare at each other. “You know that I love you, right?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, without hesitation. 
 
    “Good,” I said, leaning in to kiss him. Our lips met only briefly before I pulled back. “Consider yourself wooed.” 
 
    I jumped back before he could grab me, a smile on his face now. Distraction successful, I thought, while bolting from the room. I got downstairs in time to see Kizzy and Jasper come in from the garage. The two of them were covered in clay, with little fingerprints on their faces, like they had attacked each other. I didn’t want to know. 
 
    Kizzy blushed when she saw us. Her pinkish hair fell around her in waves, framing a gorgeous face. Her hazel eyes sparkled, which made me even surer that I didn’t want to know what she and my brother had been doing in that garage. 
 
    Jasper looked better than he had in years, even after Kizzy showed up. He’d filled out so that now he was a huge man, almost as big as Zander. Jasper had even wider shoulders than Zander, something that he got from our father. Godhood suited him well. 
 
    We all ground to a halt upon seeing each other. Clearing my throat, I shifted around my brother to get to the fridge. Zander also cleared his throat as he started looking through the cabinets for something to eat. We couldn’t have made it more awkward if we tried. 
 
    I pulled open the fridge door to stare at the contents inside. Immediately, my eyes drifted to the shelf that used to have my alcohol on it. Beer, for the most part, but I’d also had some tequila and vodka in there, for when I wanted something harder. My mouth watered at the memory, and a pesky thought popped up. You’re a goddess now. You could probably drink and drink and only get tipsy… 
 
    A shiver worked its way down my spine and I slammed the fridge door closed harder than I meant to. It rattled against the wall hard enough that my brother, Kizzy, and Zander all turned to look at me. My face heated. “Oops. Guess when you’re as awesome as I am, you forget your own strength.” I beamed to drive the words home. 
 
    Jasper laughed at me. “Well, be careful. If we have to replace another fridge, Juniper might actually have a heart attack.” 
 
    “She’s a goddess too,” I said, grinning even though I didn’t feel like it. “She doesn’t have anything to worry about!” 
 
    Kizzy and Jasper left, and Zander came over to wrap his arms around me from behind. I breathed a sigh of relief that none of them seemed to notice my lies. I leaned back against Zander, enjoying the feel of his arms around me, trying to use them as a stabilizer so that I’d stop thinking about tequila. 
 
    I couldn’t get drunk now, so I shouldn’t have been worried about it. I shouldn’t have worried about anything. 
 
    “You wanted to feed Nemo?” Zander asked. 
 
    “Right,” I said, pulling away from him. “We shouldn’t keep a hungry hydra waiting!”
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   I t would have been irresponsible of me to not find some way to put Jasmine in her place. If I let her keep thinking that she was better at wooing than me, it would have only broken her heart later when she found out how wrong she was. So, there I crouched, behind the hall corner so I could get her when she decided she needed food. 
 
    “Um, what the hell are you up to?” my sister asked me after a half hour of waiting. I hadn’t noticed her sneaking up on me, but she bent down at my side. 
 
    “Wooing,” I whispered. “Hush.” 
 
    She smirked, twisting her wedding ring around her finger. “Jasper is in the shower, so I have nothing to do for the next ten minutes. Entertain me.” 
 
    “Since when do you need me for entertainment?” 
 
    “Since you and I haven’t been spending that much time together, just the two of us.” 
 
    To say that had been by design would have felt… weird. Kizzy and Jasper had only been married for a couple of weeks, and I thought they should get some bonding time since they had been screwed out of a honeymoon. They should have been able to fly off somewhere pretty and expensive, but with all the shit the gods threw at us, it wasn’t possible. Jasmine thought something bad was coming, but I would have been more than happy for enough quiet that I could send my sister off for a week. 
 
    “Just stay quiet,” I said. “If I don’t attack Jasmine, then she’ll think she won.” 
 
    “But she’s already won,” Kizzy whispered. “She’s got you huddled up like a little weirdo.” 
 
    “That’s how she likes me.” 
 
    I listened out for a heartbeat when I heard steps on the stairs. I could pick Jasmine out of a lineup, matching her aura to that heartbeat. Auras felt different for everyone I knew personally, and to me, Jasmine shined like a bright pink beacon of peace. 
 
    I let out a battle cry when I threw my body into the air. Jasmine didn’t see me coming when I crashed into her legs. We both toppled to the floor, her shouting something indignant. 
 
    Two things came to mind at once when we tumbled around, both trying to get on top, so we could be called the victor. Three things, since I heard Juniper scream at us when we crashed into the wall and made it shake. The first thing was glee that I could do this and not break Jasmine’s body. The second was pure fear that I would indeed, break her body. It seemed stupid, but I couldn’t shake it. It made me pause, giving Jasmine what she needed. 
 
    Jasmine shoved me down by the shoulders, straddling me before she thrust her arms into the air. “Victory!” she screamed, wiggling pleasantly on me. 
 
    “Dammit,” I heard Jasper sigh as he walked down the stairs, hair still damp from his shower. I watched his wife happily skip over to him, taking his hand before they headed into the kitchen. 
 
    “It wasn’t even sexual!” Jasmine shouted to her brother. “I just had to defeat him. True loves do this!” 
 
    While she was having a good time, my eyes raked over her body to make sure I hadn’t done any damage. Her aura didn’t suggest she had been hurt, but that wasn’t good enough for me. Surely something had to be wrong. It didn’t matter that her goddess body would heal her faster than even I would heal or that she could take a hit from a car and feel like she got brushed by a feather. 
 
    Jasmine popped off of me, getting on her feet and brushing off her brightly colored dress. “Come along, darling. Let me make you a consolation mug of cocoa.” 
 
    She didn’t warn me before taking my hand and effortlessly yanking me to my feet. It threw me off like nothing else. I tried to let it go, following her into the kitchen. 
 
    Kizzy and Jasper already sat at the table, sharing a little plate of cheese and crackers. They discussed plans to go to a movie later. I thought it would have been nice if they could go out and not have to worry about anything, but I wanted to lock my sister in the house. Jasper too, the person who I’d mostly known as a fragile human. We had a war coming; anything could have happened to them if they left the house. 
 
    The moment Jasmine handed me the cocoa, the doorbell rang. She started walking to answer it, and I had that mug on the table so fast that it could have made a head spin. I cut her off, getting in front of her so I could answer the door. I opened it to a little redhead and her two bodyguards. 
 
    “Children,” I greeted with a bow. “And to what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “I’m older than you,” Micha griped, his expression stern as everyone ignored him. My policy was that anyone shorter than me was younger. Them’s the rules. 
 
    Jasmine pushed me out of the way to give Callie a hug. “How’re you?” 
 
    “Great!” Callie answered. “Micha stocked the fridge, and he didn’t even eat it all in a day.” 
 
    As they walked in the house, Micha threw her a glare. “Excuse me, but I’m a Hunter of Artemis. I need all the food I can get. How else am I supposed to stay strong enough to protect our immortal Oracle?” 
 
    Aster gave him a look. “I can protect her too.” 
 
    Callie kissed her boyfriend on the cheek. “Of course, you can. I’ve seen you in a fight. Not only is it alarmingly sexy, but I do feel safe around you. Also, I like to think I could kick a little ass if needed.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” Aster said, walking her further into the living room. 
 
    “You get the house all set up?” I asked the visitors, looking up at the stairs to make sure Verin wasn’t around the corner. 
 
    He hadn’t reacted too badly to finding out they had bought his old house. In reality, it would be good to have them so close. He knew that. The thing was, it didn’t keep him from avoiding that house at all costs. I couldn’t blame him. I wouldn’t have wanted to go into the home my beloved parent had been murdered in. Of course, I’d never had a beloved parent. 
 
    “All done,” Aster said. “Dad set us all up, so we’re not wanting for anything. For once, everything is nice and calm and comfortable.” 
 
    His words shouldn’t have sent a twinge into my heart, but there it was anyway. It happened every time I saw the little brother that we never got. Callie had casually mentioned to us that the gods had intended for Aster to go to the same orphanage as me and Kizzy, and I could only imagine it had been so I could protect him. I never got the chance to, so he spent his life being treated like crap by a selfish mother. I knew it wasn’t my fault, but it was my fault. When they intended for me to be his protector and I didn’t do it, how could it not have been my fault? But I had always been good at failing. I only needed to look at Kizzy to know that. I only needed to remember why my in-laws were gods in the first place. Everything worked out, but only after I’d fucked up. 
 
    “We should have a house party,” Jasmine suggested. “We can invite the gods we don’t hate and have a ton of food.” 
 
    “Would Verin go for that?” I asked. “I doubt Juniper would. It took convincing to get her to let us have the pool party.” 
 
    “We could get them on board.” 
 
    I doubted it, but I didn’t fight her on what she wanted. With the utter hell she’d been through with her siblings, the last thing I wanted to do was deny Jasmine what could have been some relief. Not to mention how well she’d been doing with her sobriety. She deserved some fun. 
 
    Jasper and Kizzy wandered out of the kitchen, and I suppressed a brotherly twitch when I saw her on his back, her legs wrapped around him. I could still pretend a dude hadn’t been getting up close and personal with my little sister. 
 
    “Hey,” Kizzy said. “We were about to go see a movie. Did you guys wanna come?” 
 
    If they all went together, then they would have been in less danger from a potential attack. Micha didn’t have his bow with him, but he would look scary as hell to any person who looked his way. He was massive, though not as massive as me. Jasper had been getting bulky too. Not that the girls couldn’t hold their own, but someone might have been more willing to try something with them before learning how big a mistake that would be. 
 
    “Juni!” Jasmine called out. “Verin! You want to go see a movie?” 
 
    In seconds, we saw Verin walking down the stairs. He stopped halfway, looking up at Juniper. “I’ll buy you an ice cream.” 
 
    Her hands went to her hips. “I was about to deep clean the bathroom.” 
 
    “You did that three days ago.” 
 
    “Dust takes no vacations, Verin.” 
 
    “Yes, luv, but you should. We can get dinner after. I promise that once we get home, I’ll stay up with you all night while you bleach the bathtub. Then you can blissfully pass out in my arms while I enjoy you without pajamas on.” 
 
    Jasper shook his head, sighing at the floor. 
 
    Juniper looked up at the ceiling, put out with the whole world. “I have a schedule I work off of. It’s a nice schedule. One with numbers and colors on it, and it’s very easy to follow.” 
 
    She went on, but Verin marched himself up the stairs to get her. She put up no fight when he threw her over his shoulder and brought her down the stairs again. He stopped in front of the door, looking rather pleased. 
 
    “So, we’re going to the movies,” Juniper said. I tried to detect how she felt about it, and she only had the slightest anxiety about her chores not getting done according to her schedule. It wasn’t like they wouldn’t be waiting for her when she got home again. 
 
    “We are,” I agreed, and then looked to Jasmine. She opened her arms to me the exact same time I went to grab her. She got put up on my shoulders for a ride outside, and I rather enjoyed it when she started combing her fingers through my hair. 
 
    Aster looked at all of us, then smiled at an unsuspecting Callie who said, “Yay!” when he picked her up, cradling the girl in his arms. She wiggled her feet, putting an arm around his shoulders. I’d never seen someone so happy to be held. 
 
    We started marching out of the house, Jasper and Kizzy first, then me and my lady, Aster and his, Verin and Juniper, and Micha was last. He had the smallest of frowns on his face, and I felt the flicker in his aura. He bushed it off, the feeling of loneliness leaving him as I hunched down with Jasmine, so she could lock the front door. 
 
    “We look like weirdos, don’t we?” Juniper asked as we started walking to the cars. Only a few people were outside at the moment, but we did get some interesting looks. We had a parade of guys carrying ladies, after all. They were just jealous. 
 
    Callie beamed, her legs wiggling in the air again. “Maybe we do, but it feels right for us. What’s the point of being alive if you can’t unashamedly be super weird sometimes?” 
 
    “I agree so much,” my girlfriend said. “I happen to like being a weirdo. We have more fun.” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong on that one.
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   D etermination would win out. I knew it would. I’d been determined to beat my alcoholism, and I had. I had been determined to get Zander and out-woo him, and I had. I felt determined now, and I would manage to get these stupid god powers to work for me the way they worked for Juniper and Jasper. 
 
    “You look like you’re trying to find the square root of orange,” my brother said. 
 
    I opened my eyes, huffing out a breath and glaring at him. The three of us stood in the backyard. Well, four of us, since Verin had followed Juniper out when I made her agree to help me. 
 
    “Thanks, Jasp,” I said, glaring at my brother. “I love how you say so many helpful things.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said, smirking. 
 
    I laid back in the grass to stare up at the gray sky. It hadn’t started raining yet, but I knew it would. I didn’t know how I knew, though. Did I know because we lived in Seattle and predicting rain was kind of like saying that birds had beaks? Or, could I predict the rain thanks to my goddess like abilities to see into the future? I didn’t know, and that frustrated me so much. 
 
    “You’re thinking too much,” Juniper said. 
 
    I turned to look at her. She sat on the concrete; her feet tucked up against her body to avoid getting grass stains on her tennis shoes. She had her back pressed against Verin’s legs and he kept rubbing her shoulders. 
 
    Juniper and I looked almost exactly alike. We both had brown hair, though mine had been cut short. It’d grown out a little bit so that it went just past my chin now. Hers hung most of the way down her back, and Verin had taken to playing with it whenever she got distracted. Jasper also had the same dark brown hair, though he kept his only a couple of inches long. Juniper and I had the same soft features that we had gotten from our mother, whereas Jasper looked more like our father, only less dickish. 
 
    The thought saddened me, but I pushed it away. 
 
    The easiest way to tell Juniper and me apart was our eyes, though. She had one honey brown eye and one gray eye, whereas I had one ocean blue eye and one gray eye. The sign of the seers, those gray eyes. Jasper’s other eye was green. 
 
    Much like Jasper, Juniper had been looking better lately. She’d gained about five pounds, and it looked good on her. She panicked the other day when she realized this. Juniper had also thrown out all her old clothing and had taken to wearing colors. Today she had on a blue dress that went down to her knees. I thought it looked good on her, though I knew Verin’s was usually the opinion she took the most seriously. 
 
    He had been good for her, but also not so good for her. When Verin’s mother died, he’d gone on a rampage, killing people. Some of them had deserved it, but not all of them. The rest of us felt cautious about him since then, even though we had kind of forgiven him for it. As much as one can forgive someone for mass, justifiable murder. Except for Juniper, who had never seemed bothered by this in the least. 
 
    She’d just shrugged and said that he wouldn’t do it again. 
 
    But hey, as long as he didn’t try to murder us in our sleep, it would probably turn out okay… I hoped. 
 
    Ah, my life is so fucked up. 
 
    I shook my head, turning back to Jasper. “I’m concentrating. I need to figure out how to do this.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, truly baffled. “If I don’t time travel again, I would be perfectly fine with that, believe it or not. I really didn’t like getting stuck in the past…” He glanced at Verin briefly before looking away. When we got turned to gods, our powers changed and while my siblings had learned some control over those abilities, I had not. 
 
    I threw my hands in the air. “But it would be so cool to go into the future for a couple of minutes. Could you even imagine what I would see?” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Jasper said. 
 
    I huffed, then turned to my sister. “Juni, back me up here.” 
 
    “Well…” she said, also looking unsure of herself. She glanced back at Verin, who shrugged one of his shoulders. “I think that I’d rather clean out Nemo’s pool than take even a peek into the future, let alone go there.” She had the good grace to look apologetic. 
 
    “Ugh,” I said, flailing my arms and lying back on the ground to stare up at the sky some more. “You are the worst gods. I mean, you don’t enjoy our power, you don’t bother using it for fun stuff. What’s the point?” 
 
    Verin snorted. “Juniper is the best goddess.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    I sighed some more. “Okay, fine. But think about it like this… if I don’t get a handle on my godly abilities, then I could vanish with no warning. I’ll just pop into the future, probably in the middle of a crowd, and then get stuck. I’ll have to wait for Erebus to show up and help me out, and then we’ll owe him a favor.” 
 
    They all paused. 
 
    “I don’t think you’ve ever made a better argument,” Jasper said. 
 
    Juniper agreed immediately. “Let’s see if we can’t get you into time travel.” 
 
    I grinned. Erebus, the primordial embodiment of darkness, was something that we all wanted to avoid. He liked chaos a little too much for us to trust him, for one thing. For another, I just got the feeling that none of us were real to him. In the sense that he didn’t see us as people but as bugs that did something interesting every now and then. 
 
    Which, come on, scary as shit. 
 
    I sat up while Juniper started talking. “You need to let your instincts take over,” she said. “If you think too much, then what your brain believes should be happening will get in the way of what actually happens.” 
 
    I blinked at her. “That makes no sense.” 
 
    She sighed, shifting position. Her shoes almost touched the grass and she pulled her feet back immediately. Verin went back to rubbing her shoulders. “What she means is that you’re trying to force the power to listen to you, instead of allowing it to do what it needs to do.” 
 
    “Yes,” Juniper said, pointing at her fella. “What he said.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “Okay… So, I should think of the future and let myself go?” 
 
    Jasper shrugged. “That sounds about right to me. Not too far into the future, though, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “Why?” 
 
    “Well, if you think of tomorrow and go there, then we’ll see you tomorrow, even if you can’t get back,” Jasper explained. “It’s not like with me, going to the past. If you get stuck in the future, then we’ll eventually see you again.” 
 
    I pointed at him. “That’s smart. You’re a smart man.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, dryly. 
 
    “Also,” Juniper said. “If you manage this, do you think you could avoid, I don’t know, destroying something while you’re in the future. Just don’t mess with anything.” 
 
    I huffed. “You have no faith.” 
 
    “I have faith,” Juniper argued. “I have faith that you will make a complete ass of yourself and then we’ll have to clean the mess up.” She grinned at me. 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “Just for that, I’m going to make cinnamon toast tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh gods,” Juniper said. 
 
    I always made such a huge mess when I used cinnamon on anything. I didn’t know why. It just got everywhere. 
 
    I closed my eyes, breathing out. My body relaxed, but I couldn’t quite lose the expectation that I had in the back of my mind. My siblings had both managed to figure out some aspect of their power, though I felt certain we had more to us than that. I just hoped that I’d be able to catch up. I didn’t like feeling left behind. 
 
    I concentrated on the thought of tomorrow. It felt really strange, to focus on something so vague. It wanted something more obvious to focus on. Like what I would do to Zander when he got home later, or feeding Nemo. Something solid and real. Tomorrow was just a thought that people had. Plans that could get wiped out in the second before a car crashed into them, or some such thing. 
 
    Stop thinking so much, I chastised myself. I mean, c’mon. You spend most of your time lying on a gorgeous man, and now you wanna be a scholar? 
 
    I tried letting go, stopping my thoughts, and even loosening the hold I had on my visions. I could control them now so that I had visions when I wanted instead of when they wanted to come. That kind of control and power felt so good. I never had to be talking to someone that I liked and then get a vision of them dying later that day again. It brought so much security to my life. 
 
    But I loosened my hold on it so that I could figure this power out. 
 
    And nothing happened. 
 
    I groaned so loudly and obnoxiously that both my siblings laughed. Then I let my spine go and laid on the ground again. “This is ridiculous,” I said. “I am an all-powerful, gorgeous goddess, and I can’t even travel into the future. What kind of joke is that?” I crossed my arms over my chest, glaring at the sky. “Why am I not wreaking havoc as we speak?” 
 
    “I’m personally glad you aren’t wreaking havoc,” Jasper said, which had me glaring at him. He shrugged. “You wreaked havoc as a human. Let me have a break now, Jazzy.” 
 
    I sighed. “You never understood me.” 
 
    “I think he does. That’s the problem,” Verin said, sounding amused. 
 
    “Maybe Zander could help you with the letting go stuff,” Juniper offered, not sounding like she believed that he could. “I mean, he could calm you down and stuff, right?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, unsure if he actually could. Zander’s compulsion only worked on demigods some of the time, and I was a full-blown goddess. Could he do anything to me? It seemed unlikely in my head, but I didn’t want to think about it. Zander always acted funny with my god powers. 
 
    He didn’t seem to want me to try anything. That was why I sat in the backyard with Jasper, Juniper, and Verin while Zander and Kizzy did the grocery shopping. It had been interesting, getting Jasper to agree to that. He usually went shopping with Kizzy. He liked it, for some reason. 
 
    I had to assume it had everything to do with the company and nothing to do with the shopping itself. 
 
    Either way, Zander had taken off and I had another thirty minutes or so before I would have to give up for the night. Which I didn’t want to do, but I wanted to deal with Zander’s weirdness even less. 
 
    I frowned at that thought. He hadn’t told me that I couldn’t do this. He hadn’t even tried to stop me, now that I thought about it. He just got tense whenever I started doing something that involved my abilities or involved me leaving the house. I didn’t know what to think about it other than Zander would be upset to know that he had been bothering me lately. 
 
    I sighed again, pushing up on my elbows. “Has Zander been getting your nerves?” 
 
    Jasper cocked his head. “Not really. He and I don’t spend a lot of time together, to be honest.” 
 
    Verin nodded. “Yeah, he avoids me like the plague.” 
 
    Juniper looked down at the ground, chewing on her lip. 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask her the same question, but I changed my mind before I said anything. If Zander had been bothering Juniper, she would have let us all know by now, usually by screaming at him until he left her alone. My sister knew how to get stuff done. Not as well as me, of course, but no one could be as good as me at everything. I tried not to smirk about that as I sat up. 
 
    “I should try one more time before they get home,” I decided. “Maybe I’ll finally manage to pop into the future and find out what your babies names are going to be.” I smirked at Juniper. 
 
    “Shut up,” she said, lightly kicking me. “I’m not having triplets anymore. That would be an insane thing to think.” 
 
    “Eh,” Verin said. 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Juniper said, throwing her hands up in the air. 
 
    “All right, let me try to go into the future so that I can come back with lots of knowledge that will get me into all kinds of trouble.” 
 
    “I think you’re my favorite,” a voice said from behind us. 
 
    I launched to my feet in surprise and ended up pressed against Jasper, who’d also jumped up. Juniper and Verin were also up so that we made a huddle of terrified, powerful beings. That didn’t make me feel stupid at all. 
 
    Erebus sat in one of the lawn chairs that Juniper had finally let us get so that we could hang out with Nemo more comfortably. He had his legs crossed at the ankle and had a bowl of Starbursts in front of him. Erebus looked as beautiful as any god, but colder somehow. His dark eyes didn’t hold much emotion, and his voice sometimes sounded dead. Today, his black hair had been slicked back, which made him look like a movie villain from the eighties. 
 
    This went against the Starbursts he ate and the way he lounged against the chair. He raised an eyebrow at me. “Well, go on. Make some chaos. Tell me that siding with you over Argus wasn’t a bad idea.” 
 
    My heart finally started to slow down. “You… are an ass.” 
 
    Erebus laughed, tilting his head back against his seat. “An ass. No one has called me that in so long. Thank you for that, little seer.” 
 
    I wanted to punch him for calling me that. I wasn’t a seer anymore, I was a goddess, and I wanted the respect that I deserved. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Jasper asked, eyes darting around. It wouldn’t take much for Erebus to turn this entire backyard into a black pit that we couldn’t escape even if we wanted to. 
 
    Erebus smiled at us, tossing a pink piece of candy into his mouth. He didn’t say anything until he had finished chewing. Yeah, just take your sweet time, making us want to run around screaming. 
 
    “I wanted to see if anything fun was happening yet,” Erebus said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, shifting my feet. “Is something… fun, supposed to happen?” 
 
    He got out of his chair, setting his bowl of candy aside. Juniper squeaked when he stepped toward us, pushing back against Verin, who had his arm around her. My sister hadn’t figured out yet that she was stronger than Verin now. She didn’t need his protection anymore. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, yet,” Erebus said. 
 
    “No, I think I’m going to worry,” I said. “You know, considering everything that’s happened lately. And because I freaking died!” 
 
    “Are the gods doing something?” Jasper asked. 
 
    Erebus cocked his head one way and then the other, as if weighing something in his mind. “Those gods are always planning something. You should know that by now.” 
 
    “What are they—” I started to ask, but Erebus vanished before I could say anything else. My hand itched to slap him. I mean, yes, he was a primordial being and I was a baby god, but that didn’t mean he would kill me for doing what everyone around me wanted to do. They’d thank me! 
 
    I huffed out a breath, turning to Jasper. “I think my head is going to implode if someone doesn’t tell me what the hell is going on!” 
 
    He patted my shoulder. “The less we know, the better, probably.” 
 
    That actually made sense with the gods, but I didn’t like it. I didn’t like that the people safest were the ones that knew the least. It drove me crazy that we hadn’t gotten any closer to finding out why this war had started, what the gods had done about it, or why we had been dragged into the middle of it. I wanted answers that I’d never have, and it had started to really bother me. 
 
    I heard the door close inside and I shook my head. “No one say anything to Zander,” I said, looking at everyone around me. “He’ll blow it out of proportion.” 
 
    Juniper shifted. “You want us to hide something from a son of Aphrodite, who will absolutely know that we’re hiding something?” 
 
    “Yes,” I squeaked. 
 
    Juniper looked at Verin. He shrugged. “Guess we’re hiding out in our room for the rest of the day. Come, luv.” 
 
    Juniper jumped out of his grip and ran into the house, Verin on her tail, shouting after her. 
 
    Jasper shook his head, then turned to look at me. “You should probably tell him that Erebus was here.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, shuffling my feet. 
 
    “Because if you don’t, it’ll hurt his feeling, and because you can’t hide everything from him.” 
 
    He’s right, some small part of me whispered. The rest of me shrugged it off. Zander would only get protective, and I didn’t need that. I could take care of myself. I’d been made into a goddess. Zander would still treat me like a lowly human, who couldn’t even tie her shoes without hurting her back. 
 
    “Jazzy…” Jasper said, shaking his head. “Please, just think about it?” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, though I had no intentions of doing that. I knew how to handle Zander. Everything would be fine.
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   S omething in the house made the back of my neck tingle when we walked inside. I shivered, images coming back to me too clearly. I’d walked into this house before to find Jasmine’s body. Right then, I told myself a million times it would never be like that again. I didn’t need to pay those images any mind, because it couldn’t happen that way again. They were gods, and their bodies wouldn’t break. 
 
    The house looked perfectly fine, so I let that hammer the point home. That, and how lightly Kizzy brushed her way into the house, proud as hell over the ugly lamp she’d scored for her husband. She thought he would get a kick out of the renaissance-esque style Cthulhu head destroying a boat. The thing was offensive to the eyes, but I had never seen a love start so instantly as when I saw her look at it. I had to teach her some better taste. 
 
    “You gonna ditch me now?” I asked Kizzy. 
 
    Her nose wrinkled from both guilt and probably some pity. “You make it sound so bad. Don’t you want to go off and play with Jasmine? I’m sure you have some wooing to destroy her with. Because for some reason, you haven’t caught on that wooing is meant to be fun and not a challenge.” 
 
    “Only if you do it wrong. The point is to show the person you love that you love them so hard, you’re willing to destroy their brains with romance.” 
 
    Kizzy cocked a hip, glowering with amusement. “I prefer to wreck Jasper’s brain with other things.” 
 
    I gagged. “Kiz, why do you hate me?” 
 
    “I love you, and that’s why I’m trying to encourage you to chill out a little with the full-blown tackles. What happens if you have babies and you’re still going this hard? You’re gonna make tiny weirdos.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    She smiled at me then. “Fine. I’m going to go show my new pride and joy off to my husband. If you hear stuff breaking, don’t get sad.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but get sad over the fact that my stupid hearing and powers made it so I knew when anyone in the house had sex. At least it didn’t hurt my big brother heart to hear Verin and Juniper going at it. 
 
    After she left me alone in the living room, I realized the house was too quiet. I couldn’t even hear talking or tomfoolery. No drums, no kiln, no scrubbing. 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    I’d promised that I would make Callie and the others some welcome home treats, so I thought I would get that done since everyone seemed to be scarce. I also thought the smell of fresh baked cookies could get Jasmine to come out of hiding. 
 
    It wasn’t until I’d gotten all the cookies rolled out that I started getting worried. By then, Jasmine would know I had come home. She didn’t bother coming to greet me, text me, or even set up an attack. I got nothing. As I put the cookies in the oven, I heard Juniper and Verin in their room. He’d been attempting to teach her how to play the drums, trying to make her hate it less. So, if everyone was home, why didn’t Jasmine want to see me? 
 
    My mother would have been surprised that I could have anything less than the highest self-esteem. Yet I still stood there and wondered what I had done wrong to make Jasmine avoid me. Everything had been fine for the last few days, so I shouldn’t have been worried. That didn’t matter. 
 
    I got all the cookies made and cooled, and still no Jasmine. I packed them up and decided that I didn’t want to spend time in a house where I wasn’t wanted. I left, not bothering to ask anyone if they wanted to come with me. The only person not busy with their partner, didn’t want to be busy with her partner. 
 
    Callie’s house felt weird to me as I rang the doorbell. It was the leftover echoes of the worst pain a person could feel, so much pain that it soaked into the land itself. It would eventually go away. Especially with new people living there and making better memories. But for now, it felt icky. 
 
    “Hey, Zander,” Aster said when he answered the door. “Callie and Micha took off to visit her parents. Were you here for Callie?” 
 
    “Nah, I wanted to give you guys some goodies. You all alone in there?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I like being alone.” In a moment, it looked like he’d caught himself in a trap. His eyes went wide and panicked. “Not that I’m telling you to leave or anything. I don’t even know why I said that. I prefer it when Callie’s here. Again, not that I don’t want—” 
 
    I held a hand up. “Breathe,” I said, feeling his anxiety clawing at my chest. 
 
    “Sorry. Come in.” 
 
    I walked into the house, but his anxiety didn’t go away. I was responsible for that feeling. Not only by showing up but by not being there when he was younger and developing these problems. I could have made him more confident just by being there and letting him know that not everything he said needed to be taken back. Then again, it wasn’t like Kizzy had any confidence. 
 
    We went to the kitchen, where I set down a basket of cookies. I saw that Apollo really had set them up with the fancy shit. They got three couches, tables and enough chairs for all of us, and all sorts of other things that my own mom didn’t bother giving me. It must have felt like playing house, with these two seventeen-year-olds suddenly on their own. And they were only on their own because the gods decided to involve them in their messes. 
 
    “How have you been settling in?” I asked the nervous boy eyeing the cookies. 
 
    He reached for one, shrugging. “Okay so far. It’s interesting to not have my mom around. I haven’t talked to her since everything blew up.” 
 
    I’d only heard the bare facts about that, but I could feel the residual ickiness when the subject came up. Since I’d had my own recent blow up with my mom, at least I could relate to this. 
 
    “Are you going to try and work it out?” I asked. 
 
    “You think I should?” 
 
    That was a terrible question to ask a terrible person. In my head, parents could go fuck themselves. I’d yet to meet a single parent other than Gwen who’d been anything but selfish. Even Hades, who was the best godly parent of all the ones I’d seen, acted on selfish reasons. He’d made the seers immortal because the gods needed them. I couldn’t say for sure if I believed he would have done that if the war wasn’t coming. Same as the other gods. 
 
    “No. I don’t intend on trying to make it better with my mom. Sometimes it’s better to leave toxic people behind.” 
 
    I watched the boy thinking, and I wondered if I had said the wrong thing. Apollo had meant well, but he was just terrible at being a parent. If he’d managed to get Aster into that orphanage with Kizzy and I, that could have been his best act as a father. He didn’t do it though, and it left Aster to suffer at the hands of his mother. That would keep on hurting him for years, and it could have been avoided. It was best to just let parents go because they could only disappoint you in the end. Or worse. 
 
    Aster nibbled on his cookie, staring off into space. “I have other things to worry about anyway. Like making sure Callie is okay with everything going on lately. Becoming immortal and finding out about a war likely to kill a ton of people, it can make for sleepless nights.” 
 
    “Visions?” 
 
    “Mostly nightmares. We don’t know if they’re from the gods or just her being afraid. At least she can wake up with someone right there to talk to.” 
 
    I wished I had his trust in my own abilities to comfort the girl I loved. The problem also was that Jasmine didn’t let herself get comforted. She was too busy being sure nothing could touch her. 
 
    From what Aster said, I’d gleamed that nothing new had popped up for Callie. She acted as our warning beacon for bad things to come. If everything was fairly calm for her, then maybe it would have been all right if I relaxed. The gods threatened war, but when would that war start? Were we all terrified of something that wouldn’t happen for another year? Ten? It had only been a week. 
 
    “I should head back and check on Jasmine,” I said. “You sure you’re good here all alone?” I felt like I should have dragged him over to the house until the others got back. It would have been the brotherly thing to do, but I didn’t know the first thing about being a good brother. 
 
    “I should be okay,” Aster said. “I have a dresser to get sorted out anyway. It’s interesting, sharing a room with someone.” He scratched the back of his neck. “She walked in on me without pants on…” 
 
    I smiled. “Happens. It’ll start to feel less weird once you’re often without pants around her.” 
 
    “Probably. I keep walking in on her without pants too. Can’t say it’s unpleasant…” 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder, figuring I should probably take off. Even if Jasmine didn’t want to see me, I needed to find out anyway. I could have been paranoid, and that wouldn’t help anyone out. 
 
    When I got back home, Juniper was in the living room with Verin. He sat on the couch while she paced, speaking quietly on the phone to someone. She’d almost curled in on herself as she walked. Her aura hit me hard, a mix of guilt and bitterness. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “I would have let you know if I had any idea I should have.” A short pause. “No problem. You can call again if you have any questions. Thanks. You too.” 
 
    When she hung up, Verin reached out and tugged lightly on her shirt, getting her attention. “You all right, luv?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t really know.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    They both looked at me with the exact same expression. It was ice cold, knowing, worried, and resigned. Juniper said, “That was a friend of my father.” 
 
    I felt colder. “Something happen?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Juniper said. “The guy just found out Dad… died. He wanted to know what happened, so I told him. Nothing major. Just… letting him know.” 
 
    A secret hung in the air like the echo of a fired cannon. A silent boom enveloped me as I tried not to look at the people who knew exactly what I’d done. Verin knew better than anyone else. It had been his hands that had killed the seers’ father, but my words that made him do it. No magic. No lies. Just the right truths to the right person and I knew what would happen. Verin had cared deeply about Juniper, even then. It didn’t take much to lead him on the path I’d wanted. And it worked according to plan, the most selfish thing I’d ever done. I didn’t want to be the one to kill Jasmine’s father, but I’d wanted him dead. 
 
    It felt like an illness, this secret inside of me. Verin had not known what I wanted, and I knew he’d told Juniper. Kizzy knew because Jasper knew. Only Jasmine was unaware of the truth of her own father’s death. Not that Verin did it. Not that I’d arranged it. It made me afraid. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked Juniper, though I could feel it myself. 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t really know what I am. My dad is dead, and I keep getting all these reminders that he exists. I keep wondering when the next blow is about to come. Because it is. It always is.” 
 
    Verin pulled her back to him, his hands on her hips. “I’ll be here when it comes.” 
 
    She put her hand on his cheek, just looking at him for a few seconds. The moment was too private for me to not look away, and I thought it would be best if I dismissed myself. I left the two of them to give and get the kind of comforts my own love didn’t seem to need or want from me. 
 
    I went to my room, unsure if I would find Jasmine in there. Also unsure of what I would say once I found her. She’d been avoiding me. I just knew it. It made me want to run away at the same time I wanted to confront the problem. 
 
    When I opened the door, I saw her arranging dresses in the closet. She turned to me, a bright smile on her face before she charged to plow into me. Jasmine crashed into my body, leaping up into my arms and giving my face a dozen kisses. 
 
    “You’re back!” she said. 
 
    This… wasn’t what I had been expecting to come home to. It should have been awkward looks and broken eye contact. Instead, I had limbs wrapped around my body and lips on my neck. It distracted me, making me wonder why I had been worried in the first place. 
 
    “You… aren’t upset with me?” I asked. 
 
    Jasmine snorted as she pulled back to look at me. “What? Why would I be upset with you? I haven’t seen you for half the day? Did you do something? Did you do something wooy that I haven’t found yet? You lovable bastard…” 
 
    Did my insane mind construct all of that then? All the bad feelings I got when I’d first walked back into the house? It must have been all made up if Jasmine could be so happy to see me. Nothing seemed wrong, and I didn’t want to look for problems that didn’t exist. 
 
    “No wooing,” I said. “I was making cookies for Callie and the boys. Have you been home the whole time?” I should have let it go and not risk my feelings getting hurt, but I couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Yeah, I was trying to fix the lamp situation…” She threw a look over to the standing lamp we used to have over by our bed. It had seen better days. Namely, days where it hadn’t been knocked over in the middle of one of our sessions. A lot of things broke when Jasmine and I got naked. 
 
    Something still felt off, making me wonder if Jasmine’s behavior mirrored how she actually felt. Would Jasmine really not come see me just because she was fixing some lamp we could have replaced next time we went to the store? I couldn’t say one way or the other. 
 
    It would have been a violation to dig into Jasmine’s emotions to see if she lied, and it wasn’t like her feelings on this were too obvious to ignore. Sometimes, I really couldn’t help but know something I had no right to. Here, I would have had to make an effort. I couldn’t do that to her. 
 
    Jasmine went back to kissing my neck, stopping the insecurities that I’d had when I came home. We could have for a nice afternoon if Jasmine was up for it. Maybe it would have been smarter to accept that the world wouldn’t come to an end tonight. 
 
    With everything that had happened, I felt like I couldn’t trust when things got quiet. Quiet meant something terrible waited on the other side of the door. That wasn’t true though, and I would spend the rest of my life afraid if I let this rule me. Kizzy and Jasper stopped letting the bad stuff rule them, so I could try and do that too. 
 
    “You sure everything is okay?” I asked. “I got really weird vibes when I walked into the house.” 
 
    “I have no idea why. I think Juniper and Verin were reorganizing a bookshelf, and I don’t know what Jasper was up to. Maybe he was sad that Kizzy wasn’t home yet.” 
 
    Somehow, I doubted it. Jasper functioned fine when Kizzy wasn’t around, comfortable in his confidence that she would come back to him. I didn’t have that same peace. I didn’t think Verin did either since I hadn’t seen him more than three feet from Juniper since they’d gotten together. Other than when we’d lost them. That one hour we’d been away, it had gotten them killed, so I didn’t think Verin would find it in him to walk away again. Even I hated it, knowing Jasmine was stronger than me now. That didn’t do a thing to make that fear go away. Nothing really could, and I started thinking it would still be like that in a thousand years. 
 
    Jasmine wiggled in my arms, grumbling. I’d missed out on the fact that she’d gone back to her gentle wooing. “You’re missing the part where you kiss me back and then we break stuff. I like that part. It helps get me hungry for dinner.” 
 
    I forced myself to smile. “Sorry, I’m distracted. Do you really want to keep breaking things? People at the store are going to start thinking we’re maniacs or something. We won’t be able to step foot inside anymore.” 
 
    Jasmine shrugged. “Let them think we’re maniacs. They’ll never know joy like we do.” 
 
    She had a point.
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   “B ask in my glory,” I said, grinning at Zander from our bedroom doorway. He blinked sleepy eyes at me. I’d gotten up earlier, so the sun had barely started to rise when I decided to wake him. He looked adorable, though, with his blond hair sticking up and his blue eyes almost confused. The sleep lines on his face only helped with the adorableness. 
 
    “Huh?” he asked. 
 
    I sighed. “You’re supposed to be basking in my glory,” I told him. 
 
    “Can I get another five minutes of sleep first?” 
 
    “No,” I said, coming into the room and prodding him with the tips of my fingers. “Come on, come see what you’re supposed to be worshipping me for today. You won’t regret it, I promise. Come on!” I tugged on his arm until he finally pulled himself out of bed, glowering at nothing. 
 
    I dragged him down to the kitchen and then waved my hands. I’d made almost a hundred pancakes. 
 
    Zander blinked slowly. “What?” 
 
    “Ugh,” I said, tilting my head back to stare at the ceiling. “I should have waited for another hour. You’re clearly not ready to handle my awesomeness today. You sit down at the table. Go.” 
 
    Zander did as I asked, slumping in his chair. I brought the pancakes over on fifteen different plates. Juniper, who had come downstairs when she heard me making a ruckus, had left when I started plating the pancakes. I hadn’t even distributed them, and it had been enough to drive her out of the room. But at least someone had been there to tell me how hard I killed it. 
 
    Sure, she had been talking about the ten burnt pancakes in the trash, but we didn’t need to focus on that. 
 
    “See,” I said. “They’re strawberry pancakes in the shape of hearts. Are you saying that this isn’t, like, the best wooing breakfast that you’ve ever seen? Who else would make you a strawberry pancake galore like this?” I waved my hands out at the feast before us, grinning at Zander. 
 
    He rubbed his eyes some more. 
 
    My smile started to falter. 
 
    Then Zander started to laugh, my heart soared, and I grinned from ear to ear again. “See. I am better at wooing than you are. You can admit it now and we can be done with this façade.” 
 
    “You made a hundred pancakes…” he said. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And you think that makes you better at wooing than me?” he asked, finally coming awake. He turned those challenging blue eyes my way, a smirk starting to appear on his face. “You think that you’ve won this just because you managed to make a bunch of pancakes before I got out of bed?” 
 
    “Well, duh,” I said. “They are heart-shaped pancakes, Zander. Look at all this evidence of my love for you. Look at it. Are you seriously going to tell me that this isn’t all the proof you need that I’m the best?” 
 
    “I gotta say, it feels phoned in.” 
 
    I gasped putting my hands on my chest and stepping back. “You would dare?” 
 
    “I dare,” he said, putting his elbows on the table. “You will see what proper wooing looks like, even if it kills both of us.” 
 
    “You, sir, don’t know the can of worms that you have opened up,” I said, planting my hands on the table and leaning forward. “You think this is nothing? Wait until you see what I do next. You’ll wish that you had conceded this fight months ago.” 
 
    Zander picked up one of the plates of pancakes and set it down in front of him. “Well, you’re about to watch something truly magical. I will eat your love-pancakes and then still beat you in our wooing games later today.” 
 
    I huffed. “Let me pass you the strawberry syrup, then.” 
 
    “You two are mad,” Verin said from the doorway. I blinked and looked up at him. He stood in his pajamas, his hair sticking up all over his head, a frown on his face. “Utterly mental.” 
 
    “Offended,” I said. 
 
    “Me too,” Zander agreed. 
 
    Verin shook his head, grabbed a pop tart from the pantry, and then walked away. He didn’t know how love really looked. It wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t been reared by Aphrodite, and no one could match my awesome wooing skills. I was the goddess that brought down a son of Aphrodite just being so damn amazing. 
 
    Zander started eating his pancakes. 
 
    I allowed my siblings and their people to have some too because I didn’t want Zander to eat all of them. Mostly because I didn’t want Zander to die like that. He would’ve been the laughingstock of the underworld. Hades would point at him and call him Pancake Boy. 
 
    As Verin carried Juniper out of the kitchen over his shoulder to keep her from doing the dishes, I headed outside to feed Nemo. Zander, Kizzy, and Jasper seemed cool with doing the dishes on their own. I could have offered to help, but someone had to take care of my hydra. 
 
    We still didn’t know what hydra ate, but we had refined his diet. We had slop buckets outside that we filled with various kinds of meats, none of them cooked. We would pour beef and chicken broth into the bins, to make it kind of soupy, and then we’d dump vegetables in there. If not for the fact that nothing was cooked, it could have made a good soup for the rest of us. 
 
    We had the buckets in freezers outside, and we would take them out the night before so that the food had a chance to thaw. That way it wouldn’t hurt Nemo’s poor hydra teeth. 
 
    He was chirping before I even stepped outside. I realized why almost immediately. Some dude stood in our backyard. He looked fucking huge. Like, even bigger than Zander, and people didn’t like to stand right next to my boyfriend as it was. He just towered over everyone, making them feel about two inches tall. 
 
    This guy had blond hair and dark, stormy eyes. He also had quite the ego, since he wore a white tank top that showed off all his muscles and jeans, but he still thought wielding a sword was a reasonable thing to be doing. A sword currently pointing at my beloved pet. 
 
    I ran out to the pool, shouting, “Touch that hydra and die!” 
 
    The man jumped in surprise, whipping around to stare at me. “What?” 
 
    “Put. The sword. Down,” I said, holding my hand up. “Or I will make you beg for mercy.” 
 
    The guy blinked some more. 
 
    The backdoor opened. “What’s going on out there?” Jasper called. 
 
    “This motherfucker is trying to kill Nemo!” 
 
    Just like that, I had two demigods and my brother out in the backyard with me, ready to defend our pet to the death. Nemo, meanwhile, kept giving his happy chirp and nudging me in the shoulder for pets. He clearly didn’t know the danger that he was in. I crossed my arms over my chest, lifting my chin to do some more glaring. “Who are you and what do you think you’re doing here?” 
 
    “You’re aware that this is a hydra, right?” the guy asked, gesturing to Nemo. “Historically speaking, they are cruel, hungry beasts that will take a bite out of anything that comes their way.” 
 
    Nemo nudged me with his head again, purring as he did so. 
 
    “He’s practically a kitten,” I said, gesturing to him. “And I will fuck you up if you hurt my baby!” 
 
    Zander came up to me, his eyes narrowed on the man. “Who are you?” 
 
    The man looked like he wanted to argue over Nemo some more. I couldn’t really blame him since most people would’ve taken one look at our former betta and run screaming from the yard. In Nemo’s defense, he had never tried to hurt anyone. I didn’t even know if he would attack an intruder. Nemo was like a little puppy dog. 
 
    The stranger ducked his head, probably as a sign of respect, and said, “I’m Heracles and I’ve come to speak with you about something urgent.” 
 
    Mmm. Just shoot me now. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I said, “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” 
 
    “I am Heracles, and I would like to speak with the four of you, your sister, and Verin about something urgent.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought you said. Well, come inside. Would you like some tea, by chance?” 
 
    About ten minutes later, we had Heracles sitting at the table with a mug of cocoa, since he hadn’t wanted tea. Juniper stood mostly behind Verin like she didn’t want anything to do with the legend in our kitchen. It took a lot of convincing to get them to come sit at the table with us, but Verin eventually cajoled her into doing it. 
 
    “This is good,” he said, tapping the mug. 
 
    “I know,” I said. 
 
    Zander snorted. “I’m the one who made it.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I know your skills with chocolate,” I said like it should have been obvious. 
 
    Jasper cleared his throat, shooting the two of us a look that clearly meant we needed to shut up. 
 
    Verin asked the first question, though. “All right, what’s this urgent thing and how quickly is it going to kill us?” 
 
    “You assume it’s going to kill you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Basically.” 
 
    “That seems to be how our lives go.” 
 
    “I won’t let it kill us, but yes.” 
 
    He blinked at us in turn, then Heracles shook his head. “Well, this isn’t something that’s going to kill you. Not… really.” 
 
    I cocked my head. “Sorry if that doesn’t make me feel all that much better. I assume that the gods sent you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Heracles said. 
 
    The demigods all grumbled. Zander and Kizzy hadn’t forgiven their mothers for what happened with us. Demeter and Aphrodite knew what would happen when Juniper and I lost our visions. They knew that we would die, and they had let the demigods walk in on our corpses anyway. If not for Verin’s father, we would probably still be in the underworld. Not nearly as awesome as we were now. 
 
    “What do they want?” Zander asked, his eyes narrowed. He seemed to have more anger toward his mother than Kizzy did to hers. I rubbed his shoulder, knowing just how bad it was to have a parent that you couldn’t rely on. My father was dead now, but he had been terrible in life. He had used us to get what he wanted and then blackmailed us with his presence so that we would give him money. He had hit me. 
 
    “You know about the war?” Heracles said. “Erebus told you of it, yes?” 
 
    We nodded. 
 
    We didn’t know much, though. The gods had gotten into it with other immortal creatures, some of them gods themselves. Hecate, for example, seemed pretty pissed about something. Anyway, the gods and pretty much everything else that existed were gearing up for a war. I didn’t know why, I didn’t know when it would happen, but we knew that it would be devastating if it did happen. 
 
    Erebus had given us the warning and a minor heads up, but nothing else. We had been on pins and needles since then, waiting for more information. 
 
    Information Heracles did not provide. 
 
    “Well, there’s something that might tip the balance of the war in the gods’ favor,” Heracles said. 
 
    “Is it not already in their favor?” I asked. “They’re gods. Nothing can touch a god.” 
 
    Heracles’ eyes darkened, and he shook his head. “No, it’s not in their favor. This thing, though, this thing might be enough.” 
 
    “So, they want us to keep it?” I asked, hopefully. 
 
    “No,” Heracles said. 
 
    “Then they want us to find it?” Zander said, sounding like he was already on board with the plan. We had found things for gods before. We were good at it. I didn’t think we’d get something as pleasant as trying to find Cerberus as a puppy and keep him until Hades decided to come by. 
 
    “No,” Heracles said. 
 
    “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” Juniper said. 
 
    “The gods need proof that it can be contained,” Heracles said. “It’s very powerful and dangerous. It’ll need protecting and watching constantly. Zeus, in particular, is wary about bringing it out into the world, even to use it as a tool in the war.” 
 
    I shifted in my seat. “Okay, then why not keep it in Olympus, where the gods could keep an eye on it.” 
 
    Heracles shook his head. “None of the gods are okay with that. They would rather destroy it than keep it so close at hand.” 
 
    “What is it?” Zander asked. 
 
    “I can’t tell you that,” Heracles said. “You need to prove that you can handle the power first.” 
 
    Juniper rubbed her temples. “All right. So, you’re saying that we need to prove that we can handle something so powerful that the gods don’t even want it in their homes and that once we’ve done that, the gods will give us this item that might be the salvation to their war?” 
 
    Heracles pursed his lips. “Actually, you’ll have to find it.” 
 
    I cocked my head. “They’re making us prove that we can handle an object of great power… that they don’t currently have?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “Sounds about right for the gods,” Kizzy said. “Do they even know where this object is?” 
 
    “Of course, they know,” Heracles said as if offended that we would suggest anything else. “You must understand that the gods, they test their people. They give people so many chances to prove to themselves that they are capable of handling what they want. That is what the gods are doing.” 
 
    What if we didn’t want it? What if we wanted no part of this war? To sit back on the sidelines with Erebus and watch the chaos rain down? Would the gods let us do that, or would they keep throwing things at us, until we eventually capitulated with their commands? 
 
    I’d never felt trapped by my abilities more than I did then. I’d spent years and years living with visions swamping me out of nowhere, drowning me. But I was a goddess now, and I wouldn’t be forced to do anything that I didn’t want to do. 
 
    “How do we prove ourselves?” Jasper asked, wary. He eyed Heracles like he had already figured something out. 
 
    “The gods want to give you trials,” Heracles said. 
 
    My brother sighed, looking skyward as if to ask for the energy to deal with this. Kizzy sighed as well, nodding. “Of course, they do. Why wouldn’t they want to put us through some trials instead of just giving us the magical object so that we can keep it safe for them? Of course, this is what’s happening.” 
 
    “I bet I could do trials without any trouble,” Verin said. 
 
    Juniper stared at him like he had lost his mind. 
 
    “What does that mean, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “It means that the six of you need to pack your bags and weapons because we’re going to take off within the hour.” 
 
    “We don’t get a say in this?” Zander asked. 
 
    “No,” Kizzy snorted. “If they gave us the opportunity to refuse them, then we might take it. They can’t risk that, Zander.” Jasper rubbed her back, and some of the bitterness faded from her face. She frowned at him, her eyes wide and sad looking. 
 
    “What are the rules?” Juniper asked. “There are rules, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Heracles said, sitting forward. “You each will have two trials, and the trials will be held separately so that you can’t help each other. You have to get through at least eleven of them if you want this object that could change the course of our history.” 
 
    So only one of us could fail. I glanced at my sister, frowning. I’d never tell her this, but if someone would fail, I felt like it would be her. I loved Juniper, but she got in her own way a lot. 
 
    “When the trials are over, you’ll be given the location of the object. You’ll obtain it and try to control it. The gods have all the faith that you’ll succeed. Now, you should pack your bags and get ready to go.” 
 
    I immediately got up. 
 
    The six of us stopped in the living room. 
 
    “Are we really going to do this?” Juniper asked, her arms wrapped around her middle, a frown pulling down the corners of her mouth. “If we don’t want to go, I could get us out of here. Heracles wouldn’t know what happened.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have much of a choice, luv. Don’t worry, though. I’ll do wonderfully on both my trials and the gods will realize that I’ll be great at handling whatever they give us.” 
 
    Juniper sighed at him. 
 
    “Let’s just do it,” I said, shrugging. “The worst that can happen is the gods decide that we aren’t all that they thought we were, and they’ll leave us alone.” 
 
    “Or kill us,” Jasper suggested. 
 
    “I’m a goddess. They can’t kill me,” I said. 
 
    Jasper shook his head, pulling Kizzy in against his side. She looked worried, frowning at me. “I disagree with Jasmine, but I do think we don’t have much of a choice. If nothing else, we can have this super powerful thing with us, and know that it won’t fall into the hands of the wrong person.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers and pointed at her. “Yes. That is an excellent point.” 
 
    Zander rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess I’ll go pack.” 
 
    Juniper squeaked and closed her eyes. “Packing. Oh, gods. It’ll take me forever to get everything organized right.” She turned on her heel and ran up the stairs. Verin followed her immediately. 
 
    I took my phone out. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jasper asked. 
 
    “I’m calling Medusa to see if she’s willing to look over a hydra for a few days.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zander 
 
      
 
   I had my bag packed in only fifteen minutes, but Jasmine took longer. She kept stopping to tell me about how hard she was going to kick ass. It had me smiling, but that didn’t mean I was without worry. A million things could have gone wrong. Though, it was always like that for us. 
 
    “I would have killed him if he touched Nemo,” Jasmine told me, her hands planted on her hips as she stood across from me. “I don’t like it when people with swords just show up, swinging it around.” She then dissolved into a smile. “Unless it’s you. You’re sexy with a sword.” 
 
    Jasmine sidled up to me, her arms going around my body. “I should make you some kind of calendar with nudes where I’m only holding the sword. That would be the best wooing present.” 
 
    “Not the best. It will never be better than my wooing gifts, Zander. Accept it. It would be better for all of us that way.” 
 
    I gently cupped her cheek, brushing my thumb along her skin. “Never in a million years will you beat me. Never. God or not, I’m the lord of wooing. You are but a court jester in comparison.” 
 
    She gasped but laughed through it. “You monster. I’m no jester.” 
 
    “But you would look cute in the costume. You do nudes for me and I’ll do nudes for you.” 
 
    She stroked her jaw and I had to keep myself from laughing. “Hmm, not a terrible idea. I could get a little jester skirt that showed off my butt… We wouldn’t get to hang those pictures up though.” 
 
    “We can keep copies in our wallets.” 
 
    “Oooh, done.” 
 
    We high-fived and then got back to packing. I set my bag, my sword, and my shield at the door while Jasmine shoved her clothes into her bag. She went with a lot of shorts and tight shirts after I advised her that even though dresses were cute, they wouldn’t be good for trials that could include fighting. She had a couple in there still, which I didn’t fight her on. 
 
    “How long do we even pack for?” she asked. “Is there laundry where we’re going? Are we going to miss our mortgage payment?” 
 
    “Juniper can set that up for auto-pay if she hasn’t already, and I packed for two weeks. Three pairs of pants.” 
 
    Jasmine snorted. “Good thinking.” 
 
    When we were packed, I tried getting the bags for both of us. Jasmine cut in on me, taking them both like they weighed nothing. She shouted, “Wooing!” on her way out the door. 
 
    The others were already downstairs with their bags. Juniper sat on the couch, her elbows on her knees as she sighed, head propped up on her hands. Verin sat beside her, rubbing her back while she frowned. She was the only one that looked truly upset, while the others were more put out. Of course, Verin just looked like Verin. 
 
    “We could be making something,” Kizzy complained to Jasper. “But no, we get to go play games for the gods. Are there no other people who could do this? Why are we the ones who have to hold some insanely powerful object for the war? Are we going to be the center of this damn war?” 
 
    “I hope not,” Jasper said. “But…” 
 
    She groaned. “I disapprove.” 
 
    Jasper put his arm around her shoulder, pressing his lips to her temple. “You aren’t the only one.” 
 
    It wasn’t a surprise that the gods hadn’t finished using us just yet. However, it did make me wonder how many other people they pulled this shit with. We had to go through trials to get some special tool, but were we the only ones? Maybe they had others trying to get something else. Surely, we couldn’t have been the salvation to the gods. Not us, who hated them almost. Not us, who were so damaged that we all only half functioned most of the time. 
 
    “We can still run,” Juniper suggested. “Somewhere far away.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Verin said as he played with her hair. “You’re going to be utterly marvelous in your trials. You’ll pass them without a problem, like the goddess you are.” 
 
    She smiled sadly at him. “So much faith.” 
 
    “Is it really faith when I’ve never had any doubt? It takes no effort to think that you’ll excel at what these people throw at you.” 
 
    “I wish I felt the same,” Kizzy said, her arms crossing. “The trials could be anything, and we’re all alone. What if… what if they do stuff to mess with our heads?” 
 
    “Not what if,” I said honestly. “This is gonna fuck us up. I just know it.” 
 
    “No way,” Jasmine said. “We were chosen for a reason, and I know for a fact that I’m gonna kick all kinds of ass, making the gods weep at my glory.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Verin said as Juniper groaned. 
 
    I heard Jasper quietly speaking to Kizzy, trying to comfort her. “You’ll do great. I know it.” 
 
    “You’ll have to believe for the both of us then.” 
 
    Heracles walked in from our kitchen, already sighing at the lot of us. I sort of wanted to punch him in the face, but I didn’t know if I would have gotten in trouble for that one. Just because he was famous didn’t mean he got special treatment, right? He was a demigod, like me, so our strength should have been around the same. Though… he did get turned into a god when he died… Maybe a punch wasn’t a good idea. I might have still tried it if he didn’t get that bored look off his face. 
 
    “We all ready to go?” he asked. 
 
    I was ready to shove Jasmine into a closet and lock her in until the gods didn’t need us anymore. I was ready to put chains all over the house, so no one could get in or out. But I was not ready to leave, enter into trials that could have killed us for all we knew, and then get rewarded with a powerful object so we could fight a war we had nothing to do with. I was not ready. 
 
    “Yup!” Jasmine chirped. “So are we driving or…” 
 
    Heracles grinned his hands on his sides. “You wanna see an interesting trick? Not normally something I can do, but it was given to me so I could help you all out. Hold your breath and close your eyes.” 
 
    We didn’t even have more than three seconds before the world tilted to its side. Everything around us flashed out of existence like it had never been there in the first place. I felt like I was falling through the air, about to land at any moment. When I did, we all crashed to the floor. 
 
    I landed hard, groaning in pain when my face met marble. Cruel of Heracles, and I started rethinking that whole, punching him in the face thing. No matter the consequences, it would have been worth it. 
 
    “Ow,” Juniper whimpered. Verin winced, though he reached out to grab her. 
 
    I rolled onto my back, opening my eyes to our new surroundings. Everything was a burning white, assaulting my eyes and offending me greatly. The ceiling looked a hundred or so feet above me, but I didn’t think that could be possible. Painted on that ceiling, looked like clouds with gold figures around them. I would have rolled my eyes if I didn’t think I was rocking a broken spine at the moment. 
 
    I made myself sit up, seeing the rest of what looked like a lobby. A… lobby. There were fancy sofas, paintings, pillars, flowers, all white and gold and looking too clean. Well, at least Juniper would have liked it. It felt like the massive room had never seen a speck of dust in its life, and I had to assume that was because this place belonged to the gods. Why else would Heracles have taken us here? 
 
    “Are we in a hotel?” my sister breathed, holding her side. 
 
    “We’re in a fucking hotel,” I said, nodding. 
 
    Heracles stepped forward, a smirk on his face. “This is a great honor for you. This hotel is exclusive to the gods’ needs, meaning that only the most important people have gotten to find rest here.” 
 
    I rubbed my hip as it finally stopped aching. “You wanna know how I really know I’m honored? When someone tells me it’s an honor.” 
 
    Jasmine started to stand, not looking like she was in any kind of pain from our fall. She twisted around, stretching her back. “Gotta go with my honey on that one, but this place is… cool.” 
 
    “Cool,” Heracles scoffed. “A mild word for something so grand. You all wait here. My work is finished. Try not to get yourselves killed before the war is over.” 
 
    Before we could say anything more, Heracles vanished. 
 
    The rest of us stood up, gathering our bags as we waited for someone to come for us in this monster of a hotel. I couldn’t find anything to stare at that didn’t hurt my eyes, so I ended up looking at Jasmine. At least she was several colors, none of which burned my eyes to look at. 
 
    “I hate everything about this,” Juniper said, looking around. “Literally everything. I want to go home and finish scrubbing that spot in the carpet.” 
 
    “That stain won’t come out,” Verin said. “I told you I would be more than happy to tear up the carpet and replace it.” 
 
    “No!” she said. “That would take at least a day to get it all sorted, and it would mean moving everything in the room. Not worth it. I can get the stain out. You watch me.” 
 
    “Your confidence is sexy, even talking about a wax stain.” 
 
    We didn’t have much time before a new person greeted us. A short girl with curly brown hair and a smile walked in. She had a deep tan and eyes that reminded me of the god Hermes. If he was her father, then she must have taken after her mother with her ethnicity. I couldn’t place it, but it must have been something Hispanic. 
 
    “Welcome!” she said, holding out a basket of snacks that looked pricier than our whole fridge. “My name is Ellie, and I’ll be your concierge during your stay. Thank you so much for your participation in the events to come.” 
 
    “Uh,” I said. “So… can you tell us what the hell is going on?” 
 
    Jasmine took the basket while the girl said, “My information is need to know only, but I can do my best. Would you all follow me, please?” 
 
    We picked up our bags, giving a cautious look to each other before we started walking in a line. Ellie brought us over to an elevator, and she pressed the one button on the shiny gold panel. The girl didn’t even leave a fingerprint on it. 
 
    Painfully lame music started to play, and Kizzy happily bopped her head to it, earning a warm smile from Jasper. I couldn’t tell if her little dance was sarcastic or not, but it looked charming on her. 
 
    The doors opened to a hall just as white as the lobby had been. The carpets looked fluffy enough that it made me picture getting Jasmine onto it for a little fun. I clung to that happy thought, letting it get me through the tense few seconds we had ahead of us. 
 
    “Here are your keys,” Ellie said, handing one to each of us. “You’ll share rooms with your partner, as the gods thought you would prefer.” 
 
    “So sweet of them,” Kizzy said with a sneer. 
 
    “They thought so,” Ellie said. Then she gestured to the numbered doors. “You’re in rooms four thousand five, six, and seven. You will have your meals brought to you three times a day, as you are not allowed to leave the hotel without being escorted by the very select people on a list that only I have.” 
 
    I thought I’d heard her wrong when she’d said four thousand, but then I peered up and down the hall that looked almost endless. It couldn’t have been, of course. Though I found it interesting that we got the rooms by the elevator. If I had to count the rooms I saw, it might have been around three dozen or so. 
 
    The girls opened our doors, Ellie following Jasmine and me when we went into ours. I sighed at another grand room. This would have been wonderful if it was some vacation that I’d chosen to take with Jasmine. Being forced into it made none of the grandness matter to me. Like the massive bed with sheets that were probably soft enough to make me cry, more of the crazy soft carpet, golden molding on the edges of the walls and floors, and everything else pretty in the room. 
 
    “Oh!” Jasmine said, dropping her bag. She charged at the bed, leaping on it. She bounced solidly, making me want to do the same thing. Jasmine kept flopping around as I scrutinized the room more. 
 
    “You have a full bathroom,” Ellie said as she stood at the door, her head turned like she was talking to the others. “And remember, if you try and leave without permission, you’ll be punished.” 
 
    “Great,” I heard Jasper say. 
 
    I certainly didn’t like the giant TV hanging in the center of the far wall of our room. If Jasmine and I watched from the bed, it would have probably burned our eyes out of our heads. Something to think about. 
 
    I went to the drawn curtains, wondering what in the hell could have been out there for us to look at. I pulled them open, seeing an empty beach through the glass. The water looked peaceful, waves crashing against the white sand. The sun shined, nothing but a few pure white clouds in the sky. 
 
    “Where the hell are we?” I asked, noticing that the windows didn’t open. 
 
    “Greece,” Ellie said. “But the image you’re looking at is what the room chose. Your family each have a different picture.” 
 
    “We got woods!” Kizzy yelled. 
 
    “Oh, a bookstore!” Juniper called out. “Verin, look at the stacks. Someone made the books all even.” 
 
    I pulled Jasmine from the bed, tossing her over my shoulder to get her out into the hallway with me. Ellie had placed herself between all the rooms, forced to try and get information to all six of us evenly. 
 
    I put Jasmine on her feet, seeing her sister and Verin come back out into the hall. I could also see Kizzy and Jasper in their room, setting bags on a bed as big as ours. 
 
    “As you can see, you have everything you need,” Ellie said. “If you find yourself needing anything more, there’s a button you can press on the telephone on your dressers. You are to be ready and armed at six sharp tomorrow morning, where you’ll await instructions on your first trial. Good luck and do your best. The whole world depends on it.” 
 
    The girl vanished into a puff of cloudy smoke, annoying me all over again as I coughed and waved it away with my hands. “I. Am. Unhappy.” 
 
    “Eh, not so bad,” Verin said. “We have food, a nice room, and pretty things to look at. The gods could have thrown us in a motel if they wanted to.” 
 
    Yeah, they could have, because the gods always had complete control over every situation. I knew that was the point of them, but that shit got old real fast. 
 
    “Anyone else uncomfortable with the number of rooms here?” Kizzy asked, jabbing a thumb in the direction of one behind her. “Someone tell me these aren’t all going to get filled with strangers.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be okay,” Jasper told her. “Even if a bunch of strangers show up, I’ll make sure you don’t need to talk to any of them. I’ll be your bodyguard.” 
 
    He got a smile out of Kizzy, who clung to his side. “You’re a really good fella, honey.” 
 
    “I actually agree with Kizzy on this,” Juniper said. “This is a lot of rooms.” 
 
    “We don’t know they’re not already full,” Jasmine said. “And if this is a special hotel for godly stuff then, of course, they need a lot of rooms. I do hope that we’re the only ones special enough for that treat basket though. They had soap in there and it smelled amazing.” 
 
    I nearly tried clicking my heels together to get sent home, but I decided against it. It would only disappoint me when it failed, and I would probably only have gotten dragged right back if I managed to get home. The gods had something in mind, and I knew we wouldn’t get the chance to challenge them on it. 
 
    “What now?” Jasper asked. “The girl said we had to be ready by six in the morning, so… what do we do until then?” 
 
    “What can we do?” Verin said. “I think, much like the rest of our lives, all we can do is wait around for the gods to come give us an order.” 
 
    My teeth ground together, my skin heating from the spark of anger at the audacity of them. Wouldn’t take care of their own, but more than happy to throw us to the wolves when they needed champions. What would have happened if those champions failed them? Who would they throw into the fight next? Or were we their only hope for this? I didn’t even know what I wished for.
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   Z ander was too nervous for fun naked things the night before, which put me in a bad mood. He seemed to think that we wouldn’t have a chance in these trials, but I knew that we would breeze through them with ease. Zander could do anything, Verin seemed cocky enough, Kizzy would muddle through, and Jasper had always done what he needed to in the end. Obviously, I’d have no problem with it. That just left Juniper, and we only needed her to win one of her trials. We could make up for the other one. 
 
    Still, Zander seemed worried. 
 
    I bounced on into the bathroom after he’d gotten out of the shower and leaned against his shoulders. “It’s going to be fine,” I said, hooking my chin onto his shoulder. “You know that, right?” 
 
    Zander smiled at me. “I appreciate your confidence, even if I don’t feel it myself.” 
 
    I frowned, turning Zander around so that he had to face me. “Listen. Are you going to let any of us fail?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not either. I think between the two of us, we can keep everyone in check, don’t you?” 
 
    He offered me the smallest smile. “It’s not that easy. You know that.” 
 
    I cupped his face, bringing him down so that we could kiss. “I love you more than anything, and I know that we can do this. We could be the tide that wins the war!” I squeaked, jumping up and down. “Could you imagine?” 
 
    Zander hooked his arm around my middle and yanked me up, my enthusiasm finally sweeping him away. I kicked my legs after he threw me over his shoulder. Immediately, I grabbed his ass, because I would’ve been insane not to. He had such a good ass, and it demanded attention and admiration. 
 
    Then Zander dumped me on the bed and jumped up. 
 
    “No, not like this!” I shouted when I realized he intended to land on me with all of his impressive demigod weight. 
 
    Then he did land on me, and I let out a whoosh of air and went limp. “That’s it. You’ve done it. You’ve crushed my spirit and my body. I’ll never be the same again after this.” 
 
    Zander pushed his hips against mine, making me gasp. “Are you sure about that?” he asked. “I think I could bring you back.” 
 
    “Devil man,” I laughed, throwing a leg around his waist. 
 
    Someone knocked on the door. 
 
    I huffed. “They can’t wait for us to get going before they interrupt?” 
 
    Zander snorted, getting off me. “I think that would hurt worse.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then I’d be within my rights to scream that they have to go away and come back in five or ten minutes. Now, I have to get out of bed, stuff my sexual frustration into a nice little vault, and pretend like I’m not annoyed. That’s a lot to ask a girl this early in the morning.” 
 
    “It’s almost ten.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Zander tried the door and found that it would open. I trusted that meant we wouldn’t get in trouble for talking to whoever had interrupted us. Somehow, it didn’t surprise me to find Heracles standing on the other side, looking as bored as he had when he’d been in our house. “Ready?” he asked, his arms crossing over his chest. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow, looking at Zander like he was a moron. “For the first trial.” 
 
    I squeaked. “Zander goes first?” 
 
    Heracles sighed. “I don’t know. Come on.” 
 
    We followed him out into the hall. He knocked on the other two doors and got my siblings and their demigods. Then he brought us to an elevator that… didn’t belong in the hotel they’d put us up in. The inside of the elevator had bright gold etchings and deep red colors, with just a hint of black. I got the distinct feeling that we were in a magic elevator, and that was awesome. 
 
    “So, you’re not going to tell us anything about what they have in store for us?” I asked Heracles when it became apparent that the elevator ride would last longer than a normal one would’ve. 
 
    “Not allowed,” he said. “You need to go into your trials without any forewarning or preparation.” 
 
    “Well, okay,” I said. “But don’t they usually give their heroes some warning, like in the stories and stuff.” 
 
    Heracles smiled and turned to look at me with eyes that didn’t match his expression. “Being a hero is overrated,” he said. “And if they give you information, be very cautious about taking it. The gods like to play games.” 
 
    “But they need us,” Zander said. 
 
    Heracles nodded. “They need you. They need you to be stronger than you are now, and you should always keep in mind that the gods will do whatever they think is necessary to achieve that. Literally anything.” 
 
    The elevator dinged. I blinked, coming back to reality. The doors opened, and I gaped. 
 
    We stepped out onto a stage. Not like in a theater, but a production stage, like one would find on a game show. The floors were white, the walls were white, the lights were blue. A crowd sat in stands directly across from the elevators, filled with people that I had never seen before in my life. Those people cheered, jumping up and down when we stepped onto the stage. 
 
    Oh, I did know two faces in the crowd. Aster sat in the front row with Micha, neither of them looking particularly happy to be there. 
 
    And then there was… 
 
    “Callie?” I asked. 
 
    She turned around to look at me, a bright smile on her face. Her orange hair had been straightened and pinned to her head in a tight bun that showed off her face and freckles. She had on makeup that made her skin look smoother, almost like a porcelain doll. The red vest and black pants she wore only drove home why she stood on this stage with us. 
 
    The microphone she lifted to her lips confirmed my suspicion. “And there they are,” she said. “The seers and their demigods.” 
 
    I looked up to see our faces staring back at us from a big screen. “This. Is. Awesome,” I said. 
 
    “I hate everything about my life right now,” Jasper muttered. 
 
    Kizzy nodded, grabbing his hand. I didn’t know, but I thought she squeezed the life out of it. Zander looked around as well, rubbing the back of his head. “Are the gods really… televising this?” 
 
    Callie came scurrying over to us, while Juniper buried herself against Verin, who said he felt sorry for all the people who would be ashamed of themselves after they saw what he was capable of. When Callie reached us, she panted, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” I asked, jumping forward to give my friend a hug. 
 
    She returned it without hesitation, much to the crowd’s pleasure. They clapped and stomped their feet. Poor Aster and Micha looked even more baffled than they had before. 
 
    “I would have warned you if I had known what was happening myself,” Callie said, then huffed. “But no one tells me anything. You would think that the gods would treat me better, but no. I didn’t even get a chance to pack. One second, I was sitting on the kitchen table with my legs wrapped around Aster, and the next, I land butt first on this stage. They told me that I have to announce this, and then they wouldn’t tell me what the hell that meant, and then all the gods started talking at once, and ugh!” She threw her head back. “It’s been a day.” 
 
    “I hear that,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. 
 
    Zander cleared his throat. “So… you’re really announcing the trials, like a game show host?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And they’re actually televising it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “To who?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Everyone that’s in Olympus and their demigod children they think deserve to know. That’s who’s in the stands. Zeus’ kids.” 
 
    I glanced at the stands, which had a hundred or so people. I resisted the urge to ask where the rest of them were, thinking that Zeus probably wouldn’t appreciate it and I didn’t want to come off as bitchy on Olympian TV. That didn’t feel like a good sentence. Nope, not at all. 
 
    “One minute!” someone called. I looked over to see someone standing by a camera with a clipboard. I didn’t know what to think about that, or anything happening around us. 
 
    However, I felt pumped for the trials. I jumped up and down, grinning. “Let me go first. I know that I can nail this thing and set the tone for the rest of the trials. It’ll be perfect. I’ll be perfect. You’ve never seen anything so perfect.” 
 
    “How about you don’t go first,” Zander said. “I’ll go first so we’ll know what kind of trials we’re talking about. If they’re combat or if they’re mental. You know so that we don’t have to worry.” 
 
    “Or, and hear me out, you let me go first and stop worrying.” 
 
    Zander frowned at me. 
 
    Callie smiled. “You don’t get to decide who goes first.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped. “Aw.” 
 
    Zander sighed in relief. 
 
    Callie patted my shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you’ll all do fine, and everything will be okay. Let’s just focus on this trial and we can worry about why the gods are such lame-o’s later.” 
 
    “Ten seconds!” the producer looking person called. 
 
    Callie turned back to the crowd, putting the microphone up to her mouth. I had about two seconds to prepare myself for everything about to happen, and then, “Welcome back!” Callie said, beaming at the crowd. “We’re starting our first of twelve trials today. The gods have picked the order, they’ve picked the trials, and the first person up is…” Callie took a breath, rolling her eyes at us in clear exasperation. “Kezia Dovetree-Nelson!” 
 
    Kizzy’s eyes widened, and she turned to look at Jasper. 
 
    He glared at the crowd when they started to cheer. This, naturally, did nothing to make them stop cheering. Kizzy continued to look petrified, even as Jasper turned to her. He cupped her face in his hands. “It’ll be fine. So, there are more people watching than we thought there would be. You can do this.” 
 
    She still looked petrified. 
 
    Then magic slammed into us. I stumbled back into Zander, who grunted when it hit him as well. He whipped around to stand in front of me so that he could block the magic that battered against his back. His teeth ground together, bared against the brunt of it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I growled. 
 
    “Move guys,” Callie hissed. “They’re trying to get you off the stage. In the rudest way possible, I might add.” 
 
    I took Zander’s stupid arm and pulled him forward. The magic pushed the five of us into a little corner room, isolated from the rest of the stage. A door closed, blocking us off from the crowd and Kizzy. Jasper looked nervous for the first time. 
 
    One of the walls lit up, becoming a television screen through which, we could watch Kizzy. She had taken two steps toward the door we had vanished through. 
 
    “Kizzy,” Callie said, holding her hand out. Kizzy took it and the two of them stood on the stage together, both looking worried. Callie paused for a second, then swallowed. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Kizzy looked back at the room, then nodded. “Yeah, okay. Ready.” 
 
    A door opened up behind Kizzy and Callie, one that led to a large field, filled with people. It looked like a park. 
 
    Jasper closed his eyes. 
 
    I shifted around, uncomfortable. I wanted to rush through the door and stop the entire event before Kizzy had to do something that would hurt her. Next to me, Zander tensed, also ready to jump to his sister’s defense. And none of us could really do a goddamned thing, because we had been locked in a tiny cell. 
 
    Callie swallowed. “Kizzy, you have to go into that field and find a flower. This flower used to be one of Zeus’ lovers. Hera turned her into a flower so that Zeus could never lay with her again.” Callie frowned, shifting her feet. “This park is about to be converted into something more industrial. It is your job to find the flower and save her before she is destroyed. You have one hour.” 
 
    Kizzy had her arms wrapped around herself. 
 
    Callie nudged her and whispered something off mic that we couldn’t hear. “That doesn’t sound too hard,” I said. “How hard could it be for Kizzy to find a flower that used to be a person? She just has to go up to the flower that feels different. Hardly a test.” 
 
    Jasper shook his head. “They’re not testing her ability to find a flower with magic in it.” 
 
    “Then what?” I asked. 
 
    Kizzy walked through the doorway that led to the field. The ‘camera’ followed her, never shaking, getting too close, or too far away. Thus, proving that it wasn’t a real camera. Almost the second Kizzy stepped through, someone looked over at her; interest filling the woman’s eyes. 
 
    “Shit,” Zander said, shifting around. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, a frown creasing my face. Kizzy didn’t like being around people. She’d been abused by one of her foster mothers in the worst way that a person could be abused. It had left its scars, and the gods decided to poke a stick right into it to see if the wound would re-open. 
 
    Kizzy walked away from the woman, keeping her head down and trying to avoid looking anyone in the eye. I couldn’t imagine what went through her head as she found a secluded tree to kneel by. She pushed her hand against the ground, closing her eyes. She didn’t notice the boy coming up behind her. He couldn’t have been much older than Kizzy herself, and he plastered a smile onto his face. 
 
    He spoke in a language I couldn’t understand, but I assumed he had said hello. Kizzy jumped up. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” 
 
    The boy frowned, a line appearing between his brows. He spoke again, slower, as if assuming that she was stupid or something. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re saying,” Kizzy told him, backing away. She didn’t notice the little girl spinning in circles behind her. My sister-in-law ran right into that little girl, who fell over and started to wail. 
 
    Kizzy whipped around to help, but the little girl’s mother came rushing over. An angry spate of words spilled from her mouth, in the same language as the boy had spoken. She glared at Kizzy, gesturing for her to get away. 
 
    “C’mon,” I whispered. “You can recover. It’s fine.” 
 
    Jasper had a grim look on his face. I thought that if the gods had stood right in front of him, he would have punched them in the face for what they had done to his wife. “She’ll figure it out,” he said, in a tone matching his face. 
 
    Zander began to pace. “She’s not going to figure it out. They should have let me go with her. I could’ve kept her safe.” 
 
    “That’s the point of us staying here,” Jasper said. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit what the point is!” Zander snapped at him, glaring. “She needs me, and I’m stuck in here.” 
 
    Jasper sighed, turning back to the screen. “She’ll figure it out. Just watch.” 
 
    Zander shook his head, still pacing. 
 
    I didn’t know why he had such little faith in Kizzy to do what she needed to do. But if Jasper thought that she’d manage it, then I had to think that she would. Jasper knew her better than anyone in this room, Zander included. Though he would never admit that to anyone. 
 
    Kizzy, still trying to get away from the angry mother, ran into another man. He seemed much kinder than the others since he gave her a grand smile and said something in that same language. Kizzy disentangled herself from him and ran away, to another tree that could shelter her. She knelt down, breathing heavily, her eyes closed. After a moment, it looked like she gathered herself. 
 
    Several people in the park watched her, and I wanted to smack them down. I didn’t like how they stared. Had they never seen a girl breakdown before? It happened all the fucking time where I came from. 
 
    Kizzy pushed her hands against the ground again. This time, when someone approached her, she glared at them and barked the same words that the mother had yelled at her. The person put their hands up and walked away, looking stung. In all fairness, just because Kizzy looked pretty didn’t mean people had the right to bother her. She should’ve been able to go to a crowded park without getting hassled. 
 
    “How much time has passed?” Zander asked, still pacing and refusing to look at the screen. 
 
    I tugged on his hand, bringing him to a stop. “It’s been twenty minutes. She’s got enough time to find the flower and save it. Calm down, Zander. She’s got this.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Kizzy’s eyes opened, and she jumped up, jogging through the field. People turned to stare at her but looked away when she glared at them. Kizzy came to a stop by a little copse of wildflowers. One of them, a bright red flower that had pink tipped petals, stood out amongst the others. Kizzy knelt down next to it, and her magic started to get to work. Callie’s voice filled the room. “She found it!” she announced. “Kezia Dovetree-Nelson has found the flower. She’s extracting it from the ground, roots and all!” She sounded so excited that I smiled. 
 
    Kizzy stood up; the flower clutched to her chest. She looked around, clearly waiting for someone to bring her back. 
 
    The TV went black. I turned around to see Kizzy standing in the middle of the stage, the flower still clutched to her chest while two big men pushed a pot toward her. She set the flower down in the soil and worked a little magic so that it would be safely encased in the dirt. 
 
    Then she turned to us while the crowd cheered. She ran to Jasper. 
 
    Zander still hadn’t relaxed. If he was going to be like this for all of the trials, I didn’t know how we would survive them.
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   “A nd how do you feel, Kizzy?” Callie asked, thrusting a mic in front of my sister’s face. She stood there expectantly as we all sat in a lounge with more food than fifteen demigods would have been able to eat. Kizzy sat on a gold sofa with her husband, trying not to twitch or look at the camera. 
 
    “I’m glad the flower is okay,” Kizzy timidly answered, her eyes darting from Callie to the camera and back. 
 
    Jasper took Kizzy’s hand, giving it a squeeze. Callie smiled in their direction before a sort of sick look came over her, and she turned back to the camera. “Aww, so sweet. And there you have our first competitor and winner of these trials of Olympus. I know all you folks at home are excited for our young heroes here in their adventures.” 
 
    Jasmine stood beside me and behind the camera, loading up a plate of goodies. I wasn’t hungry, so I didn’t bother partaking in the food that looked too indulgent even for me. I didn’t especially like the bottles of alcohol in the corner, but Jasmine hadn’t even looked their way, too distracted with the food. She turned my way, offering a sandwich I wanted nothing to do with. 
 
    “And how do you feel right now, Jasper?” Callie asked, holding the mic to him. She shot a look at the camera. “Because we couldn’t possibly imagine, so we need it spelled out for us apparently.” 
 
    I smirked to myself, before Jasper said, “I’m also glad the flower is okay.” 
 
    Callie walked over to Juniper and Verin on a loveseat, making herself smile at the camera. “And to everyone at home, are the two of you looking forward to your trials?” 
 
    Juniper said nothing, glaring at the camera. Verin leaned forward to the mic, grinning wide. “I, for one, am perfectly confident in my and my family’s abilities to decimate each and every one of these trials with little effort. Throw anything at me and see what I can do.” 
 
    Again, Callie had been smiling for the most part. Her eyes went distant for half a moment before she rolled them. Halfheartedly, she turned back to Jasper and Kizzy. “And can we get a kiss from the happy couple?” 
 
    “No,” Kizzy said flatly. 
 
    Callie laughed sharply, giving a nod to Kizzy before she addressed the camera. “And there you have it. Keep tuning in to watch our first victor and our upcoming exclusive interview with our next contestant. You don’t wanna miss it!” 
 
    Callie sighed when her broadcast ended, tossing her mic down before she took a seat beside Jasper. “Sorry. I feel gross.” 
 
    Verin reached over to pat her knee. “It’s all right. We don’t blame you.” 
 
    “I just wanna go home.” 
 
    The door to the green room opened and a girl walked inside. She had a tray of drinks with her, bright pink and bubbling. I already didn’t like it, but she held them out to us. “A gift from the gods,” she said. 
 
    “Is it alcoholic?” I asked when Jasmine grabbed one with her free hand. 
 
    “Not at all,” the girl said. “This is Olympus water with a light strain of ambrosia in it. A small boost as a reward for Mrs. Nelson’s victory.” 
 
    We all got one but Callie, who didn’t seem all that bothered with missing out. She sat with her chin on her hand, tapping her foot silently. 
 
    “I wanna do an interview next,” Jasmine said after a sip of her drink. “Am I the next person up? Do you know who it is?” 
 
    “I do what I’m told,” Callie said. “I’ll hear it in my head when the gods decide to let me know what’s coming next. I’m as in the dark as you all are.” 
 
    “I wanna go next,” Jasmine let us know again. “I think it would be good to start the show off with a real bang. I’m sure they’ll give me something harder than a demigod challenge.” 
 
    Kizzy lifted an eyebrow at her. “Because I can’t handle more?” 
 
    Jasmine opened her mouth, but words didn’t come out for a few seconds. “No, that wasn’t what I meant. But you have to admit they probably won’t challenge us the same.” 
 
    My sister let out a huff of air. “I’ve been a demigod a lot longer than you’ve been a god, Jasmine. I know what I’m doing. At least I have a handle on my power and I can control myself.” 
 
    Jasper squeezed her hand as I felt the tension rising in the room. That tension wouldn’t go away if Jasmine didn’t tone it the fuck down. 
 
    “Guys,” I said. “Let’s just calm down and enjoy our break. We don’t have to hope anyone is next or a trial is harder.” 
 
    Juniper downed the entirety of her drink, blinking once she finished it. Verin had only sipped his, looking mildly concerned with how fast she’d drank it. It tasted like heaven, so I would have gone for another glass if I could. 
 
    Jasmine held her head up high, taking a breath. “You have a point, I guess. We can—” She stopped, her eyelids closing halfway. “Oh…” 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask what was wrong, but sleepiness started coming at me like a tidal wave. It wasn’t even one in the afternoon yet, so I didn’t understand it. The glass fell from my hand at the same time Jasmine’s tray went crashing to the floor. 
 
    Jasper shot up to his feet to try and catch his falling sister, but he stumbled. Kizzy fell forward, slumping at his feet as her eyes rolled back in her head. Juniper went down next, collapsing onto Verin. 
 
    The last thing I heard before I hit the floor was a broken little, “Oh no,” from Callie. 
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    I woke up under something heavy. Scratch that—several somethings. I wiggled, hearing groans all around me. I opened my eyes to darkness and an arm thrown over my face. I couldn’t quite move, my body feeling like it weighed a million pounds. It didn’t help that I had a ton of weight on me. 
 
    “What the hell?” Juniper groaned. She made a sound of surprise before I heard a thump on the floor and felt weight leaving me. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Verin said, and then more weight left me. 
 
    When I lifted the arm from my face, I saw him helping her off the floor. The arm on me had a few freckles, telling me it belonged to my lady. I kissed it, and then she rolled onto the empty spot beside me, freeing most of my back. With another wiggle, I had Kizzy making an oof sound as she hit the bed. 
 
    I sat up, seeing that I had been at the bottom of a pile. Most of them… 
 
    “Jasper?” Kizzy rasped as she looked around. Her eyes met with all of ours, not finding the returning set that she cared about. “Jasper!” 
 
    “Whoa, breathe,” I said, touching her arm. “Let’s just see what the hell’s up.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for me, shooting up from the bed and darting across the room. It appeared to be Juniper and Verin’s room, going by the bags in the corner. Kizzy went to the door, grabbing the knob and yanking. I heard a zap, right before her body flew backward. Juniper barely caught her before she could hit the wall. 
 
    “Jasper!” Kizzy screamed again. 
 
    The TV turned on without warning, and I heard Callie’s voice come over a logo of a sword and shield above the Colosseum. “Afternoon, everyone at home! And welcome back to your up close and personal viewing of the Trials of Olympus. Up next, we have Jasper Nelson.” 
 
    Kizzy whimpered, making her way to the giant TV. She watched with wide, glassy eyes as the image changed to Jasper sleeping alone in bed. I couldn’t think of anything to say, and the rest of us were all frozen as we waited for Callie to fill us in in real time. 
 
    “A little drama for you at home folks,” Callie said. “Let’s see how our first god deals with a little family tension.” 
 
    Kizzy made another awful sound as Jasper sat up, squinting eyes looking around. “Kezia?” He felt around the empty side of the bed, not seeing her. 
 
    Then the bathroom door opened, and Kizzy walked through. Though it wasn’t Kizzy. It was someone who looked just like her, wearing a massive sweater, baggy jeans, and her hair tied up. 
 
    “Just showering,” the liar said. She bent down to kiss Jasper on the cheek. 
 
    “And in the role of Kezia Dovetree-Nelson,” Callie started, flat and with bite, “is none other than Demeter. Let’s see if she can emulate the daughter she barely knows.” 
 
    Oh, that was a turn I didn’t expect. Anger soon took over my surprise. I went to stand beside Kizzy, taking the hand Jasmine didn’t already have. 
 
    Someone knocked on Jasper’s door before they walked in. I saw myself holding a tray of coffee, rage building in my chest as Callie said, “And in the roles of Zander Dovetree and Jasmine Nelson, Aphrodite and Ares.” 
 
    “I’m going to fucking kill her,” I said. “Kill her dead. I don’t care if she’s a god.” 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Juniper snapped. “What are they about to do to my brother?” 
 
    Verin took her hand, saying nothing as he gently rubbed it with his own. 
 
    “Brought you something to drink,” fake-me said, holding coffee out to Jasper. He didn’t even drink coffee. Jasper and Kizzy always had their breakfast way before the rest of us, because they worked in the studio. Anyone that paid even a little attention would know that it was rare they ate with us in the morning anymore. 
 
    “No thanks,” Jasper said, getting out of bed. He looked at what he thought was his wife. “What happened? I feel like I was knocked in the head.” 
 
    Fake Kizzy shrugged. “No idea, sweetie. Maybe just take it easy.” 
 
    Kizzy seethed, closing her eyes. “This needs to end.” 
 
    But there we couldn’t do anything about it. So, did we get no warnings then? At least with Kizzy, they told us what would be happening? Did they really have to drug us for this? 
 
    “Not good enough for you then?” fake-me asked Jasper, taking a seat with Fake Jasmine. She ran her fingers through his hair, saying nothing. 
 
    “Huh?” Jasper asked. 
 
    “The coffee. I went to get coffee and you didn’t want any.” 
 
    “Sorry?” Jasper responded, making it sound like a question. 
 
    Fake-me waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. I get it. You only care about you and Kizzy. Yeah, I’ve noticed.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Fake-me shrugged. “Well, it makes sense. You got your girl, so you slack on other things. Common courtesy, decency, taking care of your sisters. The list goes on.” 
 
    “I’m going to burn this fucking place down,” I growled. “What is she doing?” 
 
    “I’d like to know that too,” Kizzy said, her growl matching mine. “How is this a trial? Are they just trying to torture my husband?” 
 
    Jasper held his hands up. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I think we’re all a little tense. Maybe we should go get something to eat.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” fake-me said. “I kind of lose my appetite when I have to deal with you.” 
 
    “Zander,” Fake-Kizzy said, holding her hand out. “You need to knock it the hell off right now. I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I’m not afraid to choke you out with a vine.” 
 
    “Might as well,” Fake-Zander said. “It’s not like Jasper would do anything about it.” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” Fake-Jasmine asked. “Why have you been in a mood all morning?” 
 
    Fake-me stood up, beginning to pace. “I’m just getting really sick of being the only person in this family with a backbone. We’re in the middle of trials now. Trials that could mean our own deaths. We could literally die here, or in the middle of a war if we lose these and don’t get our help. Maybe I need a hand from Mr. Sits in His Studio All Day.” 
 
    Jasper’s arms crossed as he studied my mother. “Did I do something you want to talk out? There’s not really a problem with how I go about my days.” 
 
    “No? All you do is screw my sister and paint while I’m out there trying to hold together your sister, deal with a mass murderer, and his girl that doesn’t seem to give a shit.” 
 
    “Uncalled for,” Verin said shortly. 
 
    Juniper glowered at the TV. “I know we can’t kill gods, but I would be more than confident in your efforts to do so, Verin.” 
 
    “Thank you. I would get it done.” 
 
    Not before I did. What the hell did the gods think they were doing, using me against someone in my family like this? 
 
    “I really think we need to head out,” Jasper said. “We can cool down and relax for a bit.” 
 
    “I don’t want to relax,” fake-me said. “You know what happens when you relax? You should know. You were relaxing when you let your sisters get killed?” 
 
    I stopped breathing, doubling over with my hand on my chest. Kizzy started to cry almost silently, her hands on her face as she tried to muffle it. I could barely look at her as the scene played out. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” I breathed. “I didn’t… I don’t blame him. I don’t…” 
 
    Jasmine moved around Kizzy, putting her hands on me. “Of course, you don’t. He doesn’t believe you did. He can’t believe that.” 
 
    “I don’t blame him,” I repeated, feeling weaker. “I swear.” 
 
    “I know,” Jasmine said as Jasper started talking. 
 
    I saw his eyes flash with anger, heat in his voice for the first time since this started. “Let my sisters get killed?” he said through his teeth. “I let them get killed?” 
 
    “Yeah,” my asshole of a mother said. “I walked away for an hour and came back to you all dead. See what happens when I leave? I can’t trust you to even keep them safe. You’re useless. You aren’t capable of more than hiding in the garage while everyone else does the saving.” 
 
    “Really?” Jasper said. “So, it’s my fault for being human and not saving us against a giant? Because you’re a demigod, and you let them die too. You walked away, and we all got killed.” 
 
    I ended up on the floor, feeling like something had reached into my chest and clawed my heart out. I barely heard Jasmine say, “That’s not true. He doesn’t mean it.” 
 
    Didn’t matter if he meant it or not, because it was true. Of course, it was true. I left for an hour, and it got half of my family killed. I knew that from the moment it happened. The blame had never been on anyone but me, and I wouldn’t have dreamed of putting it on a human. Not Jasper. 
 
    Though I was curled up on the floor, the other me almost screamed. “You think you can blame me? What the hell do you do to keep them safe? It’s all on me all the damn time. You get to be safe and hide while I put my ass on the line to keep you all alive. Kizzy too. I can’t believe she could have married someone so worthless.” 
 
    The Fake-Kizzy said nothing, standing there with mock surprise on her face. Jasper didn’t even turn to her, or the falsely petrified Jasmine in the room. “You knew there was someone after us and you still left. You walked away, knowing we couldn’t defend ourselves, and you’re blaming me?” 
 
    I didn’t realize I’d started shaking until I felt arms around me. Jasmine’s, as she told me to stop listening. Juniper had Kizzy, sitting her on the bed as her hands knotted in her hair. I should have… I should have been able to pull myself together to go comfort her. I couldn’t even do that. Couldn’t keep my family alive. Couldn’t comfort my sister. It wasn’t the first time I’d let her down deeply. I was worthless. Never Jasper. 
 
    Jasper went on with the assault. “You make everyone in this house feel completely worthless. You walk around like you’re the only thing that stands between us and death, and you’re not. You didn’t save us, and if you were our only hope, then it would be a dark day for us all. You keep us locked up like you know better, and it does nothing to prepare us for what’s coming. You’re making things worse, putting us in more danger. Next time you tell yourself that you’re some savior, I want you to remember what it looked like when you walked in on the bleeding proof that you can’t do the one thing you force on yourself.” 
 
    My chest hollowed out and I still couldn’t breathe. Jasmine kept telling me not to listen, that it didn’t mean anything. But he’d said it. Even if Jasper didn’t mean it, it had been in his head enough that he came up with it all on the spot. And he was right. I knew he was right. 
 
    Lights flashed in Jasper’s room, making him look up and around as Callie’s voice came through. She sniffled, and her voice shook as she tried to speak. “And that brings an, an end to the second trial. Our victor, Jasper Nelson.” 
 
    Our hotel room popped open, slowly creaking as it widened. Kizzy jumped off the bed and ran out before I’d even started breathing again.
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   I took Zander’s face in my hands, forcing him to look at me. “He didn’t mean any of that.” 
 
    I didn’t think the words reached him. Zander stared at me without seeing me. I shook his head, forcing him to focus on me. “Jasper didn’t mean that,” I said. “You know that he would never say something like that to you.” 
 
    “But he did,” Zander said. “He did say it to me. He thought that I would say something so terrible to him and so, he retaliated by saying it back to me. He thinks I’m a monster.” 
 
    “He does not,” I said, leaning against my fella. I wrapped my arms around his body, forcing him toward me. Zander moved without much fight, tucking his face against my shoulder. I’d have held him forever, but I knew we didn’t have that kind of time. We had trials that we had to get through and a show that we had to make entertaining for the gods. But they could all wait. 
 
    “You know that,” I whispered against Zander’s hair. With his face tucked into my shoulder, his blond hair had stuck up into my nose. I didn’t care, though. It smelled like him, and despite all my misgivings, all the things I didn’t want to tell him, I still found comfort in his scent. In his touch. And I knew that he felt the same comfort from me. I would just hold on until he told me to let go. 
 
    His hands finally touched my hips, squeezing them tightly once before pushing me away. I stepped back, brushing my hands against his face. “You okay now? You know that Jasper didn’t mean it?” 
 
    Zander didn’t even answer that. “I think I’ve had enough excitement for one day.” 
 
    “I definitely have,” Verin said from behind us, reminding me that my sister and her boyfriend hadn’t left the room yet. I looked over my shoulder just in time to see Juniper elbow him in the side with a glare. She grabbed his arm and started pulling him from the room. “If you’ll excuse us,” she said. “I’m going to explain timing to Verin.” 
 
    “I’ve got great timing,” Verin said, looking hurt. “I’ve never once finished before you have.” 
 
    “Ah!” I said, waving my hands. “No. Out the door with you!” 
 
    Juniper’s red face disappeared, and Verin followed her a moment later, still telling her about his awesome timing. At least Jasper didn’t have to be in there for that part. It probably would have given him a heart attack. One that he deserved right then, for upsetting Zander so much. 
 
    I turned back to him. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m just going to… shower, I think,” Zander said, getting up. He looked almost lost, and I wished that I could make that feeling go away. In all my power, I still couldn’t fix Zander’s head. Exhausting, really. I pushed him toward the bathroom, encouraging him to take his time, and relax. 
 
    Zander paused in the doorway; his shoulders slumped. He turned back to me, his eyes wary and worried. “You don’t… you don’t think that, do you?” 
 
    He didn’t have to clarify. Did I think that he let me die? 
 
    I stood on tiptoe, grabbing the sides of his face again so that we would be forced to stare at each other eye to eye. “Not once in the time since I’ve gotten back, have I thought that you let me down. You couldn’t have known. None of us could have known, and it’s not your fault that we weren’t a match for a giant. Even the gods aren’t always a match for a giant. There was a whole war over it, ya know?” 
 
    I thought he would laugh or smile or do something. Instead, Zander nodded once, then turned back toward the bathroom. “Thanks, Jazzy.” 
 
    I didn’t know if he believed me. I’d have to make sure later. 
 
    I closed the bathroom door after he stepped inside and lost the smile on my face. With my hands balled up tight, I turned around and marched right out of the room. My teeth ground together as I shoved the door out of my way and turned toward Jasper’s room. 
 
    Too furious to think, I didn’t bother knocking. I slammed my hand against the door and it flew open hard enough that the doorknob actually went through the plaster and got stuck. Jasper, who had been sitting on his bed with Kizzy next to him, turned to look at me. He had a dull expression on his face as if he had just figured out what he had done. 
 
    Kizzy had been whispering some stupid platitude to him, one that he didn’t deserve. Zander was hurt, and no one seemed to care about him but me. Yet, Kizzy had rushed off to comfort Jasper, who had done the hurting. It seemed so unfair that he got comfort when he wasn’t the wounded party. 
 
    He blinked and started to get up. “Jazz—” 
 
    “Don’t even,” I said, holding up my hand. “I’m not in here for you to give me some lame excuse for what you said!” 
 
    Kizzy’s eyes widened. “Jasmine—” 
 
    “Don’t you start either,” I said, glaring at her. “I don’t want to hear anything that you have to say, understand? You’re just going to defend him when he doesn’t deserve it.” I gestured at Jasper, who hadn’t moved from where he stood. He watched me with hurt eyes that just pissed me off even more. 
 
    “How could you say something like that?” I demanded of my brother. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Zander is going to be upset for weeks now, and I don’t know if anything that I say will fix it.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it,” Jasper said. “I don’t think Zander got any of us killed any more than I think that I got you or Juniper killed.” This last, he mostly said to Kizzy. She didn’t seem to hear, too busy shooting daggers my way. Her teeth had ground together. 
 
    “Of course, you didn’t mean it,” she said, getting to her feet. “You were just trying to make a point. That you did as much as you could, just like any of us did on that terrible day. It’s not anyone’s fault. It just came out wrong, which I’m sure your sister would realize if she took a moment to think instead of yelling.” 
 
    “Sometimes it doesn’t matter what you mean,” I snapped back at her. “It’s what you say that matters! And in this case, what he said was the dumbest, most insensitive thing that he could have let out of his mouth!” 
 
    I’d come here for a fight with my brother, but I didn’t think Kizzy would let me have one. She slipped in between me and him, her eyes narrowed to slits. “Are you kidding me? The gods wanted to force him into defending himself, and you’re getting mad at Jasper for doing exactly that?” 
 
    “He could have done something else. Said literally anything else,” I snapped. “He could have just punched the fake Zander in the face.” 
 
    “You think the best solution to his trial would have been punching Aphrodite?” Kizzy said. “How exactly do you think that would have gone down with Ares and Hephaestus? They wouldn’t have taken the extenuating circumstances into consideration. They would have been pissed off with him for punching their lady.” 
 
    Jasper rubbed his face, looking tired. 
 
    “Well, he should have figured something out,” I argued, flinging my arm as if to discard all the things that Kizzy had said. “He shouldn’t have tried to hurt Zander the way that he did.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone,” Jasper said. 
 
    “Well, fat lot of good that did you!” I shouted at him. “Because you managed to not only hurt Zander, but you hurt me as well. Do you think that I’m not in pain when he’s in pain? Because I am. I can’t fix him, and how do you think that makes me feel?” 
 
    Jasper looked me dead in the eyes right before he said, “Probably the same way Zander feels about you right now.” 
 
    It felt like someone had slammed their foot down on the brakes in my head. I stared at him for a second, too stunned to say or do anything. Then my fury came back. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? What, you can’t hurt Zander right now, so you’re going to attack me?” 
 
    “It means,” Jasper said, slowly, as if talking to a child, “That you are being a giant pain in the ass.” 
 
    I laughed. “Right back atcha.” 
 
    “No,” Jasper said, and he finally turned to face me fully. “You think I don’t feel bad enough as it is? I know that I said something terrible about Zander, and I will deal with that when I get the chance. But you… you are the problem, walking around like nothing can touch you and treating everyone like they need to take a knee around you. Stop acting as if what you want is the only thing that matters, Jasmine.” 
 
    My back straightened so hard that I heard my spine crack. Kizzy shifted her feet, still standing between me and Jasper. If I wanted to, I could have thrown her aside like she weighed nothing, but I chose not to. I didn’t need a direct path to him to make my brother realize his mistake. 
 
    “You’re calling me selfish?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he told me. “You’ve always been a little self-absorbed, but it’s gotten out of hand lately. I don’t know what is going through your head, but you need to back the hell off, right now.” 
 
    I laughed, shaking my head. “Wow. Wow. You’re calling me selfish. You’re the one that needed to defend yourself so badly that you would wound everyone around you!” 
 
    “It was for a trial!” Kizzy hissed, stepping toward me. 
 
    “What a wonderful excuse, right?” 
 
    “And you’re the one that won’t tell Zander anything because it’s more important for you to do whatever you want than it is for him to have peace of mind,” Jasper said. “I get that Zander can be overbearing and overprotective, but it’s because he’s terrified. He’s absolutely terrified of losing you one day, and you act as if he’s trying to keep you in a cage for the fun of it.” 
 
    “Don’t lecture me on how to run my relationship,” I said. “Zander and I are doing fine.” 
 
    “Then why are you in here instead of with him?” Jasper asked. 
 
    “Because of you!” I snapped. 
 
    “No,” Jasper said. “Because yelling at me makes you feel like you’ve done something about the situation. Because yelling at me is easier than trying to make Zander feel better.” 
 
    My fury rose even higher. I wanted to rush my brother so that I could punch him in the face. I wanted to scream at him until he took back everything he had said. I wanted… I wanted… 
 
    I took in a deep, deep breath. “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, Jasper. About anything. Zander and I are fine, I’m fine, and you’ve never been the protector that you think you are.” 
 
    With that, I turned around and marched out into the hallway, slamming the door behind me. I paced the length of the hall, trying to get some air into my lungs because they felt like someone had wrapped a belt around them. The more I paced, the angrier I felt. Until the buildup started to hurt my head. I turned in a tight circle, still panting. 
 
    A film seemed to take over my sight and some weird double vision fell over my eyes. I saw two versions of myself. One of them continued to pace the hall, her teeth ground together. She eventually stopped pacing and went back to her room. The other one stopped in the middle of the hallway, staring down at her feet. She looked so sad, really nothing like me. Her hands trembled as she turned back around and walked to the door. 
 
    Kizzy answered, barring the way so that that version of me couldn’t get into the room. That version of me said something, and Kizzy relented, allowing me entrance. 
 
    Down the hall, the first me walked out of the room, carrying a bottle. I looked down at it, trying to figure out what was in the bottle. It had a blue exterior, but no label on it. I drank from the mouth deeply, eyes bright, smile plastered to my face, legs unsteady. 
 
    That’s me, I thought, watching the happy girl walk down the hall. I’m happy. I’m always happy. That one is me. 
 
    I blinked, and the two me’s vanished. I stood in the hallway, but not alone, like I thought I’d be. 
 
    Heracles had appeared out of nowhere. He stood next to the elevators with his hands in his pockets. “You okay?” 
 
    I huffed out a breath. “Yeah, fine, except that my boyfriend is upset because my brother is a giant asshole.” 
 
    Heracles shook his head. “The gods know how to get what they want.” 
 
    “That’s what they wanted?” I asked, gesturing to my bedroom. “Zander is a mess. How is he supposed to beat his trial when he’s like this?” 
 
    “Did it ever occur to you that the gods don’t want you to win?” Heracles asked. “They want you to prove yourselves, but the prize if you do prove yourselves…” He shrugged. “It would mean that you’re powerful. The gods hate it when something is powerful in a way that could resemble their own.” 
 
    “Well, they’re in for a rude awakening, because we’re going to win those trials.” 
 
    “Good,” Heracles said. “You should. And I’m sorry about what happened with your brother in there.” 
 
    I glanced at the door. “You heard that?” I asked. 
 
    Heracles nodded. 
 
    For some reason, I felt embarrassed. I shoved that aside. I hadn’t done anything wrong. Jasper had been taking his unhappiness out on everyone, and I wouldn’t stand for it anymore. I lifted my chin. “Well, that sucks for him. I’m sure he’s already going to face a lot of hatred from the crowd when we see them again. No one likes someone being that mean to another person.” 
 
    Heracles smirked. “Actually, the crowd doesn’t seem all that bothered.” 
 
    “What? How could they see that and not be affected?” 
 
    “Callie is quite the hostess. She managed to spin it so that Jasper isn’t the bad guy, but the gods are for making him say something so baselessly cruel to his own family. I’m sure they’re unhappy about that, but what are they going to do? Apollo won’t let anything happen to his only Oracle.” 
 
    I huffed out an annoyed breath, looking back at the door. “Well, I’m not going to let it go.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “If no one else is going to put Jasper in his place, then I will.” 
 
    Heracles glanced at the door I had come out of, then shrugged. “Just be careful about it. The gods don’t like when people interfere in their business. Right now, you are their business. And you don’t want to be on the bad side of the gods. Trust me, I know.” 
 
    That gave me a brief pause. Heracles had been driven insane by Hera. She forced him to kill his wife and their children. That had been millennia ago, but I thought that I could still see the pain of it in his eyes. I supposed a wound like that would never completely heal. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I’m not going to be their plaything, and I’m not going to let Jasper off the hook for this.” 
 
    Heracles nodded. “Well, I came to make sure that you all were settled for the night. I’ve also brought comfort food.” 
 
    I looked behind him, at the empty hall. “Where?” 
 
    “It’s a long way up from the elevator,” he said. “But I’ll send up another tray, hopefully with someone who has better self-control than I do.” 
 
    A smile popped up on my face. “You ate six portions of food?” 
 
    “I don’t judge you,” Heracles said. 
 
    I put my hands up. “Gods forbid. Not that you’d find much to judge on me.” I gave a little curtsey, grinning at him. The smile fell away after a second, and I looked back at my door. Zander would be on the other side, waiting for me. He probably needed more comfort. Which I could provide, without clothes. I turned back to Heracles, waving over my shoulder. “If you don’t mind, I should probably head back inside. Zander’s probably wondering where I am right now.” 
 
    Heracles put his hand over his heart and offered a small bow. “Of course. I’ll have someone bring the food to your rooms momentarily. I just need to check on your brother and sister, to make sure they’re tucked in for the night.” 
 
    “They are,” I said, sourly. “Believe me.” 
 
    “I would love to, but rules and all that.” 
 
    Rules. I had gotten sick of rules already. The gods wanted to make our lives damn near impossible with all these rules and tests and enemies, and what was our prize at the end of it? We wouldn’t end up smashed on the ground, physically? What about emotionally, what about mentally? At what point did they hurt us more than they helped us? I didn’t know anymore. 
 
    I was tired. 
 
    We were all tired. 
 
    I turned back to my room, pushing all those thoughts away, and shoved the door open. Zander had just come out of the shower, smelling of steam and shampoo. His wounded eyes found me the second I stepped inside. 
 
    “Hey, where did you go?” he asked. 
 
    Part of me wanted to say he didn’t have the right to ask. But that would just upset him more, and then he’d get offended if I told him the truth. So, I said, “I just needed some fresh air. I’m back now if you wanna do something fun.” The cheeky grin I had offered loads of promises that I’d be willing to keep.
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   I ’d barely slept the night before. When I did, I only heard screams when I dreamed. Helpless and in need, and I could only fail them. I had Jasmine in my arms every time I woke up, and I would squeeze her so I could be sure she was real. It could be too easy to forget sometimes. And now I knew I couldn’t trust anything. 
 
    When morning came, I showered again, hoping it would cleanse me of the nightmares from only hours ago. It didn’t; leaving me to relive so many mistakes I could never make up for. They all said they didn’t blame me, but how could they not? 
 
    I ended up in the hallway, sitting against the wall before anyone else got up. It shouldn’t have been too much this soon. That hadn’t even been my trial and it had thrown me off so much that I walked on wobbly legs. 
 
    Jasper’s words stayed with me, true or not. They repeated over and over again in my head, reminding me of things I already knew so well. I could smell the blood from our home that day we’d walked in to find death. I had pictures in my head of Jasmine, Juniper, and Jasper as we carried their bodies outside. Only once in my life had I ever felt so gutted, and that was another day that had almost killed me. 
 
    I ended up standing, unsure of what I would say but knowing I needed to say it. I got to Jasper and Kizzy’s room, lightly knocking on the door. He answered, showing a room dimly lit by one lamp. 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked. 
 
    “I need to talk to you,” I said. “Can I come in?” 
 
    Jasper let me past him and I heard the shower running. Kizzy had to have been in there, getting ready for whatever hell today would bring. I stood in the room, Jasper standing across from me. I didn’t know where to start. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    I shook my head, stopping him before he could go on. “No, please. I don’t want to hear you say you’re sorry. I don’t blame you for what you said, and it’s not like it wasn’t true.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Jasper lied. 
 
    “Yeah, it really was. I fucked up when I left you guys there. I knew something was going on, and I still left.” 
 
    “To try and solve the problem. How were we supposed to know what was going to happen? You can’t blame yourself for not seeing the future.” 
 
    I waved my hand. “Even forgetting that, what about the other stuff? You said I made you all feel worthless. That I… listen, I know what I am. Do you think I don’t? You think I don’t know what I do?” 
 
    “We don’t have to have this conversation,” Jasper said. “There’s no blame on you, and I didn’t mean what I said.” 
 
    “Either way, you said it. There was some truth in there at the very least. I think I need to tell you something. I need you to know why… Just let me say this.” 
 
    Jasper stayed silent. 
 
    “For almost two fucking years, Kizzy was getting tortured. I feel everything all around me, and I missed it. I didn’t notice. I didn’t see it. I had one job on the planet, and I failed it so completely that I can’t even put words to the failure. Kizzy’s the only thing I’ve had for almost all of my life, and I still screwed up. 
 
    “Now, I have these five other people I care about. Callie on top of that, Aster, Micha. The list keeps growing. I couldn’t protect you, Juniper, or… You all died. It brought me right back to when Kizzy showed up at my door after she’d been beaten and raped. That thing in me that’s supposed to tell me what’s happening, it didn’t work, so she kept getting beaten. She kept…” I couldn’t say it again. “That’s what happens when I’m not there, when I’m not protecting people. Now, Kizzy gets to live with trauma for the rest of her life. From that, and from finding the love of her life murdered. Same as Verin. That fuckup is on me.” 
 
    “That fuckup is no way on you,” Jasper said through gritted teeth. “What happened to Kizzy is on the monsters who did it to her. Not the twelve-year-old whose magic wasn’t fully working yet and didn’t see past his sister doing everything she could to hide the truth.” 
 
    “She only hid it so I would be happy.” 
 
    “And that still isn’t on you.” 
 
    “How can you even say that? I could have stopped it.” 
 
    “Lightning from the sky hitting those people could have stopped it, her mother could have stopped it, a car accident could have stopped it. That doesn’t put the blame on anyone but the people who did it. And I know why you’re protective. I get it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “That doesn’t make it right, but I don’t know what else to do. I don’t know how to not jump in and do everything I can to save the people I love. When I walk away, people get hurt.” 
 
    “I think all you can do is try and accept that we aren’t helpless. Kizzy isn’t twelve anymore, and my sisters and I aren’t human. This isn’t all on your shoulders.” 
 
    If any of them died again, I would blame myself. Because no matter what, I should have been there to stop it. 
 
    The shower turned off, making me jump a little. “Can we keep this between us?” 
 
    “I don’t lie to Kizzy about anything.” 
 
    I exhaled. “Then maybe just keep the details fuzzy. I don’t want her reminded of what happened while she’s in the middle of a trial, okay?” 
 
    Jasper nodded, and I left the room as fast as I could. 
 
    The conversation made me feel no better, but I hadn’t thought it would cleanse me of my sins. Nothing I did or said would have made up for letting the seers die. Nothing I did would make up for Kizzy. 
 
    I managed to get back to my room right before Jasmine woke up. She smiled sleepily at me, and I got a quick kiss on the lips before my naked girlfriend skipped on over to the shower. If I had been in a better mood, I would have followed her. 
 
    Not too much later, I heard Callie’s voice overhead, calling us all out for our next round. The demigod from before then escorted us right back to that damn stage. Callie stood in the center as she waited for us, the cameras not yet rolling. I would have given anything to be home. 
 
    “You guys okay?” Callie asked us. 
 
    “Great,” Juniper lied. 
 
    Someone counted down as Callie took her place, holding a mic to her mouth and plastering on a smile so fake that it made me want to throw up. I felt her tension in the pit of my stomach, but she went on anyway like nothing was wrong. How she managed, I didn’t know. 
 
    “And welcome back to round three of our trials,” she greeted. “If you would look to our left, you’ll see our screen with the names of our heroes on it. The gods have determined who’ll be up next, but Jasper, as the winner of our last trial, would you like to do the honors of the big reveal?” 
 
    He looked like he wanted nothing to do with it, but it didn’t seem like one of those things that came with a choice. He made himself walk over to the edge of the giant screen that now had an image of a roulette wheel on it. 
 
    “All you have to do is press your hand to the screen,” Callie said. 
 
    Jasper did it, and the wheel with all our names on it started to spin. It slowed, a fake ticker slowing down. Then it stopped dead on my name. 
 
    “Zander Dovetree is our next contestant!” Callie sounded off as the crowd cheered loudly for me. It made my body shake, but I couldn’t let them see me like that. I had a part to play. 
 
    I turned off everything in my head, forcing a broad smile onto my face as I gave the crowd a wave. They cheered louder as I winked at a few demigods watching me. 
 
    Callie put her arm around my body, grinning up at me. “Care to tell us how you’re feeling right now?” 
 
    “Ready,” I lied. “I hope the gods have a real challenge for me because I’m going to kick its ass.” 
 
    They all cheered for me again, but the sound might as well have been bullets leaving a gun. Each one made me want to double over and unload my breakfast onto the stage. Tossing my cookies would do nothing to get me through this trial. 
 
    “Step over here,” Callie ordered me, pulling me along and turning me to the screen. “Let’s take a look at what you’ll be doing today.” 
 
    Names started showing up on the board, along with pictures and information. I saw a woman named Jessica Harper. Age twenty-three, a husband, a new job. Then Grant Lee, who was thirty, had two kids. Another name, and another, and another. They all piled up until I saw ten of them stacked beside each other on the screen. 
 
    “Meet your goals,” Callie said. “We…” She paused, clearing her throat as her eyes went blank for a moment. The girl paled as she stared at the changing screen. “We have all ten of these people trapped in a house that’s just met with a terrible fate.” 
 
    The image on the screen to that of a two-story house with smoke climbing out of every window in it. Orange flames danced along the side of the house. My chest pumped at the sight. 
 
    “It’s your job to get as many out as you can,” Callie said in a breath. “You have until… You have until it’s over. Go!” 
 
    Double doors at the center of the stage opened into pure blackness. I didn’t waste a second running through it, the screams of the cheering crowd coming to a sharp end the moment I stepped inside. The blackness ate me up and spat me out again onto the grass. 
 
    I didn’t know where the hell I ended up, but it was night when I looked up at the burning house alone on a hill. The flames had grown since I’d seen them on the screen, so I shot up from the ground and onto my feet in no time. 
 
    I ran as fast as my body would allow, the distance between me and the house growing smaller with every passing second. Heat rolled onto me as I heard screams coming from inside the house. I busted through the front door, fire greeting me. 
 
    I didn’t let myself scream in pain as my clothes started burning. Fabric fused with my skin and went ignored as I tried to target the closest scream. I couldn’t tell where it came from, drowned out with the sounds of other people calling out, and the house crumbling around me. 
 
    Quickly, I took in my surroundings to could get a sense of where I was. It felt like a farmhouse, looking older and slightly worn down. Pictures of a family hung on the wall, from what I could tell. Two parents, four kids, and a dog all posed for several photos being destroyed by fire. I didn’t recognize any of them from the pictures I’d been forced to look at, knowing that those ten lives depended on me and me alone. 
 
    I heard something pounding on a door, sending me into the side room before I really had time to think. My chest felt like a tornado, the terror of almost a dozen people resonating inside of me. It tangled up in my own feelings, similar to what these people felt. I had to push it away if I wanted to focus on the task at hand. 
 
    I found myself in a kitchen, desperately searching for anyone to grab. That pounding got louder, coming from the pantry door. When I ripped it open, I found a man tied up and on the floor. Bloodshot eyes looked up at me with desperation. 
 
    I didn’t waste a moment explaining what was happening. I picked him up and hurried to the bay window on the other side of the kitchen. I kicked it, shattering the glass around us and making the man scream again. I broke the rope on his hands, then shoved him out the window and to a three-foot drop. 
 
    Nine more to go. 
 
    I followed the other screams, pretending they were anything but that. The terror of it wouldn’t do anything but slow me down, forcing me to soak in the horror I already knew these humans felt. They had families and lives they wanted to get back to, and they’d probably been plucked from their homes for this damn thing. Innocent people were suffering so I could be tested. 
 
    I found three more people in less than as many minutes, and I got them outside as quickly as I could. Smoke filled the house, making me cough up blackness onto my hands. My shirt had burned away except for what had glued itself to my body. My instant healing was to thank for that, and the clothes would probably need to fully be burned off me if I wanted to fix the problem. 
 
    I stumbled through to the living room again, catching myself on a wall. It cracked under my weight, and I felt that crack spreading to the rest of the house. I couldn’t hear Callie’s voice, making me feel grateful and more alone than I had been expecting. It was just me and all this fire, and my desperation as I tried to move forward. 
 
    “Please!” someone else yelled out before hacking out a cough. These humans couldn’t handle as much smoke as I could, and I had no idea how much time I’d wasted so far in my stumbling. I tried to count how many people I had left. Five or six? My brain fogged up, making it hard to think. 
 
    I broke into a bedroom, falling flat on my face. I looked up to see a young girl on a bed, her hands bound, same as her feet. When I tried to push myself up, I could barely get to my knees. My vision blurred, but I could see her face clearly enough. She couldn’t have been fifteen, screaming for me. There was another person her age in this house. I hadn’t found him yet, but I could remember him from the screen. 
 
    I made myself get on my feet and then to the bed. I broke her ropes as her eyes closed. I would have screamed out for her to hold her breath, but I didn’t have a voice. She collapsed the moment I had her in my arms, but I made my way to the door, even with the dead weight. 
 
    My foot went sideways once I reached the living room. I stumbled once again, crashing into the bottom of the staircase. The wood gave way, cracking as the banister broke. I shoved my way past it, having a girl to get out into the crisp air. 
 
    I blinked, and we were both on the ground and gasping for air. The girl rolled onto her stomach, vomiting onto the grass as I heard something inside the house breaking. When I looked up, the side had started to cave in with the roof. I didn’t know how many more seconds I had. 
 
    My eyes scanned the people outside. How many? Seven? Eight? I couldn’t count them anymore. I couldn’t see. Everything blurred together. I could still hear screams, telling me I had to go. I couldn’t waste more time out here. I couldn’t fail even more people. 
 
    I pushed to my feet, running into the house and burning the hell out of my arm. I yelled out from the pain of that, my back burning too. The roof caved in on the left side of the house and I barely dodged out of the way before something massive could have hit me in the head. A beam crashed into the floor instead, breaking what used to be hardwood. 
 
    I stared in the directions I heard the remaining screams from. One from up the stairs where I had already been, and one from straight through the house. How… how had I missed the other one upstairs? I didn’t know. To get them, I would have had to cross burning stairs that might not hold my weight. If I got to the top of the crumbling upstairs, then it could make the rest of the house collapse onto the other person. If I went for the downstairs person first, I could have time. I could… 
 
    No. The smoke was too thick to even see, and those screams sounded muffled already. I needed to be in both places at once. I needed two of me grabbing those who remained. 
 
    In that infinite second, I stared at the steps and then the door in front of me. I couldn’t… I couldn’t get them both. It wasn’t possible. I’d been so fast. I’d hurried and gotten burned and got them as quickly as I could have. I hadn’t made a mistake, and even when I tripped, it had only lasted seconds. Seconds that wouldn’t have changed anything. I’d done everything right, and it didn’t matter. How could it not matter… Someone would die here tonight, and I couldn’t stop it.
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   C allie, shaking, lifted the microphone to her lips. “This is it, everyone,” she said, her voice surprisingly steady, considering my fella looked like he would fall apart at any second. I didn’t hate Callie. I knew that she would never have done this if she had a choice. No, the gods had forced her into this, just like they forced Zander into this trial, and I hated them. I hated them more in that second than I had ever hated a god in my entire life. 
 
    If one had been in front of me, I would have punched them in the face just to show how angry I felt. 
 
    Callie continued, unaware of the thoughts in my head. “Will Zander try to save them both, getting himself hurt in the process?” 
 
    Pretty much the second he had gone through the door, Callie had revealed the purpose of this trial. To see if Zander understood that sometimes you couldn’t save everyone, and you had to do the best you could anyway. I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs. How could they hurt Zander like this? 
 
    Instead, I stood set apart from my family, staring at the screen, at Zander’s face, horrified by the trial. The people in the stands all watched, their eyes glued to the screen. Tension had risen in the air. They felt like hungry beasts to me, waiting to dine on our failure. 
 
    And I stood there, all by myself. Jasper had his arms wrapped tightly around Kizzy, but we still weren’t on talking terms. I hadn’t forgiven him for the things that he said, and every time I looked at Kizzy, she’d turn away. As if she wouldn’t have done the same thing had Zander actually said those terrible things to Jasper. She would have been infuriated. But no, because I hurt her boyfriend, I had to get shunned. 
 
    Juniper and Verin stood off to the side, not understanding what this felt like for me. Juniper watched the screen, tears in her eyes, gaze focused on Zander, but she didn’t tremble like I did. She didn’t feel the worry that I did. She wouldn’t lose something the way that I would lose something if Zander got hurt. And Verin stood next to her, stoic as ever, telling her that he would figure it out, that he would do his best, that Zander would make it through this. 
 
    As if he knew. 
 
    I wrung my hands, turning back to look at the screen. 
 
    Zander’s heartbreakingly beautiful face, covered in soot, set in determination. He turned toward the person downstairs, the one who could still scream. The one that had been left upstairs, they had gotten quiet. Zander ran through the hallways, his arm up to cover his mouth. The damage had already been done. He coughed and hacked with each step, but he didn’t let that slow him down. 
 
    I put my hand over my heart, pretending that he could feel how much I loved him at that moment. Hoping that he knew that I had faith in him. 
 
    Zander came to a door at the end of the hallway. It had been left partially open. Flames had eaten away at the carpet leading into the room. A bound woman laid on a bed, huddled together, her eyes dull with fear. She couldn’t even look at Zander, but she kept screaming. 
 
    My fella grabbed her, shredding her ties with his bare hands just like he had done with all the others. 
 
    The tension in the room got even worse as we all watched Zander fling her over his shoulder. He started to run through the house. 
 
    The audience sucked in a collective breath when he reached the stairs. This would be it. Would he try to save the other person too or save what he could and leave the rest to die? 
 
    I wanted to hold Zander more than ever. 
 
    He came even with the stairs… and passed them. He ran outside, the woman still over his shoulder. He dumped her amongst the other people he had saved. One of the men rolled her onto her stomach when she started to cough. Black gunk left her mouth as her hacking grew steadily worse. 
 
    We all waited a heartbeat as Zander turned to look at the house again. I could almost hear his thoughts. Would it be worth going back in, trying even when he knew that he couldn’t save her? Would it be worth the pain of having to fail when only a few seconds more meant that he could have saved someone? 
 
    Then the roof fell into the house. The crash must’ve been tremendous, though we couldn’t hear it from here. Zander winced, closing his eyes and looking away from the house. Then he opened his eyes and stared at it again as more roof fell inward. 
 
    He turned to the crowd of people that he had managed to save and started shooing them away as the debris began to fly, dust filling the air. The entire structure would collapse soon. And for the first time since the entire trial began, official vehicles had started to appear. A fire truck, ambulances. Zander directed people toward the ambulances, trying to help them. 
 
    The gods must’ve decided that was enough exposure. Zander got yanked out of the scene, pulled into this world, with us once more. 
 
    Callie, tears on her cheeks, spoke steadily to the crowd. “There you have it, folks. Zander Dovetree has beaten his first trial.” 
 
    He looked confused. 
 
    I ran up to Zander, throwing my arms around him. His skin looked terrible and I knew that getting what remained of his clothing off him would be a pain in the ass, but I also knew that it could wait a couple of seconds. He needed to have a moment of comfort, even if that moment came in front of a crowd of people, all cheering and crowing in excitement. 
 
    “I did it?” Zander said. 
 
    I dropped down from him, brushing the tears from my own eyes. I didn’t want to think about the person he couldn’t save. I didn’t want to imagine what their family would think when they didn’t come home. Or what they would think when they got a phone call, telling them what happened. 
 
    “You did it,” I said. “The trial was that… was that you can’t save everyone. You had to let someone die.” 
 
    Zander stared at me for such a long moment, it felt like the world had stopped. Then he looked back at Callie, still crying. “Well, that concludes today’s trials, everyone. Please join us tomorrow, as we continue. Good day everyone!” She waved until the second the screen behind her went blank, indicating that the filming had stopped. Then Callie threw the microphone onto the ground. 
 
    Aster, who had been sitting in the crowd like before, ran up to her. His arms went around her immediately, and Callie buried her face in his shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Zander said, rubbing at his face and smearing the soot there. 
 
    Our family approached. 
 
    “I was… supposed to let someone die? That was my trial? To let a helpless person, bound in a burning house, die? What could that possibly have done for me?” His anger started to build. “What exactly are we getting from these trials, if in order to prove we can handle it, we have to let people die?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But it has to be worth it.” 
 
    “Does it?” he demanded, staring down at me. “Does it have to be worth it? Think about it for a second. This is exactly the kind of game that the gods love to play. They give you something, something that you think you need, and then they punish you for it, and laugh.” 
 
    “Not here,” Kizzy said when she reached us. She wrapped her arms around Zander, squeezing him tightly. “Not right now.” 
 
    That didn’t seem to appease him any. Zander started to shake. 
 
    Callie came up to us, and whispered, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know what they were going to do until they already had those people in the house. I would have warned you; I would have told you if I had known. I would’ve done something.” 
 
    Zander didn’t answer. His anger seemed to have dissipated, but that left him looking lost. Or like he was in shock, maybe. 
 
    I turned to Callie, taking control of the situation since no one else seemed willing or able to. “Is there a private room nearby, where I can take care of Zander?” I asked. If he had been in his right mind, it would have occurred to him that he was standing in the middle of a studio, pretty much buck ass naked. Some of his clothing still stuck to his skin in a painful looking way, and he had soot covering him from head to toe, but still. He couldn’t have been comfortable like that. 
 
    Callie sucked in a breath, nodding. “Um, yeah. The gods say that you can go through that door right there,” she said, pointing to one behind us. “You should be able to take care of him in there, but then you need to come back out so that we can…” She wrinkled her nose, grabbing Aster by the hand and squeezing until her knuckles turned white. “Celebrate.” 
 
    I didn’t even want to touch that one. 
 
    Grabbing Zander, I hauled him after me. He let me move him without much trouble, affirming my shock theory. 
 
    “I’ll help,” Kizzy said. 
 
    “No,” I told her, harsher than I meant to. “You stay there, I’ll take care of Zander.” 
 
    “Jasmine—” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    She rocked back on her heels and didn’t argue again as I dragged Zander into the private room that Callie had directed us. I blinked when we stepped inside. Private and luxurious, I mentally corrected myself. It looked like a bathroom, but the kind of bathroom that rich people dream of. It had a tub big enough to fit Nemo comfortably, a shower stall that looked like it would hold six people without them bumping elbows, and everything was made of white marble with brownish gold swirls in it. Gold accents had been littered throughout the bathroom. 
 
    It had a large TV on the wall with gold edges—I didn’t even know how they managed that—and four chairs just waiting for someone to sit in them. 
 
    I shook my head, pulling Zander further into the room. He sat down in one of the chairs without much of a fuss, and I got the bathtub running. It would take forever to fill it up, so I ignored it after that, turning back to my boyfriend. He didn’t say or do anything as I started pulling his clothing off his body. Most of it came away easily since his skin had healed underneath it. Some, though, some I had to pull and cut and scrape, but still, Zander didn’t say a word. It took a long time to get all of the clothes off, but I managed it. They went into the trashcan. 
 
    “Zander,” I said, tilting his head toward me. 
 
    He blinked and seemed to see the room around us for the first time. He also noticed the bathtub, rapidly filling with water. He got up and walked over to it without me prompting him. The chair he vacated had turned gray. I pushed it up to the counter so that I wouldn’t have to look at the thing anymore. 
 
    The gods deserved to have their things ruined. 
 
    I knelt down next to the tub because I didn’t think Zander would like company. Not in his current state of mind. “Do you want to talk?” I asked. 
 
    “What’s there to talk about?” Zander countered. “The gods gave me a trial and I won. And only one person had to die for me to do that. I got one person killed so that we could get this magical thing that might change the tide of the war in our favor and might fuck us over. So that person’s life might not have even been worth it. I might have failed them for nothing.” 
 
    “You didn’t fail anyone,” I insisted. “The gods did. They shouldn’t have brought humans into this, to begin with. Especially ones that don’t know the gods even exist. It’s not fair.” 
 
    “None of it is ever fair,” he barked. “Maybe I shouldn’t be mad with the gods at all. What does it matter that they hurt me and Jasper for one trial? I’m the idiot that keeps getting upset when they don’t take our feelings into consideration. They’re gods. Why am I shocked that someone died for their little games? One human amongst millions? Pfft. They’re gods. They’ve killed for pettier reasons than this war. They’ve killed because someone said someone else was prettier than them. That is what we’re dealing with. I’m the moron who keeps thinking there’s something humane in them. Something that will stop and wonder if the hurt and pain and blood they bring wherever they go is worth it. I’m the one who is too stupid to remember that his own mother left him in the foster care system for years, and let his sister get raped because it was just too much work for them to save her!” 
 
    His voice had steadily risen with each word until he punctuated it with a closed fist against the wall. The marble didn’t crack, which I thought said more about the marble than it did Zander’s strength. He panted by the time he finished talking, his eyes closed and his head lowered. 
 
    “They’re gods,” he said one last time. 
 
    I swallowed thickly. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    He laughed bitterly. “What’s your proof of that?” 
 
    “That so many people made it out alive,” I said. “Because you were there. People that surely would have died if you hadn’t done this trial.” 
 
    “They were only there because of us,” Zander said. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that for a moment. He was right. They had only been there because of the trial. The gods probably hadn’t even thought about what kind of person to grab but kidnapped twenty random people they found on the street. But then I figured it out. 
 
    “Do you really think that we’re so special?” I asked. 
 
    Zander looked at me. 
 
    “Think about it,” I said. “We’re getting this chance because my brother and sister and I got turned into gods, and yeah, we’re pretty fucking awesome, you can say it. However, if it hadn’t been us, I think the gods would’ve found someone else to do these trials. If we said no, they would have found someone else, because this thing, it could change the entire war. It could be the reason they win. They wouldn’t want to leave it behind, where the enemy could find it.” 
 
    “You know the gods set it up so that you could be turned,” Zander said, shaking his head. “They’re setting us all up, tempering us like blades so that we won’t break in battle.” 
 
    “Yeah, they are,” I agreed. “But that doesn’t change the fact that they would never leave the ultimate weapon where it could be taken by their enemy.” 
 
    Zander sighed, pushing his head under the water. When he resurfaced, he looked around the room. “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    “But you still think that you failed that person,” I said. 
 
    He closed his eyes. “I know that the point wasn’t to save everyone. I know that the gods set it up so that I couldn’t, that I wouldn’t have enough time no matter what I did. I know all of that, but…” His eyes opened, and they looked so hurt. I’d never seen that look in his eyes before, which made me wonder how good he had gotten at hiding it. “But I still chose the person who would die. I still decided who would get to live and who would have to be in the building as it collapsed. Their life is on me because I could have saved it if I wanted to.” 
 
    It seemed insane that he would blame himself for choosing someone he knew he could get to, as opposed to someone that had been upstairs in a burning building. But he did blame himself. 
 
    I brushed my hand against his forehead. The water he sat in had turned completely gray and gross, but I ignored that just to talk to him. “You can’t blame yourself for who you saved, because you didn’t have a choice. Someone had to die. You can’t be upset because you chose someone who didn’t have to die.” 
 
    He laughed bitterly, shaking his head. “But I do blame myself.” 
 
    I tried to think of something else to say because I didn’t know how to help this hurt the way he blamed himself. But I would figure it out eventually. Until then, I just had to be there for Zander, until he realized he sounded insane. 
 
    He got out of the tub, and we found some clothes to change into in the closet. Just clothing for him. They hadn’t thought I would need to get out of my sooty t-shirt. After Zander changed, I took his hand, turning him to face me. “Okay,” I said. “I know that the last thing you want right now is to go out there and pretend to be a person, but I think you have to.” 
 
    He gave another bitter laugh. “Oh?” 
 
    I nodded. “There’s an entire audience of people ready to pick you apart. I know that you don’t care about them, and neither do I, to be honest, but the gods are watching. We have to show them that we’re strong enough for this.” 
 
    “Are we?” Zander asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are we strong enough to handle this thing they want to give us?” he asked. “Are we strong enough to take it on, when these are the tests they’re throwing at us?” 
 
    “Of course, we’re strong enough,” I said. 
 
    “I wish that I could be as sure as you are.”
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   “W as there ever any doubt you would win?” Callie laughed, though her heart felt strangled. That pain echoed in me. How she held it together like this, I didn’t know. She kept that smile on her face like she had a gun to her head. 
 
    “No,” I lied, scratching the back of my neck as I leaned down to her mic. “You can’t be a child of Aphrodite and let things like doubt in. Doesn’t mesh.” 
 
    She laughed again, the sound stinging my chest. “I suppose not. And for those of you watching at home,” she said, turning to the camera, “the survivors are all at home or in the hospital, all expected to make full recoveries.” 
 
    Recoveries from the lesson I’d been forced to learn. A death would forever be on me, all because I had a trial to pass. But that had been the point of the whole thing, wasn’t it? That I couldn’t save everyone. The needs of the many… 
 
    “Soon we’ll find out who’s next!” Callie chirped at the camera. “Which of our three remaining contestants will be up for their first round? Stick around for exclusive behind the scenes interviews with the amazing crew who set up each trial, and some of your favorite gods, and maybe we can take some questions from the audience. Let’s have a hand for our victor one more time before he goes to rest up for his next round.” 
 
    The people watching us roared as I took a bow for them, feeling like I would empty out my stomach onto the stage any second. The lights finally dimmed as the camera guy walked away, leaving me my own broken version of free. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Cassie whispered, rubbing her eyes. She saw Aster in the corner, not wasting a single moment before going to him. 
 
    I had a quick flash of the most disgusting relief of my life when I looked at him. I hadn’t been able to protect Aster like it had been intended, but that could have been a good thing. He suffered because of his mother, but being my brother could have meant he would have been a part of this. Two more trials to pass. Two more chances for a person to get gutted. My failure to protect him might have actually done more than I’d thought. 
 
    Jasmine’s arms came around me, warmth filling my body. “I’m so sorry, Zander.” 
 
    I hugged her back, and I did it tightly. “Just tell me about how soon we’ll be back in our house trying to woo the fuck out of each other.” 
 
    “Oh, we will be. We’ll go to the house and you won’t even be ready for how hard I’m going to woo you. You’ll be sitting there all quiet and innocent, and I’ll come in with wooing the likes of which no mortal has ever seen. You’ll be so wooed that you won’t walk for a week.” 
 
    I shut my eyes tightly, pretending like it would be that easy. We had so much ahead of us that I couldn’t see any relaxation for a long, long time. That was if we even lived through any of this. Three trials and mine made clear that something here could actually kill us. It would only get worse, but at least Kizzy and Jasper only had one more round each. The others… 
 
    “Are you okay?” Juniper asked as she and Verin approached me. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. I won, and that’s what matters.” Those words hurt coming out of my mouth. It mattered that an innocent person died so I knew that sometimes you couldn’t save everyone. I could have figured out that lesson another way. 
 
    “You did good,” Verin told me with a pat on my arm. “You saved a lot of people.” 
 
    But not everyone. 
 
    Our demigod escort led us to a buffet, though I wanted nothing to do with a meal. I couldn’t even tell what time it was, but sat in a private room, getting served like kings and queens. Considering we’d been drugged, I wasn’t terribly happy with a stranger bringing me food. I still accepted it, too numb to do much else. 
 
    “I don’t like that they don’t have Callie and the others here,” Kizzy said as someone poured her wine. She glared at it, reaching for her water. “How come they don’t get to be with us?” 
 
    Our server answered. “This room is exclusively for our heroes. Staff eats in the hotel.” 
 
    This room didn’t feel so grand to me. Maybe I just preferred to eat in our own kitchen, with a sense of urgency that I finished in time to get it all clean before Juniper came downstairs. But the gold painted chairs, the marble pillars, and the largeness of it all didn’t do anything for me. 
 
    They served us all sorts of things pertaining to what we would normally eat. Juniper and Verin had some kind of chicken thing, I had meat galore, Jasmine had a little of everything and a whole bunch of pasta, and Kizzy and Jasper shared some very colorful food. I wished I could have tasted any of it, but the flavor fell flat on my tongue. 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice how quiet the meal was. What could you even talk about when you’d just watched a person die a miserable death? The person I’d left to die, died alone and tied up, terrified. I couldn’t erase that. Everyone had been scared, but no one came to save that last girl. 
 
    After the meal, the six of us were brought back up to our hall by Ellie, who had a permanent grin on her face as she marched around with a clipboard. She gave me a pat on the back, congratulating me on my win. Everyone kept calling it a win. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said flatly to the woman. 
 
    “You were wonderful,” she said. “I’ve never seen anyone move so fast. The way you burst through that one wall that was on fire… Wow. I mean, everyone was going crazy when they saw it.” 
 
    My stomach twisted around as I held back a gag. 
 
    Kizzy stepped in with a fake smile on her face. “I think that’s enough, don’t you?” 
 
    The demigod paled. “Sorry, I got a little excited. It’s rare for an especially good thing to happen around here.” 
 
    “Is that what you call good?” Jasmine asked, her arms crossed over her chest. “Is any of this good to you?” 
 
    Ellie cleared her throat. “Actually, I have to get back to my desk. You all have a nice evening. Goodnight!” 
 
    I’d never seen someone press an elevator button so hard before. She stood there, awkwardly casting us glances before she got on and scurried to where we couldn’t see her. 
 
    “Sorry, but I think I need to duck out for the night,” I said. “If you all wanna hang out some more, go for it.” I kissed Jasmine on the top of her head before dismissing myself to our room and closing the door. 
 
    After yanking my new shoes off, I collapsed onto the bed. No matter how much sleep I got, I doubted I would ever feel fully awake again. I laid there for an indeterminant amount of time, staring at the wall. I tried to make my mind go blank, but couldn’t. 
 
    The door opened and closed again, and I saw something moving closer to me from the corner of my eye. That adorable something hopped onto our bed and put her weight on my back. Jasmine sat on me, rubbing my back and shoulders while I laid there like a lump. 
 
    “I meant it when I said you could stay with them,” I said. “I don’t want you to feel bad.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have possibly thought I would leave you all alone right now. Unless you wanted to be alone.” 
 
    “You’re the only person I want to be around.” 
 
    I flipped over, Jasmine steadying herself so she didn’t fall from my body. She straddled my lap, rubbing my arms and shoulders now that she didn’t have access to my back anymore. I couldn’t help but think about how I’d just had burns everywhere she touched. I could still feel the flames when I let my guard down for too long. 
 
    “I hope your trial is doing laundry or something,” I said to Jasmine. “Surely the future of the world depends on someone being great at eyeballing how much detergent is needed.” 
 
    She smiled down at me, her soft hands squeezing my arms. “I would kick that trial’s ass, along with anything else they threw at me. I don’t know if you know this, but I’m a goddess.” 
 
    “Are you? I couldn’t tell, what with the lack of broken furniture in our room from all the rough sex we’ve had since you’ve been godded.” 
 
    She smirked, proud. “I think you should show proof that something great happened every time you have sex. Otherwise, what’s the point.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, lying still on the bed. Jasmine kept up her massage, telling me all about how she would nail the laundry trial came down to that. Her insane detail made me think she wanted to distract me, but it happened to be exactly what I needed at the moment. To be fair, Jasmine had an amazing game plan if it turned out to actually be cleaning clothes. 
 
    I groaned when I heard a knock at the door, about to stop Jasmine from answering it when she hopped off me. I didn’t bother reaching for her arm, too tired to make the effort to stop her. I sat up to see Jasmine leading Heracles into our room, and I truly hadn’t been expecting that. 
 
    “I saw what happened,” the man said. “I’m so sorry, guys. I didn’t realize they would actively set up humans to die. Possibly die, sure, but not this. They should never have involved them.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    He sighed. “They could have found a way around it if they wanted to. It wouldn’t have even been that hard. I guess the gods just don’t care enough.” 
 
    I already knew that. It had taken me too many years to figure out and accept it, but I knew so completely that the gods would let anyone and everyone die if it meant getting them closer to what they wanted. We were nothing but playthings for them in the end. 
 
    “It really spoke volumes,” I said. “The thing is, I understand why they wanted me to learn the lesson. I get it. Sometimes there needs to be collateral damage. There’s no way to avoid it. The problem is, now I don’t know what they consider collateral damage. I mean… are we? Are we all nothing more than weapons? Do we even look like people to them?” 
 
    Staring down at the floor, Heracles tapped the carpet with his toe. “Speaking as someone who’s been screwed over a lot by the gods, I hate to say yes. Hera literally tortured me my whole life because my father is a pig. She took it all out on me, and I don’t think she’s ever felt a moment of guilt for it. In her eyes, my existence is an insult to her. Then there’s all of you, who are the perfect tools to help them win against this upcoming war. If they think hurting you would make you better, they will. If it costs a few humans their lives, then that’s the price they pay.” 
 
    “They aren’t even the ones paying it,” Jasmine quietly said. “What’s it to them if someone dies? Or if someone is getting tortured so they can get what they want? The gods are selfish, with no exceptions.” 
 
    Heracles agreed. “It’s unfortunate that they’re the ones pulling all the strings when you have to know the truth of them. You learn to live with it though. You learn to work around it when you can. The six of you seem to be doing as well as you can. You’ve been in the gods’ messes for a while now and you’re all fine.” 
 
    I snorted at that. “The seers all died, and the only reason they’re alive and immortal right now is because of what they can do for the gods. It’s because they need them, and they need my sister, me, and Verin. None of this was done for kindness.” 
 
    “No,” Heracles said. “But you still got what you wanted. That’s what I meant. The gods play, so you play back. You use whatever you can to get what you need. They use you as weapons, but now your seers are the strongest of weapons.” 
 
    I felt the frown forming on my face. “It’s a game. I don’t like that this is a game to them, so why would I start to play it back?” 
 
    “Because if you don’t, then you end up dead.” 
 
    The room got colder as if snow blew in on us. We were in a trap, I supposed. A trap that was impossible to get out of completely. Even if we managed to win the trials, handle our new tool, and win the war, that wouldn’t be it. We would be the champions of the gods, and they would look to us for anything they needed. Any fight. Any task. And they would do it until the day we died, and maybe even after. Would they rip us from our deaths to fight for them? They had done such before. 
 
    I reached out for Jasmine, knowing that I needed her hand in mine. She came in a moment, sitting beside me and taking my hand. She was so much stronger than me now, but I still couldn’t accept it. I didn’t think I would find a way to accept it. Not after finding her dead. I would always want to be right there at her side, making sure nothing touched her. 
 
    “I’ll let you two be now,” Heracles said, pushing off the wall. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry. Oh, and one more thing,” he whispered. “You didn’t hear it from me, but the next person up for their trial is Jasmine. I have no idea what it is, but I thought you’d like the heads up.” 
 
    He left the room, but I was too cold to say anything to him on the way out. I heard screaming in my head, smelled blood. Jasmine would be thrown into a trial all on her own, and right after finding out that we could die in them. I would have to stand there and watch something try and kill her, or watch her break in the process. 
 
    Jasmine laughed, the sound so jarring that I had to take my hand from hers so she wouldn’t feel it starting to shake. I looked to her to see if she had laughed nervously or if she was in shock, but she looked nothing less than delighted. 
 
    “Oh man, I’m going to destroy this,” she said, rubbing her hands together. “They have no idea what’s coming for them.” 
 
    “Jasmine,” I breathed. “You don’t know what they’re going to give you. It could be literally anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’ll destroy whatever they throw at me. How could I not when I’m a goddess? It’s almost insulting that they think they need to test us.” 
 
    I wanted to scream. Not at Jasmine, but at something. Just out loud and in shock that this could even be happening to us. The gods couldn’t even let me have one trial between mine and hers where I could have a little comfort? And what happened if Jasmine got hurt in a way that didn’t heal fast? I was already too laid out to be any kind of comfort to anyone. Would Kizzy be next so I could suffer for even longer? 
 
    Jasmine took my face in her hands, smiling softly as she laughed. “You’re so worried over nothing. I promise you that no matter what, this trial is going to be no problem for me. I’ll walk through it as easy as could be.” 
 
    None of us had gotten through our trials easily. Jasper didn’t even know he had been in the middle of his, leaving him open to failing without even realizing it. For all we knew, Jasmine’s trial could start at any moment. 
 
    “Breathe,” Jasmine told me. 
 
    I tried, but it came out in a gasp of panic. I wanted to lock her up in a closet and keep her safe until everything was over. Just like Jasper said I did. Always making everyone feel useless, trying to keep them from the danger. And he said that by keeping them from the danger made them unprepared when it came. If any of my friends failed, that would be on me too. They wouldn’t think it, but I would know it in my soul. 
 
    “Everything is going to be fine,” Jasmine said with a lilting laugh. “Home, remember? Soon, we’ll be at home like none of this even happened. It’ll all be memories of the time we all kicked so much ass at our trials and impressed the whole entire world with it. People will write songs about us. They’ll call us heroes. We’ll be legends.” 
 
    I didn’t want any of that. I didn’t want songs or stories. I wanted my family safe at home, and without broken minds and souls. What was the good of being a legend when your insides had been hollowed out? The legends would be nothing more than shells by the time they finished this.
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    Jasmine 
 
      
 
   Z ander seemed worried, but that didn’t dampen my buzz one bit. Unlike him, I knew that I had this in the bag. No matter what the gods handed to me, I would be able to stand against it. And, the biggest benefit was that I didn’t have to watch someone I loved getting torn apart. Namely Zander. Because he only he had been torn apart at the moment, which seemed completely unfair to me. 
 
    I thought these trials had been designed to test us, to make sure we had the strength to do what needed to be done. Instead, they had turned into a ‘let’s all pick on Zander’ game that I hated. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be more… worried?” Juniper asked the next morning when we all convened in my and Zander’s room. Jasper and Kizzy had come along too, but I didn’t let their presence bother me. Nothing could bother me when I had so much going for me at the moment. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around my sister, giving her a little squeeze. “Don’t fret, Juni. I’ll be fine. Watch, you’ll be amazed at how well I do.” 
 
    Verin frowned at me before pulling his girlfriend out of my grasp. I wondered if I should have been offended by that, but then let it go because I still wouldn’t let anything dampen my buzz. 
 
    Juniper shrugged. “I just think you should be, I don’t know, a little more cautious, considering the last two trials.” 
 
    “What about them?” I asked. 
 
    Zander answered, even though I hadn’t been asking him. “Well, one of them was designed to break Jasper, and we didn’t even know it was happening. For all you know, your trial is in progress right this second. As for my trial, I had to run into a burning building and let someone die.” 
 
    That did put the brakes on for a second. I examined Zander’s face, seeing the strain in his eyes, the way he didn’t want to look at any of us for too long, how his shoulders seemed to droop. He wouldn’t get over that woman for a long, long time. I couldn’t say I blamed him. I’d be upset if the gods wanted me to let someone die as well. But I also couldn’t let his trial affect mine. 
 
    “They wouldn’t give us the same trial twice,” I said, touching his shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He still looked worried. So did Juniper. Verin and the others exchanged a look that I didn’t understand, but I wouldn’t let that bring me down, either. If they wanted to be negative, then good for them. I knew that I could do this. Worse, I knew that I had to do this. 
 
    Verin and Juniper still had their first trials to go after mine. Verin would probably be fine in his, but my sister… I didn’t know if the gods would know exactly what to do to break her, but I knew that she would be the one that broke the winning streak. Even now, she had huddled up against Verin, her back resting against his front. She looked up at him, frowning as if worried about me. 
 
    Zander rubbed his eyes. “Maybe we should just eat breakfast.” 
 
    “Excellent idea,” I said, pointing to my fella. “I need to fuel up.” 
 
    Someone, probably Heracles or that Hermes kid that had been dragging us around, had sent up a real champion’s breakfast. It had everything that I could dream of, including French toast. I ate heartily, while everyone else picked and grumbled over their food. 
 
    After I’d eaten, I bounced up from the bed. “Excuse me, all, but I have to get ready for my trial.” I still had on my sleep shorts, and while they looked super cute on me, I didn’t think they would do for winning my first trial. I bounced into the bathroom, where I continued to dance, smiling at myself in the mirror. 
 
    Zander followed me. He closed the door while I started to brush my hair. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked, looking over at him. 
 
    He rubbed his eyes. “Lots. Are you sure that you don’t want to talk about what this could be? The gods could throw anything at you.” 
 
    I set my brush down and pulled my suitcase to me. “I’m sure it’ll be something grand. They pulled out all the stops for you, Jasper, and Kizzy. They wouldn’t do any less for me.” 
 
    Zander’s worried eyes met mine in the mirror. After I pulled out the jeans and t-shirt that I planned on wearing to the trial, I turned around to loop my arms around Zander’s neck. He let me do this, setting his hands on my hips. “I’m sorry that you’re worried,” I said. “But I’ll come back to you. I promise.” 
 
    He leaned down slowly and set his forehead against mine. “I know you will. If nothing else, I know that you would never leave me.” 
 
    “Well, there you go. What’s there to be worried about, then?” 
 
    I turned around to get changed, but I still heard his reply. “Everything.” 
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    Ellie came to get us about an hour later. I’d dressed in my comfiest worn jeans. They hugged my butt in a great way, which meant that I walked directly in front of Zander the entire way to the studio—if we could even call it that. I’d also put on a blue t-shirt, and had my hair tied up in a ponytail. Nothing could stop me. 
 
    When we walked into the studio, everything had already been set up. Callie sat in the crowd with Aster and Micha. The Hunter looked uncomfortable being there, but not half as unhappy as Aster. He kept touching Callie as if to reassure himself that she hadn’t wandered off. When she saw us approaching, her smile faltered for a second. When she had it firmly in place again, it looked more like a bearing of teeth. 
 
    She got up, kissed Aster on the cheek, then walked to the center of the stage. “Here we are!” she said, smiling so brightly that it hurt to look at her. “Our trials have gotten off to a banging start, with three wins so far. The fourth trial has been determined, and the person up to bat is…” 
 
    A giant screen behind her started to flash. I blinked at it, finding it hard to focus on the bright lights that seemed so garish even in comparison to the rest of the stage. Then I realized that the screen flashed pictures. Mine, Verin’s, and Juniper’s. I braced myself to act surprised and determined. 
 
    The screen stopped, and Callie turned to the crowd. “Jasmine Nelson!” 
 
    Everyone screamed, and I flashed them a bright smile. Their screaming got louder. I sauntered on up to Callie. 
 
    She turned to look at me. “Are you ready for this?” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” I said as if that had been a silly thing to ask. 
 
    We turned toward the screen, which doubled as the doors into the real world. I didn’t know for a fact that this studio hadn’t been built in the real world, but it felt like it hadn’t. Everything ran too smoothly, without much interference from the people that I could see standing around. 
 
    Callie, still with that sharp smile plastered onto her face, turned me to the crowd. I cocked my hip at them, smirked, and blew a kiss. They all went crazy, screaming at me. It made a girl feel pretty good, actually. 
 
    “The gods have instructions for you,” Callie said, turning to face me. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Callie nodded. She touched the screen, and an image appeared. It reminded me of the park that Kizzy’s trial had been in, but then I looked closer. I could see a lake through the trees, dotted with people in boats, holding fishing rods. A circle had also been burned into the grass by that lake. It looked ominous, to say the least. A group of kids ran past the screen, all laughing and wearing bathing suits. They threw balloons that exploded with a splash of water. 
 
    Callie turned back around, keeping her game-show face on. “You’re to stand in the middle of that circle and not move or speak. If you step out of it, then there will be dire consequences.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “That’s it.” 
 
    I turned to look at the crowd, still playing up to them. “They could have given me something hard.” 
 
    The audience laughed. 
 
    I looked at my family, but none of them had an amused expression on their face. Juniper had huddled up to Verin again and seemed to be squeezing his hand so hard that his knuckles had turned white. Zander had his arms crossed over his chest, his head down like he didn’t want to watch. Kizzy and Jasper both looked worried. 
 
    I turned away from them and stepped through the screen. One second, I stood in the studio, the next I stood in grass. The clean lemony scent switched over to the smell of freshly mown grass and crisp air. The sounds followed a second later. People screamed at one another, laughing and pushing each other. Couples flirted mercilessly, huddled up to one another under trees and by the lake itself. It felt like one of those perfect, fresh summer days that we almost never got in Seattle. 
 
    I rubbed my hands together and walked over to the circle. I knew the second I stepped into it, the trial would officially begin. 
 
    Nothing changed once I crossed over. I thought that the air would get still, or the world would calm down. Something to indicate what would happen. Instead, everything remained the same. 
 
    I looked around the park. 
 
    The children hadn’t stopped their water balloon fight. It looked like the older kids had started getting beaten by the younger ones. One enterprising child had taken to the trees with a bundle of balloons, and started throwing them down on his competitors, laughing maniacally while he did so. 
 
    Over by the trees, two mothers watched their children with fond eyes, their arms wrapped around another. They didn’t even seem to notice me standing there. Neither did the people in the boats, or the ones fishing. 
 
    I thought about sitting down but changed my mind. The gods might’ve given me an easy trial for my first go, but they wouldn’t take kindly to me being flippant. 
 
    The child in the tree started shouting down to his comrades. “Hey! I can jump into the lake from here!” 
 
    A dumb thing to do, but I didn’t think anything about it for the most part. I stood in my circle, waiting for this boring trial to be over. I’d wanted something dramatic, something that would show everyone what I could do. Instead, I had to stand in the circle… not moving. What did this show me? What did I have to prove by doing this? 
 
    The kids on the ground started egging the boy in the tree on. I could hear him laughing at them. He looked like an average eight-year-old. He had russet brown skin, curly brown hair, and deep brown eyes, almost black. His smile flashed so white that it almost didn’t look real, and he wore jeans and a t-shirt, much like I did. 
 
    The kid looked down at his friends, who had all started waving at him as if trying to get him to move further down the branch. 
 
    He did. 
 
    I heard something cracking, and my heart started beating faster. I focused my eyes on the branch. It didn’t look that big, barely enough to hold the kid’s weight on the meatiest part. He inched down the branch, moving closer to the water. “You guys wanna see me jump?” the kid called down to his friends. 
 
    “Do it! Do it!” the others shouted at him, laughing harder than they had been before. 
 
    The boy inched further down. 
 
    If he had gotten to jump on his own, it probably would have been fine. He’d have dived into the water, come up laughing, and all his friends would cheer for the stupid thing that he had done. But the branch broke before he could get close enough to the water to jump. He fell like a rock, hitting the edge of the bank with a hard thud and then slid into the water in a boneless jumble. 
 
    My heart started to beat faster. I took a step forward, prepared to run out there to check on him. 
 
    I stopped, looking down at the circle around me. My foot rested about two inches from the perimeter. Crossing that two inches would mean giving up the trial, losing the tool that would help us win the war potentially, and putting my entire family on edge. I looked back at the water, silently willing the kid to climb back up. 
 
    He didn’t. The water rippled where he had fallen in, and I could see a few bubbles, but no one came popping back up. 
 
    His friends hadn’t realized what happened, either. They all stood together, laughing and clapping for their friend. 
 
    I couldn’t even call out to them without losing. 
 
    The kid still hadn’t surfaced. 
 
    I’d told Zander they wouldn’t teach us the same thing twice. But what other purpose could this trial have, if I couldn’t save the kid? I couldn’t even call out that he was in danger. My heart started to beat faster, and I walked in the tight circle of my cage, careful not to step out of it. No one even looked at me, as if I didn’t exist anymore. 
 
    The gods did this kind of thing all the time. They sat up on their thrones, watching the world below without giving a fuck about who died and who lived. Was that the point of this trial? That I needed to learn not to give a fuck? But if I couldn’t care about a helpless kid in the water, then what would be the point of existing? An eight-year-old, who hadn’t yet learned when not to be a dumbass. 
 
    My heart continued to pound as his friends threw balloons at each other again. How long had it been? Ten seconds? Twenty? He still hadn’t surfaced. What happened in twenty minutes, when no one noticed? How long would the gods make me stand there, helpless to do anything? 
 
    I felt lied to, cheated. They had taught Zander that you couldn’t save everyone already, why would they teach me the same thing? Or were they even teaching us, or seeing if we would do what they wanted? Was that the point of this trial? I had to stand there because the gods told me to. I had to prove that I would listen to them, even when I really didn’t want to. Or maybe they wanted me to prove that I’d break the rules if it meant doing something good? 
 
    But I’d never had issues breaking the rules. If they wanted to test someone on that, they should have thrown Juniper in the middle of this, not me. They shouldn’t have stuck me with this impossible decision. Only I could save that boy, and I had to stand still and watch him die? 
 
    I couldn’t do that. 
 
    “Where’s Billy?” one of the other kids asked, looking around. He looked a little older and a lot like the kid that had fallen in the water. An older brother, maybe. 
 
    The other kids all looked around. A pale girl frowned, and asked, “Did he come out of the water?” 
 
    “He must’ve,” one of the others said. 
 
    “I didn’t see it,” the girl argued. 
 
    I silently urged them to go into the water, fish Billy out, and try to revive him. If it hadn’t been too late. It’d been what, a minute? Longer? 
 
    Words bubbled up my throat, but I didn’t say them. I bit down on my tongue, hunching into a ball in the circle. I would not be the reason we lost this trial. I wouldn’t be… but if the gods made me watch as a little boy drowned to death, then I would be a vengeance they never saw coming. 
 
    The older boy called his brother a few times, threatening him with extreme physical violence if this turned out to be a joke. 
 
    Tell your parents, make them jump into the water. Do it, I begged him, squeezing fists so hard that I felt blood starting to trickle down my palms. 
 
    Finally, the older boy panicked. He rushed to the lake and dove in without thinking. I wanted to scream some more. He looked barely bigger than Billy, and he was going to drag his brother up from the bottom? 
 
    My throat ached with how badly I wanted to scream at him. To scream at anyone to get the boys out of the water. Both of them. They would suffocate each other, they would both die, all while I sat in a fucking circle doing nothing. I was a goddess, and they expected me to just sit there and do— 
 
    The surface of the water broke. The older boy screamed for help as he tried to keep his younger brother above the water. A man finally appeared, looking a lot like the boys. He had panic in his eyes as he rushed forward, hauling both of them out of the water. He dumped the children onto the bank and started trying to get Billy to breathe. Then I realized what the point had been. 
 
    I hadn’t needed to interfere for everything to be fine. 
 
    The world vanished around me, becoming bright and loud. The people in the audience had started to applaud. 
 
    “You did it!” Callie said, putting enough fake cheer into her words that I wanted to punch the gods in the face for making her do this. “You passed your trial.” 
 
    I’d barely turned around before arms circled me. Zander’s, squeezing so tightly that I could barely breathe through his relief.
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    Zander 
 
      
 
   I saw that sliver of leftover terror when I looked into her eyes. Jasmine smiled, her lips moving as she spoke into a microphone about how she wasn’t worried from the start. Callie nodded along, prompting her with more questions. Jasmine played the game like she’d been born to do it, keeping that bright smile pinned to her face as she displayed every ounce of cockiness in her whole body. I hated looking at it. I hated hearing it at the same time I could see her try and keep her hands from shaking. 
 
    I stood on the sidelines with Aster as he watched his girlfriend suffer along with mine. He bounced on his feet, reminding me of a runner waiting for the starting gun. 
 
    “I hate this,” Aster breathed, pressing a hand to his chest. “My heart hasn’t stopped racing since we got here. I don’t know who in the hell’s idea it was to use Callie like a prop, but I want to break their neck.” 
 
    I knew that kind of fury all too well. “The gods do things because they can. Because it entertains them, or sometimes, they come up with what they think is a good excuse. I don’t know why they bother.” 
 
    “Callie shouldn’t be here,” Aster said. “She’s barely more than human, and it’s too dangerous to be in the middle of all this potential chaos. Not to mention what it’s doing to her head. You didn’t see her after your trial, but she didn’t sleep that night. Not that it was easy on you.” The kid took a breath. “It’s just that—” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain to me,” I said, holding my hands up. “When you have a person, they matter most. Don’t worry about me, I can handle myself just fine. Focus on Callie.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what to do for her. How do you comfort someone when they’re being forced to torture their friends? You know it’ll only get worse from here, right?” 
 
    I knew that. I spent every second of the day thinking about how much worse it would get. We weren’t even halfway through and I already thought my heart would give out as I watched Jasmine full of fear, wondering if she would have to watch a little boy drown. I knew that feeling all too well, putting it on your own shoulders. If the boy had died, Jasmine would have to carry that with her, and it worried me to think how that pain would manifest. 
 
    I doubted she would have taken it like me, letting it blister and ache on the inside. She would want to be better. She would want to make up for it in all kinds of dangerous and horrifying ways. Jasmine already thought she was untouchable, and I shuddered to think what she would do if she really had something to prove. 
 
    “Callie is going to be okay,” I promised Aster. “That girl holds the voices of the gods in her head and manages to function better than most of us.” 
 
    “But what happens if the gods want her to do something else? They could call on her for anything.” 
 
    “They won’t. Callie is the immortal Oracle, and that means something. They want her safe. Physically. The gods don’t give a shit about her head, but I can promise you that when this war comes, she’ll be the safest person on the planet.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    I didn’t believe I could get everyone out alive, and that included Callie. That didn’t mean it wouldn’t happen, didn’t mean we would die, and didn’t mean we were in any danger. It just meant that I couldn’t make myself believe we would survive a war to come. Even with three gods on our side, four demigods, the Oracle, and a Hunter, this was war. War had casualties, and since when did I get lucky enough to not lose things? 
 
    But I could feel the worry running deep through Aster, and I thought of what a brother would say. The gods intended for me to be his brother. Just because it didn’t work out didn’t mean I should skip on my responsibilities. Aster didn’t have half the confidence I did, and that really said something. It was my job to fix it. 
 
    “I do,” I lied. “When the war comes, it won’t be any of you on the front lines. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    Jasmine took a bow as the lights dimmed and Callie lowered her mic. Callie took a breath, staring up at the ceiling with irritation. I wanted the gods to pay for all the stress they’d put her under, along with the rest of us. I hated knowing they would never suffer for it. 
 
    “You did amazing, baby,” I told Jasmine as she walked to me, Aster taking her place beside Callie with Micha. I smiled, holding my arms out so she could tuck herself against me. I lifted her in the air for a tight hug, then gave her a gentle shake like a wolf trying to break the neck of a bunny. “I’ll have to reward your hard work with some work of my own later.” 
 
    “Ooh,” she said when I set her down. “I like where you’re going with this. Only one more trial for each of us. You excited?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “So excited. Maybe I’ll get to drown a baby. Oh, or maybe slit Kizzy’s throat.” 
 
    Jasmine swatted at my arm. “You’ll do fine in whatever you get, and I’m sure it won’t be as heartbreaking as your last one. Kizzy’s wasn’t. It just needs to be a challenge.” 
 
    Maybe my heart was too easy to break. 
 
    “I think I’m done with being challenged.” 
 
    I thought she would be a little more shaken after her trial, given what I’d seen in her eyes. It wasn’t all gone when I looked at her, but she seemed to pay it no mind, even with me. I didn’t know if I should have pushed her to talk to me about it or let it go so it didn’t eat away at her. With Jasmine, it was hard to know the right thing to do. I had no choice but to hope she came to me with it once she was ready. 
 
    With the interviews over, we could enjoy our stress in the privacy of our own rooms. I would have preferred for us all to sit in the lobby so I could keep an eye on the others, but no one else seemed down for that. They all thought they would be just as safe alone as they were with me, and I didn’t want anyone to learn the truth the hard way. 
 
    “I can bring you something to eat,” I told Jasmine as we passed the green room. “You want anything?” 
 
    “Everything,” she told me. “Hurry back, okay?” Jasmine lifted up on her toes to kiss my cheek, her lips lingering on me as her nails dug into my side. 
 
    “As fast as I can,” I promised. 
 
    I slipped into the green room, intent on getting as much food as I could shove onto a plate in three minutes flat. While Jasmine wanted to put on a good front, she couldn’t hide her feelings from me. I tried not to meddle where I didn’t belong, but the magic had a mind of its own sometimes. It was worse with the people I knew well. 
 
    Kizzy was in the green room when I arrived, and I gave my little sister a big hug in greeting. “You hanging in there?” I asked. 
 
    “I was,” she breathed against me. “Then you squeezed me so hard you made me drop my cookie.” 
 
    I looked down to see a dead oatmeal raisin cookie, crushed on the ground. “Sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    Kizzy straightened herself out when I set her down. “I take it you’re here for a meal. You didn’t want to have it delivered by that dead-eyed girl in the lobby?” 
 
    I sucked in a breath through my teeth. “Nah, I prefer to have my meals without the smell of despair around me. Maybe next time though. You?” 
 
    Kizzy turned to the table of luxurious food, eyeing it like she didn’t trust what she saw. “I thought me and Jasper could have a little date in our room. He’s been kind of upset since after his trial.” 
 
    “After?” 
 
    She turned to me, pinkish eyebrow lifted. “Well, it happens when you have someone yelling all your insecurities at you, and then you get your sister coming in to scream at you like you did something wrong. I love Jasmine a lot, but I had to keep myself from punching her in the face.” 
 
    I blinked. “What?” 
 
    “What, what?” 
 
    “Jasmine yelled at him?” 
 
    Kizzy’s eyes went wide. “I thought you knew. I guess I assume you guys tell each other almost everything. Haven’t you noticed that we haven’t really spoken since your trial? She won’t come near us.” 
 
    I’d picked up on the silence. Jasmine didn’t mention it at all, or even give any hint that she’d gone and done something like that. I had to assume she knew I wouldn’t approve. 
 
    “Kiz, I didn’t tell her to do that. I swear to the gods I would never.” 
 
    “I know that,” Kizzy said. “Jasper knows it too. He told me you guys talked and were okay. Jasmine on the other hand…” 
 
    I wouldn’t let that stand. Not when we were in the middle of all this shit and constant stress. It would only make us lose focus on the trials at hand, and we couldn’t afford even a single second of losing that focus. It could get people killed. I had to live with the things I couldn’t change, but this wasn’t one of them. 
 
    I patted Kizzy on the shoulder before I took off for my room. I told myself not to get snippy with Jasmine because I understood why she’d attacked her brother. I’d been hurt by the things I shouldn’t have heard, and she wanted to make it better. She wanted to fix what couldn’t be fixed. I did the same thing literally every day of my life. 
 
    When I walked into our room and found Jasmine on the bed, she frowned at me. “No food? I was promised food, Zander. You can’t jerk me around like that.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, staring her down. “You wanna tell me why you and Jasper and Kizzy aren’t talking to each other?” 
 
    Jasmine huffed, tilting her chin up indignantly. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Jazz.” 
 
    She threw her hands up. “You were so upset! Your hands were shaking, and I just knew what your insides must have felt like. Jasper said a whole bunch of terrible things. And before you try and defend him by saying it was for a trial, first off, he thought it was you. He was prepared to say all that to your face, true or not. Second, it was cruel, and my job as your lady is to defend you. You would have done the same for me.” 
 
    I probably wouldn’t have iced out my sister, but I didn’t say that. “You need to make up with them right now. We don’t know what challenges are going to come, and we all have to be on good terms. For all we know, this is part of another trial, and the gods want us all messed up.” 
 
    Jasmine stood, her hands on her hips. “I’m still mad about what he said. Kizzy defended him, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I repeated. “That’s her husband. Spouse wins out over siblings. Those are just the rules.” 
 
    “Those are stupid rules.” 
 
    I smiled crookedly. “Really? So, if you and Kizzy got into a fight, you would want me to take her side?” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at me. “We’re not married.” 
 
    “Girlfriend loses to sister then? You’d be fine with me taking her side right now over something?” 
 
    “Not the point.” 
 
    I laughed, actually feeling a little amused. “Please, can you just go make up with them? If anything, it would be a favor to me. I can’t deal with all this stress, and you all being upset while we have to do trials. I don’t want the gods to have anything on us.” 
 
    I watched her as she considered me, and I really didn’t know what she would say. I understood what upset her. If I had to listen to Kizzy list all of Jasmine’s insecurities and regrets, then I would have been angry too. But I could easily forgive Jasper for the truths he felt he needed to say. My mother had to push him, and I hated her for it. To her, it didn’t matter that it would wreck me. She wanted warriors who could handle her weapon, and this would get that for her. My whole existence was because she had been bored, so I really couldn’t be that heartbroken that Mom would hurt me like this. She probably didn’t even view me as a real person. 
 
    I realized this would do nothing to get her to open up to me about her trial. Forcing Jasmine into things never worked out the way one would hope, and it only made things worse. I couldn’t budge on this though, because we had lives on the line. These things could depend on us all working together as a team, and one little issue could mean the end of us, and losing our edge to win this war for people who wouldn’t fight it for themselves. 
 
    “For you, I’ll do it,” Jasmine decided. Pointing at me, she said, “You owe me some real good lovin’ for the possible groveling I’ll have to do. You got me?” 
 
    I nodded. “All the lovin’ you want, and in whatever manner you so choose.” 
 
    She grinned. “And say I’m better at wooing than you.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrows. “You ask too much of me. I would never lie to you like that.” 
 
    “Fine! I’ll just have to defeat you hard enough that you can admit it to me. I suppose you want to come with me for this make-up?” 
 
    I did because I didn’t know if something would set her off and she would tumble into the deep end. 
 
    I followed her out and turned to Jasper and Kizzy’s room. Jasmine got there before me, so Kizzy opened the door to see her. She sighed, then let Jasmine in. I went in after her, quietly thanking my sister. 
 
    Jasper sat in a chair in the corner, picking at the food Kizzy had brought them. He glanced up at his sister and I, probably preparing for drama none of us had time for. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked. 
 
    Jasmine stared me daggers before she sighed, turning to her brother. “Jasper, Kizzy, I’m sorry that I got mad at both of you after Jasper’s trial. Things were said that I wish hadn’t been.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jasper said to her. “We’re all under a lot of pressure, and I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “Um… yeah.” 
 
    “Really? You don’t want to maybe tell Zander you’re sorry for what you said to the fake him? That was some messed up shit you spouted off, and you know he heard it all.” 
 
    I put my hand on her shoulder, trying to make her stop. “I don’t need him to say sorry for it. I don’t actually want him to say sorry.” That would only make the words sting more because he couldn’t take them back. I couldn’t unhear the things some part of him thought, and every part of me believed. I couldn’t undo my mistakes, and now I had five other people who knew about them. Who knew every misstep I’d ever taken. That came with consequences. 
 
    “You know I didn’t mean it,” Jasper said. 
 
    I nodded. “I know you don’t think you did. I don’t want to talk about that right now. We could be facing another trial tomorrow and I would rather not have all this swimming around in my head for that.” 
 
    Jasper put his hands up. “Then I think we should just call it and say we’re all fine with each other. We can put it behind us and never think about it again.” 
 
    I’d spent hours thinking about it. I would spend hours more with it on my mind, coming back to me in those dark moments where everything else was too quiet. That was always how it happened. That was when I would think about what Kizzy looked like when she’d showed up at my house, or when the door had been opened with Jasmine’s body just inside. I didn’t get to escape, and maybe I didn’t deserve to. 
 
    “Deal,” I said. “Jasmine, do you agree to these terms?” 
 
    With a sigh, she did. “We can all play nice, but I won’t stay nice if something else like this happens again. For the sake of getting through the rest of our trials, I say we’re done fighting.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Then I think we should go down to that green room and eat every single thing they were stupid enough to put out for us.”
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   M y brother and Kizzy left the green room about an hour later. Verin and Juniper hadn’t shown up at all, but that didn’t surprise me. The two of them liked to spend a lot of alone time together. Zander wanted to head back to our room, but I enjoyed the food too much. “Just let me have a few more plates of food,” I said, smiling at him and wiggling my hips. 
 
    He laughed. “We can take them with us. Or better yet, order food from room service.” 
 
    My eyes went dull with longing. I had forgotten that room service was a thing. A delicious thing that tried to bring me whatever I wanted. Mmm. “All right,” I said, throwing my hands up. “Take me away, good sir. Just know that I can’t do anything naughty to you until I’ve gotten my fill of baked goods, meats, and maybe even a vegetable or two. Ooh, I wonder if they would send me steak.” I closed my eyes, picturing a steak the size of my head. 
 
    “I’m sure you could,” Zander said, hauling me up into his arms with a smile. “They would probably do anything for the goddess that nailed her first trial.” 
 
    I kicked one leg out dramatically. “They sure as shit would,” I said, grinning. “And I most certainly did nail my trial. Everyone should gawk in amazement for what I’m capable of.” 
 
    Zander’s smile just got wider as we reached the elevator. Once inside, he set me down on my feet. I felt like dancing around. Now that the worst of it had finally come to an end, I felt an overwhelming joy at having beaten my trial so spectacularly. No one had doubted me, sure, but I still felt like shoving my victory in everyone’s face. Luckily, I held back. I didn’t want to annoy people too much. 
 
    Once we got back to our room, I flopped down on the bed while Zander went to order me more celebratory food. When he’d finished that, he went to shower. Since his trial, he kept thinking that he still smelled smoke on his skin. I assured him several times that he didn’t have anything to worry about, but that didn’t seem to help him any. I stretched my legs out, kicking them lightly in the air. 
 
    It would be fun to jump into the shower and pounce on him. Maybe if we had a dirty shower, he’d stop thinking about getting clean. 
 
    I grinned to myself. 
 
    The smile faded quickly as I started thinking about the events of the day. I couldn’t really be upset with Zander for thinking he had to fix the fight I had with my brother. I understood that Jasper had never meant to hurt Zander, but I still thought that he should have apologized. Or at least showed more remorse than he had thus far. I loved my brother, but I felt like he didn’t quite understand. No one ever meant to hurt someone they loved. They always wanted to sweep things under the rug and pretend like it never happened, but no one healed by doing that either. 
 
    Apologies would fix the problem. Apologies and admitting when you were wrong. Pretending it never happened didn’t fix anything. 
 
    Someone knocked on the door. I jumped up and flitted over. A demigod stood on the other side, though I’d never met this one before. I didn’t know how I knew they were a demigod, but I did. They had a cart full of delicious smelling food, and I grinned, stepping aside so he could bring it in. He set the cart at the end of the bed, and I frowned at him. 
 
    “Are you another of Hermes’ kids? Something about you feels familiar.” 
 
    The guy turned to smile at me. He had light blond hair and blue eyes, and he just looked huge. I felt dwarfed standing next to him, and I didn’t feel dwarfed next to Zander. He also looked like he spent a lot of his time working out, which also made me uncomfortable. 
 
    “I should hope so, you’ve been spending a lot of time with my dad lately,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. 
 
    Something about the smile clued me in, even though I hadn’t seen his dad smile a lot. “Heracles’ kid?” I asked, leaning forward. 
 
    The guy nodded, rocking back and forth on his heels. “Yep. One of his newer kids, actually. I’m only one hundred and two years old.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Whoa. And you’re one of his newer kids?” 
 
    The demigod shrugged. “Dad doesn’t like to get out too much. There are only two sisters younger than me. They’re both over fifty. I haven’t talked to them in years, though, so I suppose they might be dead.” 
 
    He said that so casually that it hurt my heart. I shifted around, chewing on the corner of my lip. “Why haven’t you talked to them?” 
 
    “Eh, that’s not important,” the kid said. “The point is that I work with Dad when he lets me. Most gods ignore their children, but Dad’s different from all the others.” 
 
    I knew that the gods didn’t do much for their children already. Hard for me not to with Zander in my life. His mother had screwed him over so many times. I’d seen so much pain in Zander’s eyes over the last few months, so much confusion. Every time his mother had a chance to help him out, to make sure that he didn’t get hurt, Aphrodite left him out to dry. Luckily, our children wouldn’t have to worry about that. 
 
    “Well, I’m happy that Heracles is a better person than most of the gods,” I said. 
 
    The kid laughed, then gestured to the tray of food. “Well, I think you’ve got everything. The kitchen staff added a little celebration for you, too. Kind of like a pat on the back, but without hands.” He flashed his hands at me, wiggling his fingers back and forth. 
 
    “Ooh, thanks,” I said, grinning. 
 
    He nodded, did a half bow, and took off. I closed the door behind him, pulled the tray over to the bed, and started going through everything. My steak looked amazing and smelled even better. I found a plate full of fries and three different desserts as well, all of them looking positively divine. 
 
    The last cloche seemed to be taller than the rest. It must’ve been hiding my present from the kitchen staff. I pulled the metal up and felt my face go tight. A bottle sat in a bucket of ice. It didn’t look like champagne or wine, but I couldn’t tell what it was. My hand shook when I reached for it, pulling it out of the icy water. The liquid inside sloshed around. 
 
    I turned the bottle to read the label. I had been wrong. It was wine, from Dionysus’ special collection. Which meant that it probably had some ambrosia in it, so that the gods could feel the effects of the alcohol. 
 
    My mouth watered and then went dry within two seconds. I felt so thirsty all of a sudden. I’d never really developed a taste for wine back when I had been drinking all the time. It felt too pungent for me. I liked beer and tequila. The tequila barely had a taste to me, but I liked the burn of it, the way it could sear away every thought in my head. The beer had been a slower burn when I wanted to pace myself. 
 
    But I’d been willing to drink anything if it would do what I needed it to do. 
 
    Since I’d become a goddess, I knew that I could drink again. Tequila wouldn’t affect me. Beer wouldn’t affect me. The only reason I hadn’t gotten anything to drink was because of Zander. Even knowing that I couldn’t get drunk, I knew he’d be sad to see me drinking. I liked to think he’d trust me to know my limits now since I’d become a goddess. He wouldn’t, though. He didn’t trust any of us to take care of ourselves. Jasper hadn’t been wrong about that. But unlike Jasper, I knew that Zander had been trying to get better with that. He had been trying to prove he trusted the rest of us. 
 
    But he would never trust me with this bottle. 
 
    I wondered if it could even get me drunk. Ambrosia worked on the gods, sure, but how well did it work? Did it just make them feel good? Did it actually get them a little drunk? 
 
    I didn’t think so, because Dionysus never actually acted drunk. I’d only met him the one time, but I’d listened to Callie’s stories. She always made him seem sober. I didn’t think she’d lie to make a god look better, especially now that they had forced her into this position. 
 
    The wine felt cold. 
 
    One sip couldn’t hurt, right? Just to test it out and see if it worked on me. No one cared about a single sip. Then I could put the bottle back into the bucket and tell Zander that I never touched it. It had a screw top and everything so that I could hide what I’d done. One small sip and then everything would be fine. One tiny sip… 
 
    The moment passed, and I took a deep breath. It would hurt Zander if I took this sip. I knew that it would, and I couldn’t hurt him. Not after going off on Jasper for doing the same thing. Not after playing around with him in the green room. He’d never believe that I could handle the drink. 
 
    Even if I gave him the evidence. 
 
    The shower door in the bathroom closed. Panicked, I jumped up and shoved the bottle into the back of the closet, behind my clothes. Then I grabbed two water bottles from the minifridge and stuffed them into the ice bucket, so he wouldn’t wonder why it existed. Then I sat down and pulled my steak over to me. 
 
    A minute later, Zander stepped out of the bathroom, fully clothed and smelling like steam. I smiled at him, taking a huge bite of steak. “You look almost as good as this steak tastes,” I said. “I’ll be sure to show you what I mean later.” I winked. 
 
    Zander laughed, shaking his head. He laid down on the bed, stretching out. “Thank you. But I’m not sure you’ll get the chance. I’m going to pass out long before you finish the feast before you.” 
 
    I looked at all the food, frowning. “Is that a challenge?” 
 
    Zander laughed again. “No, it’s not. Please don’t hurt yourself.” 
 
    “Challenge accepted!” I said, shoving another piece of perfectly cooked steak into my mouth. Zander laughed and tried to talk me out of doing something stupid, but I ignored him. About halfway through the meal, I grabbed a bottle of water from the ice bucket. 
 
    Zander didn’t say anything about it, so I felt safe. I cracked the top and took a hearty gulp. The cold water rushed into my body, and I felt… disappointed. It tasted refreshing and pure, it took away my thirst, and yet my throat still felt dry. My stomach still felt hollow. My body still craved something that it couldn’t have. 
 
    I thought about the bottle in the closet and how it would feel to drink it. 
 
    Shaking my head, I pushed the cart away. “All right, are you ready for me?” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve got two cakes that haven’t been touched.” 
 
    “Cake will hold,” I said, jumping on him and straddling him. Some voice in the back of my mind whispered that I couldn’t hide through sex. Zander would catch on eventually. I shoved that voice way down, where it wouldn’t bother me anymore. I wasn’t trying to hide from Zander. I had nothing to hide from Zander. 
 
    I wiggled my hips when he said something more about cake. His eyes closed, and he smiled. “You’re right. The cake will hold.” 
 
    He grabbed me by the hips and flipped us over, landing on top of me. I giggled, wrapping one of my legs around his waist. As his lips started to work their way down my neck, my thoughts kept straying. I’d eaten so much food, I’d talked and played with Zander, I’d drunk an entire thing of water, but I still felt hungry. I still felt like I had space to fill. 
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    Callie had her arms crossed, shifting from one foot to another. “We’re going to be starting in a few minutes,” she said, looking back at us. “I don’t know who’s going next, but I’d assume Juniper or Verin.” 
 
    Verin stretched his neck one way, then the other. “Bring it.” 
 
    Juniper frowned at him, shifting her feet. 
 
    “Everyone, take their seats!” some man with a clipboard shouted, holding it straight up in the air. 
 
    Aster and Micha, who had been hovering around Callie, reluctantly went back to their seats. Callie took a deep breath, turned to us and whispered, “Good luck!” and dashed off. She stood in the middle of the stage, her face blank as she listened to instructions from the gods. 
 
    Then we went live, and I had to plaster a stupid smile on my face. I loved that the gods recognized us for what we were capable of, but I hated how the crowd only cheered when we played up to the gods. 
 
    Callie turned to the camera, smiling grandly. “Hello and welcome back to the Trials! As you all hopefully know, we’ve successfully worked our way through four of the contestants. Four successful trials. And today’s trial is for…” She paused, either for dramatic effect or because she didn’t want to say who. “Juniper Nelson!” 
 
    My sister paled as all the cameras whipped around to face her, and the people in the crowd started to cheer. I noticed that the cheers didn’t sound as enthusiastic as they had for Zander the other day. 
 
    Juniper stayed frozen for a second before I gave her a nudge. My stomach had plummeted to the floor when I realized she was panicking. Juniper had been doing so good at pretending like everything was all right, but now? If she failed this trial, then we would have to get through seven more without screwing up. That would put so much pressure on the rest of us. 
 
    My stomach twisted in knots. 
 
    Juniper glanced at Verin, who gave her an encouraging nod. She stepped away from the rest of us and went over to Callie. The Oracle grabbed my sister’s hand and squeezed it as tightly as she could. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Juniper glanced around. Anyone looking at her would know that she felt sick to her stomach and nervous. But she took in a deep breath and said, “Good.” 
 
    Some people in the crowd laughed until Verin leveled his gaze at them. The others cheered and clapped for her. 
 
    Callie pulled the microphone away from her mouth so that she could whisper something to Juniper. I didn’t catch what she said, but Juniper’s shoulders relaxed some. 
 
    Turning back to the camera, Callie said, “Juniper, do you think you will successfully complete your trial?” 
 
    My sister’s tight voice didn’t change when she said, “Yes.” 
 
    Callie nodded, wrinkled her nose and said, “Well, let’s cut all this useless bullshit and get down to the nitty-gritty.” 
 
    Several people laughed, but I could see the annoyance on Callie’s face. She turned to the same doors that the rest of us had gone through for our trials, Jasper excluded. Juniper turned around to look through the doors, frowning. She stood perfectly straight, like every muscle in her back had tightened until she couldn’t loosen up. 
 
    “Go on,” Callie whispered, quietly. 
 
    Juniper glanced over her shoulder at us one last time before walking through the doors. I prepared myself for disappointment. 
 
    The doors closed behind her. Callie stepped out of the way of the cameras so that the screens could easily show what happened with Juniper. 
 
    My sister had stepped out by a lake. Not like the one that I had been in. This one looked like it had more rocks and mud than grass and trees. She looked around at everything as if confused. Then a noise interrupted the otherwise quiet of the lake. Juniper turned toward the sound and started walking to it. My heart tripped as she walked between some rocks and ledges. 
 
    I realized the noise sounded familiar and foreign at the same time. A trilling sound, like the ones that Nemo made. Only instead of happy little chirps and clicks, this sounded panicked and scared. 
 
    The image paused on my sister’s pale face for a second as she saw something we couldn’t. Her face tightened, and she rubbed her hands down her pants, swallowing hard. Then the view panned to the side slowly, showing us what she had seen. 
 
    A hydra, bigger than Nemo, but not by much, had gotten stuck in what looked like a mud pit. This hydra had three heads, and they kept grabbing onto the branches of nearby trees, trying to pull their body free. Several tree corpses already laid around it. 
 
    The hydra had gotten stuck in several feet of mud, and I just couldn’t see a way for Juniper to get to her without stepping into the same mess. 
 
    Verin cursed quietly under his breath, crossing his arms. “She can do it,” he said, but he didn’t sound happy about it. 
 
    The words had barely left his mouth before the hydra turned one head to Juniper and let out a puff of fire and smoke that nearly lit her up. Juniper leaped back, barely dodging the flames. 
 
    She closed her eyes for a brief second, and I thought she’d walk away. I thought she wouldn’t even try to beat this trial. 
 
    Then Juniper opened her eyes and, shaking, took her first step into the mud.
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   J uniper would need ten baths after this trial, but at least I was positive they would be victory baths. Sad, sad victory baths. 
 
    I watched my almost sister-in-law as she slipped nearly neck deep into the mud. Jasmine stood tense at my side, her thumbnail in her mouth as she chewed on it. I put my arm around her, trying to give her some assurance it would be all right. Juniper had already gotten in the mud, and I doubted she would get out before the job was done. The worst was over. 
 
    One of the hydra heads made a hissing/howling sound at the sky, causing Juniper to flinch and fall deeper into the mud. She grabbed hold of a massive branch, using it to pull herself up. Kizzy watched through her hands, pressed close to Jasper. 
 
    I worried that Juniper could have drowned in the mud if she slipped and couldn’t get herself out again. She kept using that branch for support, making me think she worried about it too. I had every belief she would get this done, I just worried about what it might do to her head. 
 
    Verin cheered for her when she pulled the hydra another bit closer to freedom. He grinned, watching his girlfriend with a focus that I’d never seen before. I could feel everything coursing through him at the moment. Pride and confidence and hope all mixed together. 
 
    We were all dead silent as Juniper got that hydra even closer to her freedom. One of the heads cried out in what sounded like pain or fear, but Juniper didn’t stop getting her legs free of the sludge. She scooped it out of the way, clearing a small path to help them both. Her godlike strength and speed might have been her saving grace for this challenge because I didn’t know if even I could have kept this up without getting tired. At least a half hour had passed so far, and I couldn’t tell how much more Juniper needed. 
 
    When the hydra pulled a leg from the mud, the crowd behind us started to cheer. We weren’t out of the woods yet, but Juniper got herself a good way there. In the process, barely an inch of her had escaped a muddy fate. I wouldn’t have been able to tell that she even noticed, given her focus on the situation at hand. If anyone knew how to make mud her bitch, it would have been Juniper. 
 
    Verin cheered again, looking more pleased than I’d ever seen him. “Look at her go. She has no idea how hard I’m going to marry her after this.” 
 
    I patted his shoulder. “She’s killing it.” 
 
    “Understatement,” he scoffed. “Juniper is the goddess to end all goddesses. It’s a joke that they even thought they had to challenge her.” 
 
    “And another leg free!” Callie called out into her mic. “Juniper Nelson only has to coax the hydra out now.” 
 
    We all looked back to the screen, watching in anticipation. Juniper got to the other side of the hydra, avoiding a terrifying swipe of her claws. It caught me off guard when she laid a hand on the hydra, just for the purpose of touching her. 
 
    “You’re safe,” she said to the monster. She hushed it when she hissed again. “You’re okay. I know you’re scared. Just come with me and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    It thrashed in the mud, almost getting herself caught even worse than before. Juniper put both hands on her, trying again to get the hydra to follow her. 
 
    I didn’t know how the hell she pulled it off, but Juniper got the hydra to start moving. Step by step, she made her way closer to the clear area. Juniper stepped to safety, talking to the hydra until she started following suit. 
 
    “And the fifth trial is complete!” Callie screamed, making the crowd do the same. Verin jumped up and down, cheering louder than the entire crowd. 
 
    I looked to the screen again, seeing two of the hydra heads dip to Juniper. They licked her, and she went stiff as the dead, eyes wide in horror. At least they cleared some of the mud from her. She tried scooping up as much as she could, cleaning her completely coated body. 
 
    When Juniper stepped foot back into the stage area, Verin ran for her. She called out in protest, saying, “No! You’ll get muddy!” 
 
    He didn’t slow down, gathering the girl up in his arms and hoisting her into the air as the crowd went insane. It ended with both Verin and Juniper being a mess, but he never stopped grinning. 
 
    “She did it,” Jasmine breathed, a smile on her face and a hand on her heart. 
 
    “I never doubted you,” Jasper said as Verin brought her over. “I would hug you if you weren’t on someone’s shoulders.” 
 
    “A goddess like her shouldn’t touch the ground,” Verin said. “I’ll carry her around until she demands I set her on her feet.” 
 
    “Now please,” Juniper squeaked. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    Once Juniper stood on her own again, I gave her a pat on the back. “You kicked ass, sis.” 
 
    She smiled nervously at me. “Can you go get me a firehose?” 
 
    Unfortunately, they didn’t let her go clean herself off just yet. After being moved to the green room with the rest of us, Callie had to do her interview. Verin being the kind of man he was, attempted to make the best of it. He got some napkins and started lovingly scrubbing the mud from her hands and arms. Juniper had already gotten her neck clean, but her hair hung in damp, muddy strings that I could only imagine hurt her. Anger flared when I thought this extra torture might have been on purpose. 
 
    “I never doubted her for a moment,” Verin said to the camera. “There isn’t anyone more capable than my Juniper.” 
 
    She smiled at him, despite the discomfort. “And I’m positive Verin is going to do amazing in his next trial.” 
 
    “Yes,” Callie said. “I suppose the cat’s out of the bag on that one. Verin, how are you feeling about that?” 
 
    They went on for a while longer with the interview, the rest of us just this side of relaxed. We’d gone five for five so far, and we all knew exactly who was next up. That meant we could almost breathe. Verin was too cocky to fail anything the gods gave him, so I crossed my fingers. 
 
    I rubbed Jasmine’s shoulders while she picked at a small plate of food. “You doing okay?” I asked her, unsure of how tense she’d really gotten. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. “I’m just glad you probably have a little more time before your next trial. You deserve a good nap or two.” 
 
    “I’m getting by,” I told her. 
 
    Distance had helped me a little since my trial/set up. I hadn’t been getting as much sleep as I needed, but at least my dreams weren’t the torturous nightmares I’d been prepared for. Though once in a while when I looked down at my hands, I still expected them to be black with soot and damage. I almost felt betrayed by the lack of it. I’d let someone die, and I deserved the markings that came with that. 
 
    It had been a test. I knew it had been a test and a lesson. The lesson seemed unneeded to me. I’d failed enough in my life to understand that on occasion, it happened and was out of my control. I couldn’t live my life without running into some reminder of that. It set me on edge when I wondered about what my next trial would be. My mind flashed with something violent, the smell of blood filling my nose. It could always get worse, so I ignored tomorrow. 
 
    When I looked up again, I saw that Juniper and Verin had been freed of Callie’s interview. They stood just off to the side, working on getting Juniper cleaner until she could go off for a proper shower. Callie had Jasper at her side, Kizzy almost hiding behind him. 
 
    Jasmine finished her food, tossing her plate aside and running her fingers through her hair. I realized that she must have been fluffing herself up for an interview I should have known was coming. Would I have gotten in trouble if I just walked away? What could they really do to me? This wasn’t part of the trials as far as we knew. The gods did this for their own entertainment. We played along so we wouldn’t piss them off and make it worse, but at some point, we had to put our foot down. 
 
    Jasmine had a big grin when Callie came over to us. Jasmine scooted over so she could do the talking, which I was eternally grateful for. 
 
    “Tense trial, huh?” Callie asked. 
 
    “My heart dropped as soon as I saw the mud,” Jasmine said. “We have a pet hydra at home, but my sister isn’t exactly a big fan. You can imagine how nervous I got.” 
 
    “Of course,” Callie said. “So far you’ve all passed the trials five for five. That’s no small feat. Are you at all worried about when you’re going to come up next?” 
 
    “Not at all. I sailed through my last trial without any problems, and I know it’ll be the same for my next one.” 
 
    I swore I caught Kizzy rolling her eyes. Her arms crossed, making her look even more annoyed. I kinda got it. Jasmine’s unwavering confidence was as comforting as it was worrisome. She could do amazing without the doubt in her mind that haunted mine. But it also meant she wouldn’t be as careful, assuming she would do great. It left me in a tight spot where I didn’t know which way to lean. 
 
    As far as the others were concerned, I could tell they had gotten exhausted with Jasmine’s… Jasmine-iness. It was why I loved her, but it made me worry no less. 
 
    “How did you feel watching your sister up on that screen?” Callie asked Jasmine. 
 
    She smiled at the camera. “I was terrified, but I’m so glad Juniper managed to pull through and win her trial. With all that mud and mess, I was positive she would give up. But she didn’t, and I’m so proud of her.” 
 
    It took me a second for her words to sink in. “Give up?” Juniper had way too much determination for that. Jasmine had to have misspoken. 
 
    “Well I… I didn’t mean it like that… It’s just that these trials are insanely hard, and I could see her not being able to…” She stopped right there, and it was a damn good thing. 
 
    I saw the look on Juniper’s face, making me wish I’d never glanced her way. Her lips parted, eyes holding hurt that screamed inside of me. It was powerful, making me lose my breath for a moment as my heart beat too fast. Verin stood with her, glaring angrily at my girlfriend. I thought for a second I would have to put myself between them. Then I realized whose side I was on. 
 
    Jasmine thought Juniper would lose. While standing there with all the unearned confidence in the world, Jasmine had assumed her sister would blow it. I might not have been so wounded if I couldn’t feel the pain strong and loud from Juniper. I couldn’t shake it off, and I didn’t want to. She deserved her feelings to be understood completely. 
 
    “Wow,” Juniper said. “You thought I would screw this whole thing up. Did you assume that we’d all fail, or only me? Like I would blow it all for us while you came out as the queen of the trials?” 
 
    The camera hadn’t stopped rolling, but Callie tossed her mic aside. I watched her inch away, done with all this shit. 
 
    “It sounds worse than it is,” Jasmine tried to say. “I love you. You know I love you, but you also know how you are.” 
 
    “How she is?” Verin snarled. “What right do you have to stand there and say Juniper would fail? Juniper’s done nothing but surpass every challenge in front of her. Have you earned your car keys back by any chance?” 
 
    “Whoa, hold on,” Jasper said, stepping forward. “Not here. Not right now.” He eyed the camera, then Verin. “Please.” 
 
    I caught Jasmine staring at me like I was supposed to say something. I couldn’t defend her against what Verin said. Juniper had been trying hard to get through her issues. I felt it in her every single day. Jasmine struggled too, and if anything, that should have made her understand Juniper more. To hear what she actually thought was a painful shock to my system. 
 
    “You’re right,” Verin said to my brother-in-law. “I’m done with this. I’m done with her.” He pointed to Jasmine. “You need to learn when to keep your mouth shut about how damn wonderful you think you are.” 
 
    “Really?” she laughed. “Interesting coming from you. You’ve out-cockied the gods themselves, Verin. I’ve never seen you humble for one moment since we met you.” 
 
    “Would you like to know the difference between you and I, luv?” he asked. “I can believe in myself without thinking I’m better than all those around me. I know I’ll win my trials, and my worth isn’t stolen away from others. It’s one thing to be confident, and another to reckon yourself an untouchable god.” 
 
    “I am a god,” Jasmine bit back. 
 
    “In all the worst ways,” Verin said. He reached for Juniper, taking her hand. All of the harshness of his features melted away when he looked at her, and his voice was soft again. “Let’s get you changed.” 
 
    She didn’t say a word or look at her sister on the way out. 
 
    We all stood there, unsure of what to do. Kizzy was the first to speak, and she tugged on Jasper’s shirt. “Can we go talk to her, please? I want to go make it clear to Juniper that she did amazing today.” 
 
    Jasper walked off with her, and I didn’t want to be in that room anymore. I walked past Callie, giving her arm a light squeeze on my way out. I only made it to the hall before Jasmine caught up with me. 
 
    “Are you seriously pissed right now?” she asked me. “I didn’t do anything wrong. You can’t get mad that I worried she would fail.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” I said. “It’s that Juniper is your sister, and you assumed walking in that she would be the weak link. And you base that off of her OCD, which she’s been trying really hard to handle lately.” 
 
    “I know that, but it doesn’t erase that she has it.” 
 
    “I get it, Jasmine. But you walk around like you’re the goddess, and we’re all what to you? What do you see when you look at the rest of us? Are we lesser than you?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    I honestly didn’t believe her. I’d never been at Verin’s level of confidence or anywhere near it. I’d never even really gotten to Kizzy’s level. Never been that sure I would solve the problem. More like, I would hope to the gods I would, and be prepared to fail like I tended to do. Jasmine was a goddess, and it put us at totally different levels. 
 
    “I just don’t know what you see in me I guess,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I mean, did you think I would fail my trials too? I fuck up all the time, so it would make sense.” 
 
    Jasmine grabbed my arms, desperate eyes looking up at me. “Not for a second did I think you would fail, and you don’t fuck up all the time.” 
 
    “I’m the reason you and Jasper weren’t talking to each other.” 
 
    “How can you possibly blame yourself for that?” 
 
    “I’m the root cause, so it’s my fault. Not to mention everything with Kizzy, and you and your siblings dying. Everything is on me. But this time, it’s about something else. You can’t keep walking around like you’re untouchable. You aren’t. No one is untouchable, god or not. Why do you think we’re doing these trials? The gods are so scared they’ll lose that they’re doing this. What does that say to you?” 
 
    She stayed silent for too long, making me lose all sense of what I thought she would say to me. I didn’t know if she even understood what I tried to say. Confidence in the wrong way could get a person killed, and I’d already lost Jasmine once before. I wouldn’t survive that kind of pain again. I wouldn’t have wanted to survive. 
 
    Jasmine opened her mouth to speak, more silence hanging in the air. “I feel all this strength in me. I believe in myself. Why are you making that sound like a bad thing?” 
 
    “Because it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “How is it dangerous if I can actually pull off all the stuff I’m saying? Look at me, Zander. I breezed through my trial, and I’ll do the same at the next one. I’m strong now, immortal. Shouldn’t you be happy about that?” 
 
    I stood there in the quiet for a moment. “I want to be.” 
 
    I turned to walk away from her, having to wonder to myself if I would have preferred it if Jasmine were still human.
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   M y entire family had walked away from me, and instead of feeling guilty for that, I just felt angry. I hadn’t done anything wrong, even if they wanted me to believe that I had. Everyone had to have thought that someone would fail, even if they didn’t say it out loud. Just because I had said my thoughts out loud didn’t make me a monster. Juniper, okay fine, she could be mad. But that didn’t give Verin the right to talk to me the way he had, or for Jasper and Kizzy to turn away from me. And it certainly didn’t mean that Zander could get upset with me. 
 
    I was his girlfriend. He should have been on my side from the start, not looking at me like I’d shot a puppy in front of him. 
 
    Furthermore, of course, Juniper’s issues would make her the obvious weak link. I’d seen her breakdown over small things, like not being able to find a letter opener. Even when I offered to rip the letter open myself, it didn’t placate her. She’d freaked out even harder, saying something about jagged edges, as if paper could do that. Of course, she was the weak link. 
 
    Someone had to be the one to worry about, the weakest, the one most likely to fail. It wouldn’t be Zander or myself, because we had both proven that we could take on anything thrown at us. Jasper seemed like the strongest and healthiest of the others, and Verin could kick ass if he really wanted to, as long as he didn’t get angry. Kizzy had worked through most of her issues, and that left Juniper. Juniper, who couldn’t handle it when things got messy, who freaked out when something wasn’t where it belonged, and who, yeah, couldn’t even get through the day without Verin comforting her over something small. 
 
    She was the weakest link. 
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t have said it, but everyone sure as hell shouldn’t have been mad at me for stating what all of them had to be thinking. 
 
    In a huff, I walked back into the green room, which had thankfully emptied out, and flopped down on one of the couches. I had my chin in my hand, glaring at the wall directly in front of me. I had lost my appetite and I didn’t even want to deal with this anymore. I didn’t want to do the rest of the trials. Not if my family would get angry at me for playing the game the way it should have been played. 
 
    They didn’t get to be angry with me for succeeding and worrying about someone who might not. 
 
    Someone knocked on the doorframe, drawing my attention. Heracles stood with his shoulder against the door, a frown on his face. “You okay?” 
 
    I snorted. “You didn’t see the wonderful fight on TV?” 
 
    He shrugged, coming further into the room. “I saw it, but that doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “Great. How many demigods and gods think I’m a jerk for worrying that my sister wouldn’t make it through her trial?” 
 
    Heracles came further into the room, shoving his blond hair out of his face. He sat across from me, putting his elbows on his knees. “I wouldn’t say that anyone thinks you’re a jerk,” he said. “I’m sure there are a lot of people that agree with you. There are bets going around, you know.” 
 
    I frowned. “Bets?” 
 
    He nodded. “Just like with any sports game. Who will win, who will lose? If you guys as a team will succeed or if you’ll fail. That kind of stuff.” 
 
    I hated everything he said. “Oh,” I responded, wrinkling my nose. “Does that mean that people were betting that Juniper wouldn’t get through her trial?” 
 
    “Yep. Just like they did for you, and for Zander, and for Jasper, and for Kizzy. All of you have the world against you while they’re also rooting for you.” 
 
    My stomach twisted. “That’s disgusting,” I said emphatically. “Don’t they get that this entire thing, us being here, is to make sure that the world doesn’t die in a war we didn’t even know was about to start? We’re doing this for them, and they’re taking bets on if we’ll fail?” 
 
    Heracles shrugged. “It’s the way the world works. You throw a man into a cage with a tiger with an audience of more than two, and inevitably, someone will wager with someone else on who will win.” 
 
    I frowned, staring down at the table. “I suppose I don’t have much room to be upset, then, huh?” 
 
    Heracles grabbed a bottle from the table by the couches. He poured himself a glass, and I could actually smell the alcohol. That astringent scent that should have turned me off from the drink but made my mouth water instead. He left the bottle on the table between us, leaned back, and took a sip from the top of his glass. “I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, dragging my eyes off the bottle so that I could meet his gaze. “I did the same thing that everyone else did. I looked at everyone in my family and picked someone that I felt was the most likely to fail. Then I announced it to the entire world.” 
 
    “You didn’t take bets, though.” 
 
    “Does that matter?” I asked, starting to see Zander’s point. Juniper was trying, and just because she hadn’t gotten better as rapidly as I had, didn’t make it okay for me to doubt her. Even on this trip, where I knew she’d be stressed the most, she had brought colorful clothing. She’d stopped wearing white and tan clothes and started dressing in oranges and purples and blues and greens. She had been trying to get better, and what? It wasn’t enough for me? 
 
    “It does matter,” Heracles said. “To take a bet, you have to be so incredibly sure that you are right about the other person failing that you are willing to put money down on it. Or something worse. You didn’t do that. You just had a moment of worry, a moment where you thought that maybe your sister wouldn’t do what needed to be done, because of her specific weaknesses.” 
 
    He took another sip of his drink. I realized that I’d been breathing deeper like I could bring the alcohol into my body if I sucked down enough air. I stopped myself from doing that, letting my breath slide out evenly. Then I focused on Heracles’ words. “Maybe you’re right,” I said, shoving a hand through my hair. “I don’t feel like I did anything wrong.” 
 
    “That’s because you didn’t,” Heracles said. “It’s a stressful time. Everyone in your little family probably thinks one of the others will fail.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to agree with him but found myself saying something completely different. “No.” 
 
    “Really? You think that your family is so confident that none of them are thinking that someone will fail?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I said. “I think, aside from Verin, everyone believes that they will be the one to fail. Verin probably thinks that everyone will nail their trials and that we don’t have anything to be so paranoid about.” 
 
    Heracles’ eyebrows raised. “Everyone but you thinks that? Are you sure?” 
 
    I looked down at my feet, thinking about everyone that I loved so much. Kizzy would never doubt Jasper or Zander, but herself? Yeah, she would doubt herself. Jasper only ever doubted himself. He’d been taught by our father that he couldn’t do anything right, no matter what he tried. Zander had already proven that the weight of these trials rested on his shoulders, as far as he was concerned. Just like everything rested on his shoulders, always. And Juniper… 
 
    Juniper already thought that she had let us all down by not getting better in a timely manner. Everything had to be just so with her. It had to happen within this amount of time, with this amount of effort, and everything had to go here or there, in that exact spot. In her mind, we all fit into her life, but she did not. She could never quite slide herself into the right spot, the one she thought she should have been occupying. 
 
    And I rubbed her nose in that. 
 
    I shouldn’t have done that, but I still didn’t think my family should have reacted the way they had. They acted as if I’d slapped her in the face when all I’d done was say something a little nasty. 
 
    “Well, then your family is more well-rounded than any I’ve met,” Heracles said, lifting his glass. 
 
    I actually laughed at that, but I didn’t sound amused. “Oh, we’re all fucked up.” 
 
    Heracles offered me a real smile. One that looked bitter and a little heartbroken, but genuine. “Everything the gods touch breaks. It doesn’t matter if they want to heal it or if they want to ruin it, they always managed to shatter it into a thousand pieces. Love and hate are the same things to the Olympians.” 
 
    I frowned. “Then why are you with them.” 
 
    Heracles rose from the couch, drained the last of his drink, and set the glass down. My throat had never felt dryer than it did in that second. “I picked the side that’s going to win. There are a thousand ways to sell your soul, and mine was lost long ago.” 
 
    With that, he walked out of the room. 
 
    Once again, I remembered what he had been forced to do by Hera. I couldn’t imagine having to see the person that forced me to kill my wife and children every single day. I couldn’t imagine the pain of accepting that because I wanted to live. 
 
    My eyes drifted back over to the bottle Heracles had left on the table. It looked promising like it would make me feel good again. Because it would. As a goddess, I didn’t have anything to worry about when it came to liquor. It couldn’t really touch me, right? It certainly couldn’t hurt me anymore. And if I wanted to feel good again, then what did it matter if that feeling came from a bottle? Where else would I get it? 
 
    No one in my family understood me. They’d all walked away from me the second they got the chance to, so why should I try to be something I wasn’t for them? 
 
    Shaking my head, I shot to my feet and ran out of the room. As if I could outrun the bottle if I moved fast enough. About halfway down the hall, I slowed, breathing out through my nose. 
 
    The entire building felt calmer, quieter than it had earlier. No one interrupted me as I walked down the halls and eventually got to the elevator. Left alone with my thoughts, I started to realize that if I didn’t at least pretend to be different, I’d alienate my entire family. 
 
    I still wanted to scream, because how dare they treat me like this. I hadn’t changed since becoming a goddess, except for becoming more. I meant more than I ever had before, and they couldn’t handle it. 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and I stepped out into another vision. Like before, I saw different versions of me standing in the hallway. One leaned against the wall, sobbing and curled in on herself. Another version swayed around, dancing in a loose circle. A third stood at Jasper and Kizzy’s door, knocking on it. Another at Juniper and Verin’s door. A fifth one stood with Zander, both of us red in the face, screaming. 
 
    I shook my head, and all the different versions of me vanished. I didn’t know what my powers had become, but I felt like I’d only barely tapped into that well of energy. Part of me wanted to play right then and there, to see what I could really do. But with everything going on, I thought my family would jump down my throat if I tried. 
 
    Zander had gotten into bed by the time I opened the door. He didn’t move when I stepped inside. “I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
    He let out a sigh to end all sighs. “Did you say that to your sister?” 
 
    “I’ll talk to her later,” I said, waving my hand. “She’ll understand that I’m an idiot and sometimes bad things come out of my mouth. I wanted to talk to you first.” 
 
    He pushed up on his elbows. “About what?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said what I said,” I told him. “But you can’t be upset with me for thinking about it. Okay, yeah, Juniper has been trying really hard to get better, but I’m allowed to think whatever comes to my mind. It’s not my fault that I worried about her.” 
 
    He fell back to the mattress, covering his face with his hands. “I’m not saying that it’s your fault. I’m saying that you aren’t giving her the chance to prove herself. She’s trying so hard, and it doesn’t matter to you.” 
 
    “It does matter,” I said, coming further into the room and sliding onto the mattress with Zander. I put my hand on his chest, swallowing. “It matters so much that Juniper gets better. That we all get better. But you have to admit that… she’s not the most stable of us. She’s the least stable.” 
 
    “Gods, I don’t want to have this conversation.” 
 
    I bit my lip. “Just tell me that you aren’t mad anymore.” 
 
    Zander sighed, pushing up so that the two of us could face each other. He looked so worn out already. It had been a hellish year, and I didn’t see it getting any better. How could it when we would be in charge of keeping a weapon of war safe from the enemy? They would come at us from all sides. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Zander said. “You don’t know what it’s like having the weight of the world on your shoulders.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. I’m uniquely aware that I’m not at fault for everything that happens around me. And you can’t get upset with me for that.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he said. “I think that it’s great that you don’t blame yourself for everything, because it hurts. Do you get that, Jasmine? It hurts, and it drives you into the ground, and you know that nothing anyone says or does will fix it, because you’re making them worry. Not only did you fuck up something else, but you’re fucking them up as well, and you can’t stop it. You can’t stop blaming yourself when something breaks, you can’t stop blaming yourself even when people tell you it wasn’t your fault, you can’t stop blaming yourself when you see someone else hurting for you, and you can’t stop even when you know everyone is annoyed with you. It hurts.” 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    Zander looked me dead in the eyes. “I don’t want that for you. But I do want you to take responsibility for the pain that you, without a doubt, caused. You hurt Jasper when you yelled at him for what he said to fake-me. Even when the two of us had worked it out, you still held it against him.” 
 
    “Well, he shouldn’t have said it.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” Zander barked, thoroughly done with me. “You hurt Jasper and then you say that he deserved it. You’ve hurt Juniper, and what? Did she deserve it, after she managed to beat her trial? She didn’t even hesitate to climb into that mud or deal with the hydra.” 
 
    “She knew that she had to,” I said. 
 
    “Jasmine,” Zander said. 
 
    “No,” I finally admitted. “She didn’t deserve it, but I wasn’t trying to hurt her. I wasn’t trying to do anything, and I can’t help what I think. You shouldn’t—” 
 
    He grabbed my face. “Stop being defensive.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to let you rip into me without saying anything?” I asked. “I didn’t handle the entire thing with Juniper correctly, but you all blew it way out of proportion. I’ll make up with her, but not if all of you are going on and on about how I fucked up, hard. When I didn’t.” 
 
    Zander pressed his hands into his eyes. “I don’t know how to explain this to you.” 
 
    “Explain what?” I finally asked, exasperated. I understood that I’d hurt Juniper’s feelings, but I really couldn’t wrap my head around why the others acted as if I’d done something predictably annoying when I hadn’t done anything. 
 
    Zander opened his mouth, then snapped it closed. 
 
    “Talk to me,” I begged him. “Please. I don’t want to leave this room until we’ve worked it out. Not when everyone already thinks I’m a jerk for what happened back there with Juniper.” 
 
    Zander closed his eyes. “I don’t know how to explain it to you if you don’t already know.” 
 
    “Try.” 
 
    “You’re hurting everyone you love. I know that you don’t mean to, but you are. When you act as if you did nothing wrong, it hurts us. Because what you’re saying is that Juniper was so obviously the weakest link, all of us should have realized it and agreed with you. And that hurts everyone.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Because we love Juniper.” 
 
    “I love her too,” I said. “And I’m not saying that she was the obvious weak link. I’m just saying that to me she… was.” 
 
    Zander shook his head. “She’s not any more or less likely to beat her trial than the rest of us.” 
 
    I almost scoffed but kept the sound to myself. “I don’t think I did anything wrong by thinking what I thought. But I’ll try and talk to Juniper. I’ll apologize to her.” 
 
    Silence stretched for a long moment before Zander eventually nodded. “All right, fine. Try not to make it worse.” 
 
    “I’m not going to make it worse.” 
 
    He didn’t look convinced. I went to give him a kiss, but Zander had already started to lay down. I sat on the bed as he turned away, and I felt even more lost than before I’d walked in. Getting out of bed, I walked over to the closet to grab a change of clothes. When I pulled the door open, I braced myself to see a bottle of alcohol in there, where I’d stashed it. 
 
    The bottle had vanished. My heart constricted as I thought of who might’ve taken it. I looked over at Zander, but he hadn’t moved.
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   H eat might as well have been rolling off Verin for all the anger I felt from his soul. I was a good twenty feet from him in the green room, but I caught every furious glare he sent Jasmine. She missed some of them but saw at least a couple. She would sit up straighter, nibbling indignantly on her breakfast. Maybe I should have defended her. I couldn’t gather the energy. 
 
    “It’s all gone,” Kizzy said to Juniper as they sat together on the couch. “I swear.” 
 
    Juniper still kept tugging her fingers through her hair. “I can feel the mud stuck to my scalp.” 
 
    “There’s not a single bit. Jasper, help me.” 
 
    My brother-in-law handed his plate of food over to Kizzy, then looked over Juniper. “I see no mud.” 
 
    His sister scoffed. “My hair is brown. You wouldn’t be able to tell.” 
 
    Jasmine made a quiet, maybe irritated sound beside me as she stabbed at a strawberry. I could practically read her mind. See? She’s freaking out about mud. I was right. I wanted to sit somewhere else. 
 
    “I scrubbed you raw last night,” Verin said to Juniper. “At this point, if the mud survived, then he’s a brave soldier and has earned his spot on your perfect head.” 
 
    She smiled softly at that, but still combed through her hair one more time. Verin took her hand as he sat down, and he held it between both of his. Juniper relaxed, leaning on him. 
 
    “You doing okay?” Juniper asked the internally seething Verin. 
 
    “Yeah,” he lied. “Fine.” 
 
    “Because it’s okay if you’re worried.” 
 
    He smiled crookedly. “As if I could be worried about my trial. What could the gods throw at me that I would struggle with? I’ve lived through the two worst things that could have ever happened to me, and I’m still here.” 
 
    I felt that one in my chest. He had a point, but I knew that the gods were good at their tricks and games. They knew what to use against us, and exactly what would sting the most. If these were meant to be real tests, then I didn’t think Verin would get something so easy to walk away from. I could still smell smoke when I closed my eyes. 
 
    The lights flashed, letting us know it was time to go to the stage. Ellie came to collect us, and I stood with Jasmine. I went to take her hand, then had a moment of wondering if I should. I worried that Verin would see it and get another little surge of anger added to the inferno he already had. I didn’t want him to waver right before his first trial. That, and I didn’t know if I wanted to hold Jasmine’s hand. I still couldn’t look at her and be sure she even believed in me. 
 
    Callie stood in the middle of the stage, a painted-on smile as she held the mic to her mouth. “And give a hand to our brave contestants today!” 
 
    The crowd went off, clapping along with the flashing signs that told them to do it. I started hating the sound, flinching when I heard my name and the names of my family being cheered by people who didn’t care about us. They wanted us to win, but they would be entertained if we lost as well. We weren’t even people to them. 
 
    “Verin, would you like to step up here, please?” Callie asked. 
 
    He kissed Juniper on the top of her mudless head and went to put his arm around Callie. “And how are you today, luv?” 
 
    Some of the people in the crowd whistled, making me roll my eyes. 
 
    “Great, you?” Callie asked. 
 
    “Wonderful,” he lied. “I’m quite ready for whatever is coming next.” 
 
    “Good, because I’m handing this one off to my assistant. I wish you luck.” 
 
    Callie gave Verin a hug, then moved over to stand with us. Out of nowhere, another body appeared. It took me a second to recognize my brother. Eros wore a sharp black suit with a hot pink tie and hair combed so perfectly that any human would have known him to be a god. He just looked too damn perfect to be anything else. 
 
    “Verin! Long time, no see,” Eros said, holding a pink mic in his hand. “I’m gonna need you to come with me for your trial.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Verin turned to Juniper. “Back soon for my victory kiss.” 
 
    As the crowd ooed, Eros’ face turned grim. It was so slight that I couldn’t imagine anyone would have noticed but me. I felt an echo of discomfort in my brother, and he looked my way for half a second. 
 
    “Actually,” Eros said. 
 
    Suddenly, three of our people vanished. The massive screen changed to show a place I’d only seen once in my life. They stood in a backyard that should have been owned by someone else by now. Eros, Verin, and Juniper all stood around a dog cage. 
 
    “Verin,” my brother said. “I’m going to need you to not get angry.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” he asked between his teeth. 
 
    Eros took Juniper by the hand, tugging her closer to that dog cage. Jasmine covered her face with her hands as I pulled her to my chest. Then her fists gripped my shirt, ripples of old fear coursing through her. Jasper’s eyes locked onto the image of his father’s backyard, anger building in him too. I looked to see Kizzy had his hand, and I wondered if he would squeeze it until her fingers broke. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Eros told Juniper. 
 
    Her wide eyes watched that dog cage, my stomach turning when she sat on top of it. Her hands shook as they gripped the edge of her shirt. I heard her take a breath, eyes now closed. 
 
    “What is this?” Verin growled. 
 
    Eros swallowed as he turned to him. “Stay calm. Solve the problem.” 
 
    “What problem?” 
 
    “Find it. Stay calm,” he repeated. He turned to Juniper. “Open your eyes and look at me.” 
 
    I held Jasmine tighter, bracing myself for the ugliness to come. They’d said we wouldn’t be competing together, and stupid me thought that meant they wouldn’t use us in each other’s trials. A new slew of fears came to me. What if we had to let one of our own die in a trial? I wouldn’t do that, no matter how important this prize was. None of us would do that. The gods would know that, and I didn’t have a guess as to if that would make them more or less likely to try it. Did they need six of us, or would five be enough? 
 
    “Your father hurt you a lot, didn’t he?” Eros asked Juniper. “Answer me.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Did he hurt your brother and sister too?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Gods,” Jasmine breathed. I hushed her, holding her as close as I could manage and making promises that I couldn’t keep, telling her that everything would be all right. I could already feel that it wouldn’t be. 
 
    “What did he do to you?” Eros asked. 
 
    The crowd had gone silent, and I wanted to cause some sort of distraction so they wouldn’t all be let in on something so private. This was cruel, even for the gods. Especially cruel for my brother. 
 
    “Lots of things,” Juniper said. 
 
    “Yes, I can feel that. I can see it in every move you make. The scars he left on you and your siblings. Did you ever wonder why he hurt you?” 
 
    “Eros,” Verin said, taking a step to him. I wasn’t there, but I could still sense Verin’s fury. It might as well have been screamed for how loud it was. 
 
    My brother ignored him, focused on Juniper. “You don’t have to answer that. I think I know why. All those things wrong with you, your father could probably see them. Did you ever consider that if you were a better daughter, he wouldn’t have been so cruel to you?” 
 
    I let out a groan of pain as if I had been stabbed. The pain that resonated in Juniper at that statement almost flatlined me, making me lose my hold on Jasmine. Her breath caught, Kizzy’s jaw clenched, Callie’s eyes watered, and Jasper… he just stared at that screen. 
 
    Verin advanced on Eros, only stopping when my brother looked sharply at him. Whatever he had in that look, something about it spoke to Verin. His anger didn’t go away, but I saw a change in his eyes. He took a breath, looking back to Juniper as her body trembled. 
 
    “I tried to be good,” she whispered. 
 
    “But it wasn’t enough,” Eros said. “What did you think when you saw him being nicer to Jasmine than he was to you? How did it make you feel when she would light up at the sight of him, even when you were older?” 
 
    Juniper blinked. “I… I did the best I could.” 
 
    “And you weren’t enough.” 
 
    Terror overtook me when Verin started moving again. I thought he was about to deck my brother. Not only would he probably lose the trial but attacking a god could result in his death. I couldn’t forgive Eros for that, whatever reason he might cling to. Even for this, I didn’t think I would forgive him. 
 
    Verin pushed past Eros, getting between him and Juniper. When I thought the anger would make him attack, he knelt in front of Juniper instead. Taking her hands, he said, “I’ve never seen you be anything but magnificent. No matter what your head is telling you right now, you’re nothing short of wonderful. I promise you that.” 
 
    “Did your father always like Jasmine the best?” Eros asked. “Do you think that he would have loved you more if she wasn’t around? Were there times you wanted her gone?” 
 
    “No,” Juniper breathed, an edge of anger in her voice. “I would never wish that, no matter what Dad did.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. When you were out in the kennel, I bet you thought about it. You must have also thought about what your father would think if you were the only daughter he was left with. Jasmine, now, she’s a good time. Fun, bright. Then there’s you. Broken, scared.” 
 
    Verin squeezed her hands, getting her attention. “When my mother was killed, you were the only thing that made me believe the sun could still shine. The only thing.” 
 
    “You’re weak,” Eros said to Juniper. “Anything could break you. Mud almost broke you. Your sister knew that, and I think you know it too.” 
 
    Jasmine sniffled and I realized her tears had soaked my shirt. The only sounds in the studio were the buzzing of the lights and Jasmine’s breathing. 
 
    “Do you remember what it felt like to see your father care so little about the efforts you put into everything?” Eros asked. “When he would come by, tease you, and then spend his time taking every shot he could? No matter where you run to, you’ll never get away from it.” 
 
    “You’re away from it now,” Verin said. “You’re safe, and everything is behind you.” 
 
    “It lives in you,” Eros said. He swallowed, his hands on his sides as he took a deep breath. “You can see it, can’t you? You can feel it pushing at you when you try and move on. One day, you’ll snap. You won’t be able to get yourself up again. You’ll be all the things your father expected from you. But hey, at least you won’t be letting him down. Right?” 
 
    “I would crumble without you,” Verin said over Eros. “All those things I say about myself, I believe them. When I say I’ll win or that nothing can touch me, it’s true. And yet I know that without you, I would be gone. When you think you’re weak, when you struggle with something you feel is small, know that you are the strongest thing I’ve ever held onto. You keep my head above water. So, if you’re the only thing that can do that for a man like me, then you have no business ever thinking yourself less than the goddess you’ve always been.” 
 
    Eros hadn’t stopped talking the whole time, his voice blending in with every other noise. “Your mother didn’t even want to stay. You weren’t worth it. Your siblings weren’t worth it. Can you still feel the dirt under your fingernails? Is it all you’ve been thinking of for the last day? Does the mud hurt more than the fact that your sister doesn’t believe in you? That what your father thought still lives in her?” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” Juniper asked Verin as if she hadn’t heard a word from my brother. 
 
    He nodded. “With all my heart. When I look at you, I see the entire world. I believe in you, and that you are so much more than the things you hate about yourself.” 
 
    Juniper held his hand tighter, speaking over Eros in the background. “Then maybe I can believe it too.” 
 
    The world fell almost silent. Eros stopped talking and Jasmine’s breathing became the only noise I could hear, that and Callie crying as she stood with no one to cling to. If I had the ability to look to the audience, then I knew I would see Aster losing his mind, his eyes on her. There were so many things I wanted to do. So many things I thought I should have done. Like get Callie to Aster, make my sister stop looking so torn up, tell Jasmine it would be okay, punch my brother. All of those things I should have done, and I didn’t do a thing. 
 
    Eros stepped back, rubbing his jaw as he stared at the ground. Quietly, he said, “Congratulations, Verin. You’ve won.” 
 
    The sudden roar of the crowd had me shaking for a minute, my eyes so wide that they burned at what felt like a cruel assault. They kept on going, so I just hugged Jasmine and hoped that the sound didn’t hurt her as much as it hurt me. 
 
    I saw Juniper get up and put her arms around Verin. Over the crowd, I couldn’t hear what he said to her. It was private anyway. This whole thing had been private, despite what the gods did. 
 
    Eros looked like he felt sick when he brought them back to the stage, the crowd getting even louder at the champion. There was no joy in victory when Verin looked at them. They didn’t matter, and he did nothing but hold Juniper and speak in her ear. I saw her nod, then smile sadly. He mouthed the words ‘you did so well’. 
 
    Eros cleared his throat, then the cheering stopped. The audience stood up straight, their excitement making me think I would throw up any second now. Their emotions came at me in strong and unavoidable waves. 
 
    Eros’ eyes went to mine for a second, and again, I got some of what he felt. From everything I knew about him, I couldn’t imagine he’d wanted to be here. That didn’t mean he’d had a choice, or even thought this was a bad idea. If he believed the ends justified the means, then my brother would do it. 
 
    “And with that, the first six trials have been completed. A hand for your victors!” Eros gestured to all of us, focusing the audience our way. I would have been happy to hide away in the shadows forever, but I was stuck in the spotlight. Kizzy hid behind Jasper, using him to avoid the gaze of all these strangers. 
 
    They all clapped again, but we looked like zombies standing under bright lights that could only burn our skin. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked Jasmine. 
 
    She turned her head up to me, eyes bloodshot as her arms stayed locked around as much of my body as she could hold. “No, I’m not okay. I’m not okay.” 
 
    I had no idea what to say to her, so I said nothing. The others looked as upset as she was, and I didn’t know what to do about that either. Jasper had Kizzy, but I should have done something. It felt like I had all these fires I needed to put out, and my feet stayed glued to the floor anyway. Callie was the worst, her face ghostly white as she turned the microphone around in her hand. She shouldn’t have been there. Someone so sweet and gentle had no business in this torture the gods called games. I wanted to punish them for the damage that wouldn’t be undone, even if some miracle happened and we all lived through this, and then the war. 
 
    We had gotten through half the trials, what would probably be the easy half. Worse, these trials would only determine if we could handle a powerful tool for the war. This, this would be a cakewalk compared to what would happen if we beat the trials. I started to think that maybe we wouldn’t survive it. At least, not with any sort of mental stability. And if we could hardly handle this, then what chance did we have when the war came?
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   I wanted to check on Juniper, but one look from Verin said that wouldn’t be welcomed. Even if I hadn’t been used against her, I didn’t think Verin would’ve wanted me near her. I still didn’t see what I’d done wrong, necessarily, but I wanted to comfort my sister and couldn’t. Because of what I had said, she wanted nothing to do with me. And I couldn’t fix that. 
 
    After the trial, we got dragged into another room, isolated from everyone else. Someone had provided us with a buffet inside, with a banner that said HALFWAY THERE in brilliant colors, with lots of glitter. 
 
    Kizzy stared at it with contempt. “Hey, congratulations, you’re almost through with getting your hearts ripped out. Have some cake!” She glowered at the table of food that, yes indeed, had cake on it. 
 
    Juniper rubbed her eyes, walking over to the table. “Do they actually think of this like a competition, like a game?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zander said. “I think that this is for their entertainment as much as it’s about us getting a weapon to use in the war.” 
 
    “Can we use it on them, do you think?” Juniper asked, picking up a plate of fries. She frowned over it, but Verin started loading up his own plate. He brought Juniper over to one of the couches and pulled my sister down with him. He glared at me while he started getting her to eat. 
 
    “No,” Jasper said, sighing. 
 
    “Eros had to have had a reason to do that,” Zander said, looking at Kizzy and not me. “Right?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know anything, anymore. I used to think our mothers had a good reason for letting everything that happened… happen. Now I think they just didn’t care, or they wanted to make us stronger by breaking us down first. Throwing us into the fire like swords that need to be tempered.” 
 
    Jasper tugged her in against his chest, kissing her temple. I glanced over at Zander, but he still wouldn’t quite look at me. He’d taken a bottle of water from the table and sipped from it. “We’ve only got six trials left. That has to mean something, right?” 
 
    “Six more chances for us to break,” Kizzy said. 
 
    Juniper looked down at her lap, fiddling with the plate of fries. Verin pushed her hair aside and kissed her neck. Jasper and Kizzy stood against the wall on the other side of the room. They didn’t hold hands, they didn’t cuddle. The two of them just stood hip to hip, shoulder to shoulder, and somehow, they looked like a couple. 
 
    I looked at Zander. There were a solid four feet between us. 
 
    I swallowed and stepped over to him. “Hey, can we talk out in the hall real quick?” 
 
    For a second, I thought he would say no. I braced myself for him to reject me, which said something about where we were right then, but gods if I knew what. Then Zander sighed, took my arm and pulled me out into the hallway. “What do you want to talk about?” he asked. He didn’t sound annoyed or bothered, but I still felt as if I should have known better than to suggest we have some alone time. 
 
    “Are you still mad at me?” I asked, going on the defensive instead of talking like a rational adult. “Because I said that I was sorry for thinking what I did about Juniper. If I had known that it would be used against her later, then I wouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    Zander closed his eyes. “Jasmine… That’s not the point.” 
 
    “Then what is?” I asked. “Because I feel like there’s this wall between us and I’m too scared to reach over it and touch you.” 
 
    “The problem isn’t that you thought that about Juniper, though it does concern me. I don’t see how you could watch everything that Juniper’s been going through and still think she’s not strong, but that’s not the problem. The problem is…” He trailed off, trying to find words. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “The problem is…” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” I asked. “You need to say the words so that we can get through this and the rest of the trials and be fine.” 
 
    “This is the problem!” Zander said, gesturing at me. 
 
    “I’m the problem?” 
 
    “No. Yes. I don’t fucking know, okay? That wall you’re talking about? Yeah, I feel it too. I feel it because you’re the one that put it up. You put it up whenever you try to keep me from helping you with something, and when you go off on how good of a goddess you are and how you don’t need anyone. It’s like you don’t want me in your life anymore, Jazzy.” 
 
    “That is not true,” I said. 
 
    “It feels that way. When you talk about how Juniper is the weakest link, it feels like you wish you could push her out of the trials altogether and beat them yourself. When you scream at Jasper, it feels like you’re trying to put a wall up between you and him too. And then you get angry with me, and I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “I love my brother and sister.” 
 
    “I never said that you didn’t.” 
 
    “You’re implying that I’m trying to cut them out of my life.” 
 
    “You started a fight with both of them,” Zander said. “Fights bad enough that Verin and Kizzy have barely spoken to you since then. I’m not saying that you’re trying to cut them out, but I am saying that if you were, you’d be doing one hell of a job of it. And then it feels like you don’t want me around for anything. Back at home, you didn’t want me to help you learn how to handle your powers.” 
 
    “Because you get twitchy,” I said. 
 
    “I get twitchy because I’m worried. We don’t know what you can do now, but if you travel into the future and get stuck, then I’m lost without you.” 
 
    “I won’t get stuck,” I said. “I’m a goddess.” During the course of the conversation, the two of us had moved closer together, but not in a romantic way. Not in the way that Juniper and Jasper had with their significant others. This felt hostile. 
 
    Zander’s eyes flashed. “You say that as if being a goddess will protect you from everything, but it won’t. The gods fuck each other over all the time.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” I said, and meant it. “I was good at it before I became a goddess, and I’m even better at it now.” 
 
    “You sucked at it before,” Zander barked. He turned away from me, shoving his hand through his hair. He panted while he moved around the hallway, his eyes flashing. “All three of you sucked at it. It’s like you guys thought that if you just made it to the next day, then you didn’t have to worry about anything else, and none of you even realized that you were slowly dying.” 
 
    “Oh, but that all changed when you came along?” I asked, the words sounding loud in the empty hallway. 
 
    Zander turned to glare at me. “Yeah, it did. It changed for all of us. Kizzy and I weren’t much better than the three of you.” 
 
    “So, we only got better because of you?” I asked, sneering. 
 
    “What’s so wrong with that? We made a little family and we built each other up, we made each other better. Why is that a bad thing?” His eyes implored me to say something kind, to say something that he needed to hear. But I could only think about the space between us in the room, space he accused me of putting there 
 
    “Because it’s just you taking the credit,” I said. “You want us to think that we need you, that you’re the only thing that can protect us. It’s like you wish I had never become a goddess so that you could keep me in the safe little human cage that you made me!” 
 
    Zander stopped, his eyes hurt. “Do you really think that? That I’d rather take the credit than let you heal on your own?” 
 
    “Look at all of this,” I said, gesturing to him. “I don’t need you to defend me anymore, to watch over me, and now you’ll barely even look at me. You only loved me when you had something to fix.” 
 
    Zander flinched, taking a step back. He put his hand on his chest like he couldn’t breathe, staring down at his feet. 
 
    The second I saw him, I wished that I could take the words back. 
 
    “If you really think that,” he whispered so softly that I could barely hear him, “then I guess we have nothing else to say.” 
 
    We have a lot to say. I don’t want this space between us, I don’t want the wall. I dragged you out here so that we could talk about it. I was lying before. I need you. I really do need you. 
 
    “I guess not,” I said. 
 
    Zander pushed off the wall, still rubbing his chest like it didn’t feel right. Like someone had stabbed him. He opened his mouth, and I hung on the breath he took into his lungs. Here it is, I thought. This is where he’ll tell me that he’ll try harder. I’ll tell him the same thing. I’ll tell him that I’ll try so hard that it’ll make him proud to hold my hand. Then we’ll go back into that room and everything will be fine. Here it is. Say the words. Please… say the words. 
 
    His mouth closed, and he turned to the room our family had occupied. The door closed behind him. 
 
    I thought of what he said about me starting fights with Juniper and Jasper. That I had been trying to push them away. Then I thought about all the lies that I’d told Zander in the last few months because I didn’t want to deal with his worry. 
 
    Well, you don’t need him to apologize first. Step forward and go into that room. Call him back out and tell him that you’re sorry. Tell him that you know that something is broken in your head and that you’re going to try and fix it. Tell him. 
 
    I turned around and walked off. My teeth ground together. Why did I have to apologize to him? He had been trying to take credit for ‘fixing’ my brother and sister and me. Zander wanted me to believe that he made us want to be better. And he didn’t. I’d wanted it all on my own, and Juniper had been a fucking mess even after he came into our lives. 
 
    I didn’t have anything to apologize for. He’d realize that when he came back to bed later. We’d talk it out like we should have. 
 
    The halls felt too empty and yet too full. Like people watched me from every angle, even when I got to the hallway with our rooms. I paced the length of it, trying to work out some of the energy boiling through me. My anger had heat searing through my chest, and my hands kept twitching. I wanted to run around. I wanted to lie down and sleep. I wanted… Zander to come upstairs so that we could fix this. 
 
    I went to our room, to that I could sit on the bed and wait for him. 
 
    A cart had been left by the bed. It had another, smaller banner strung to the front that said HALFWAY THERE in the same glitter and color. Two cloches sat on the cart, covering dishes up. I lifted the first to find cake underneath. Chocolate cake with colorful frosting that matched the banner almost exactly. I didn’t feel like eating, so I covered the cake back up, then turned to the other cloche. 
 
    A bottle sat in an ice bucket underneath. I stared at the bottle, my mouth feeling dry again. Zander used this against me. He said that I had been on the way to an early grave before him. It sounded like bullshit now. I could drink that entire bottle and nothing bad would happen. 
 
    But I don’t want to. 
 
    My hand closed around the bottle. It felt cold and my mouth turned even drier. I shouldn’t take even a sip of this drink. I’d been so good for so many months now. I’d done it, even when it felt like my entire world would implode. Even when I felt like the stress would kill me, I’d avoided taking a drink. I’d been good. 
 
    Being good is only a thing when being bad hurts someone. This won’t hurt anyone. 
 
    I pulled the bottle out of the ice and stared at it. It had a twist cork like a champagne bottle would have. It would be easy to remove, and then the drink would just be waiting for me. 
 
    No. 
 
    I twisted the string and the cork came flying out. The smell of the alcohol burrowed into my nose, whispering at me. 
 
    I took a sip. 
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    An hour later, I laid sideways on the bed, the room spinning around me, laughing and drinking the last bottle that I’d found in the minifridge. Every bit of alcohol had ambrosia in it, and I felt the effect buzzing in my veins, getting me drunker. I loved it. I’d missed this feeling so much that I couldn’t believe I’d gone so long without it. I’d never felt truly happy like I did right then. 
 
    Someone knocked on the door, and I jumped, falling off the bed and giggling, out of control. 
 
    “Jasmine?” a familiar voice asked, sounding concerned. 
 
    I laughed at that, too. Concerned. Hilarious. 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I slurred. “Can you?” I fell to my side, smiling goofily. The room spun around me in lazy circles, but it didn’t matter. Zander would be back soon, and I’d fuck him. Then I’d go to sleep, wake up fine, and maybe I’d get something else to drink in the morning. Something that wouldn’t get me so drunk but just keep me happy all day. I missed being happy. 
 
    The door opened, and I heard Jasper’s sad, sad voice. He didn’t understand happy, not the way that I understood happy. “Oh no…” he said. 
 
    “Why so blue?” I asked, sitting up again and then falling over. Trying to sit up at the same time that you tried to stand didn’t work out well. I giggled some more, flopping around, collapsing against the bed. “Blue is bad. Blue is sad. Go for happy. What’s happy? Yellow!” I shouted this while pointing at him. 
 
    Jasper blurred in my vision. I couldn’t quite see his face, which reminded me of the thousands of other times I stared at him through bleary eyes. He still looked so, so sad. Like an upside-down puppy. 
 
    I used the bed to push myself up, onto my feet. They wanted to go out from under me, but I didn’t let them. I was a goddess and goddesses didn’t fall over, even when they had an entire minifridge. “Why are you sad?” I asked, each word a struggle to get out. I stumbled forward and would have fallen down, but Jasper caught me. He was a good brother like that. 
 
    His arms tightened around me as he sat me down in a chair. “Jasmine,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “You sound wrong. Jazzy,” I said, putting my finger on his chest. “You’re s’posed to call me… Jazzy.” 
 
    He dragged his hands down his face, still with that heartbroken expression. “It’s okay,” I said. “It can’t hurt me now. Imma goddess. Nothin’ can hurt me now.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “No, Jasmine, that’s not true.” 
 
    I stared at him. Jasper loved me so much. He’d gone through so many terrible things to make sure that I never got hurt. He’d been a good brother. The best brother. He’d been so happy when I got sober. Everyone had been happy when I got sober. “Things can… still hurt me?” I asked, confused. 
 
    He pushed his hands through his hair. “I came upstairs because Zander seems off. I thought maybe something happened.” 
 
    “Zander’s stupid!” I said. “He tried to take credit for me getting better and then he said I wanted to push you away. I don’t need him! I don’t need you, either!” 
 
    Jasper winced. “You think… you think you’re better?” 
 
    “You don’t?” I asked. 
 
    He just stared at me. 
 
    My stomach lurched. Again, if not for Jasper, I would have made a fool of myself. He held the trashcan under my mouth while I threw up. Three times. When it ended, I slumped to the floor, curling up on my side. Jasper used a rag to clean my face off while I tried to stop shaking. “I’m better…” I mumbled. “I’ve gotten better. Right? I’m better? Jasper?” 
 
    “No,” he said, looking down at me. “No, Jasmine. You’re not better. I don’t know what happened between you and Zander. I don’t know what’s going through your head, but you’re not better.” 
 
    “I didn’t try to push you away,” I said. “You were a buzz kill, always trying to temper my fun, but I didn’t try to push you away. You got control of your powers before me, but I didn’t try to push you away. And Juni! I didn’t push her away, either. She woulda held me back, but I didn’t push her away. I love her, and she got cool powers too, but I didn’t try to push her away. I never tried to push you away.” 
 
    Jasper lowered his head, staring down at his shoes. He still looked so heartbroken, because… because… 
 
    The first clear thought since my first sip of ambrosia broke through. Perhaps my body had finally started to process the alcohol. 
 
    “I disappointed you,” I slurred, still swaying. 
 
    Jasper had his eyes closed and his head lowered. “It’s okay, Jazzy. Let’s just get you into bed.” 
 
    “No! I can do it on my own. I can do everything on my own! I don’t need you!” 
 
    He looked me right in the eyes. “I think you do, Jazzy.” 
 
    I did need him. I needed all of them, but I’d only disappoint them. Just like I’d disappointed Jasper. I’d disappoint everyone because even as a goddess, I’d never be the right amount of cheerful, helpful, or anything. I’d never be what they needed me to be because I didn’t bring anything to the table but that cheer. I never had. 
 
    I burst into tears.
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   “Y ou’re going to break the floor,” Juniper warned me when I wouldn’t stop tapping. I kept on going, not caring what damage I did to the green room. Kizzy eventually put her hand on my knee, stilling it. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I lied. “Can we just get back to eating?” 
 
    “That’s what I would prefer,” Verin said, picking at his cake as he paced in front of the couch. “We can eat, and then start plotting revenge for all the suffering we’ve been through in the last few days.” 
 
    “Months,” Kizzy scoffed. “And I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to keep a cap on your anger over there, fella.” 
 
    “I did. Eros isn’t dead. Is that not enough?” 
 
    Verin didn’t feel what my brother had. Even if I only could get echoes from a god, I still knew the aura around it. He hadn’t wanted to do it, but he needed to. That didn’t mean I wasn’t angry with Eros though. I would be angry for a long time, and whenever I remembered what Juniper looked like while she sat on that kennel. I started to wonder if my whole life would mostly be pain of some sort. I got my own and then had to feel everyone else’s. 
 
    “We need to stay calm,” Kizzy said. “We’re halfway through this and we haven’t failed yet. We only have to win five more trials and we’re done.” 
 
    “Great,” Juniper sighed. “We just have to hope that they don’t kill us. No problem. No problem at all.” 
 
    Verin handed her a carrot stick to chew on before he set his plate down. “It won’t be a problem. We struggled, but we’ve all passed so far. Even if the trials start getting bloody, three of us heal instantly. Don’t get your head cut off and you’ll be all right, luv.” 
 
    Juniper shivered as she nibbled on her ranch dipped carrot. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Kizzy said, directed at me. “Halfway there, as that stupid ass sign says.” 
 
    “The trials aren’t his problem,” Verin said. 
 
    I glared at him. “Stop.” 
 
    “Nah. I would have stopped, but you’ve been wibbly for about two hours now. You came back without the other one.” 
 
    “Jasmine,” I said. “Her name is Jasmine.” 
 
    “She’ll earn her name back when she stops behaving in ways that make me want to flat iron her face.” 
 
    I hated almost everything Jasmine had been doing lately, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t prepared to punch Verin out if he kept talking about my girl like that. “She’s stressed out. Like the rest of us.” 
 
    “And that gives her the okay to be the way she is?” Kizzy asked. “She’s been bad, Zander. Normally her cockiness is cute, but this is too much for me. She yelled at Jasper. She hurt Juniper. And clearly, she said some shit to you in the hall, because you haven’t looked any of us in the eye since you got back.” 
 
    I shrugged. “We had a fight. Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It does, actually. What did she say?” 
 
    “Why should I tell you? You’ll only get angrier with her.” 
 
    “Not possible.” Kizzy’s eyes narrowed. “She yelled at my husband,” she repeated. “No one yells at my husband. I would have kicked her godly ass right to the moon if it wouldn’t have upset Jasper even more. I get that it fucked you up, hearing all that. Zander, you’re the whole world to me, but so is Jasper. He was upset by the trial too, and I didn’t do anything wrong in taking his side.” 
 
    “I know that. You should take your husband’s side.” 
 
    “Right, but Jasmine doesn’t think that. She thinks about herself and the things immediately around her in her little world. It needs to end.” 
 
    “She’s trying,” I said. “She’s trying really hard.” 
 
    “Is she?” Verin asked. “I think your girl is under the impression that her becoming a god meant that she’s invulnerable in every single way. And she’ll keep thinking that until something knocks her right down to her place. I worry for what that’s gonna mean for the rest of us.” 
 
    Jasmine had alienated herself from all of us with her behavior, thinking that she didn’t need us to get by. I wasn’t under that impression for myself, and I knew that if I didn’t have Jasmine to purge my feelings to, then I needed someone else. Feeling like I was about to burst, I let it all out, telling my family about the fight. Kizzy only took a second to get pissed. 
 
    “Do I do that?” I asked. “Do I take credit for you all getting better?” 
 
    “No,” Juniper answered, cutting Kizzy off before she could talk. “I’ve literally only seen you take credit for all the bad stuff in our lives. I wouldn’t for a second think you believe you fixed us. First off, we’re not fixed.” 
 
    “You’re wonderful,” Verin said to her. “You’re progressing perfectly, and I know that everyone in this room would only credit that to you. Including Zander.” 
 
    I knew it to be true, but I still wanted someone to assure me I wasn’t that sort of an asshole. Jasmine said a lot of things in anger, and I said some back. I was just worried about how much of what she said, she would stand by. 
 
    “I don’t know how to fix this,” I said. “Everything feels damaged beyond repair. I literally have no idea what the hell I would do if we broke up. She thinks, she thinks I only wanted someone to fix. What does that even mean for our relationship?” 
 
    I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I didn’t love her because she was a project. I loved Jasmine for her insanity, her passions, the way she looked at me when she had a scheme going, and a million other big and tiny things that I could have spent hours listing. If I could snap my fingers and have her healed, I would have. I would never want her to feel pain or have to struggle. 
 
    “It means you need to talk to her,” Kizzy said. “Tell Jasmine everything you’re feeling and do it in a calm way. Even if she gets angry and yells, you stay calm. You make sure she knows you love her, and that we would all be in a much worse place if we didn’t all have each other. We’re a family, no one person more or less important than the others.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’re right. Should I go fetch your husband for you?” 
 
    “Please. I miss his face.” 
 
    I kissed the top of her head before standing up. I gave my other sister a pat on her shoulder, and I stole one of Verin’s carrot sticks on my way out. I chewed pensively on the elevator ride up, figuring out what I would say to Jasmine. 
 
    The doors opened, and I temporarily mourned the loss of the carrot I’d used as a distraction. It would be only me and Jasmine and our messy, awful feelings. The ding of the elevator seemed too loud, making me flinch. Sighing, I walked out of the safe little box and toward my room. 
 
    I heard the knob turning before Jasper walked out, so I had a moment of panic when I thought a confrontation would come before I was ready. Jasper closed the door, then stood right in front of it. 
 
    “Does she hate me right now?” I asked. “I know I’m a dumbass, but I didn’t say anything that we weren’t already thinking.” 
 
    I saw it then. I felt it when I got closer to Jasper. His eyes looked tired and his soul pulsed with an old weariness I knew too well. The kind of hurt that never truly left, waiting to roar back to life at the first chance it got. 
 
    “She’s not mad at you,” Jasper said, rubbing his eyes. “But I think you should wait to talk to her.” 
 
    “I can’t. Things are too shitty to leave like this, and we don’t know whose trial is up next. I don’t want her going into one all stressed and miserable. Can you move aside?” 
 
    He didn’t. “It would be a mistake if you walked in there.” 
 
    “A mistake? It’s my choice to make. Not yours. I get that you want to protect Jasmine, but we’re adults in a relationship. We have to talk this out.” 
 
    Jasper still didn’t move. “Please. Can you leave me with her for a while? Just go.” 
 
    Every alarm in my head went off, telling me to fix this. I didn’t know what the problem was, but I had to fix it. Nothing could keep me from walking through that door. 
 
    Something in my gut told me to be afraid of the way Jasper looked at me. Afraid for how tired his eyes had gotten. I pushed it away for the matter at hand. 
 
    “Move,” I told him. 
 
    “Zander.” 
 
    “Move,” I growled. 
 
    With a deep breath, Jasper stepped out of the way. I opened the door to a dark, dark room. Jasmine laid in bed, turned on her side with a garbage can on the ground. I’d seen that before. I knew what it meant, and I knew what it meant when paired with the stomach-turning scent of alcohol. 
 
    No. That was the only thought in my head. A quiet, shattered no. No, she wouldn’t have done this. No, it couldn’t have happened here. No. Of course, it happened here. No, I didn’t think we had been out of the woods when she handed over her keys. No, this would’ve always been part of it. Because you couldn’t just snap your fingers and solve the problem. 
 
    Bleary eyes found me as I walked to the bed. Jasmine pushed away from the edge, moving back and farther from me. She protested my coming closer, but it wouldn’t stop me. 
 
    “Can we have a minute, Jasper?” I asked. “Kizzy wants you.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving,” he said as he stood in the doorway. 
 
    I sighed, not up for fighting him. I sat on the edge of the bed, hearing Jasmine sniffle as she watched me. Even in the darkness, I could see her eyes well with tears. Her thick voice rasped, “I’m so, so sorry. I fucked everything up.” 
 
    Really and truly, I didn’t know what I could say. I didn’t know what I should say. I left her alone and broken in the hallway, so she went back to what she knew. I knew she was fragile, and I still walked away. Still left her. 
 
    “Is this a onetime thing?” I asked. “Or…” 
 
    “No. One time,” Jasmine said. “I shouldn’t have… I don’t want this. I don’t want this ever again.” 
 
    I didn’t know if I could believe her. We always had something stressful and terrifying going on. We fought a lot. Would she turn to this the next time things felt like they had fallen apart? We had a war to fight. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said again, slurring. “I told you things that weren’t true. I let you walk away after I’d lied to you. I didn’t mean them. I swear.” 
 
    They’d told me Jasper didn’t mean what he’d said, even though he said it. Now I had to hear that the things lurking in Jasmine’s head weren’t real either. I didn’t know what I could believe or not, so it left me sitting on the corner of a bed in a dark room, listening to familiar slurs that felt like nails to my brain. 
 
    “I’m not here to fix you,” I told Jasmine. “I don’t want some project.” 
 
    She sat up, audibly crying. “I know I ruined it all. And you should want to walk away from me. You shouldn’t be weighed down with… me.” 
 
    I felt like I got slapped. “What?” 
 
    “You spent your teens trying to make Kizzy better, and you shouldn’t have to do that with me. Not when I’m like this.” 
 
    I held my hand up, stopping her. “I’m not, I’m not going anywhere. Did you think I was going to break up with you? Is that what you want?” Bile rose in my throat, my mind threatening to shut off. My life would end if she told me to go. I would lose my entire family, and then I wouldn’t get to see Jasmine anymore. What the hell would my life be if I couldn’t wake up beside her? 
 
    “No,” she squeaked. “I just thought… I messed everything up. I didn’t think you would forgive me for this. For the things I said.” 
 
    It hadn’t occurred to me to break up with her because of this because, to me, I could never leave someone for something like this. Short of murdering my sister, Jasmine probably couldn’t do anything to make me want to leave her. 
 
    Carefully, I reached for her face. I held her cheek and it only made her cry more, hot tears spilling onto my hand. “I’m not going anywhere,” I repeated. “You fucked up, but we all fuck up. We all stumble. This one day doesn’t erase a thing.” 
 
    “Yes, it does. I was sober, and now I’m not. All that time I was clean, it’s gone.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “You were sober yesterday, and you’ll be sober tomorrow. One day in hundreds. Just one. Don’t let one day steal the rest from you. You’ll get up in the morning, you’ll go to sleep at night, and you won’t touch another bottle.” 
 
    More tears touched me before she pulled my hand from her face. She held it on her lap, her fingers moving back and forth on my palm. “Everything hurts all the time. Those things Eros said to Juniper, he said we’d never get away from it.” 
 
    “You have. Verin was right when he said you have. Those ghosts are never going to come back into your life, and all you have is a future you can do anything with. But you need to get a handle on yourself. You need to be better than the gods you’re turning into. I can’t imagine what it feels like to have all this power when you came from having none at all, but I know it’s tempting to let it intoxicate you. You can’t let it. Don’t let anything steal your soul from you.” 
 
    Jasmine covered her mouth with her hand. “I can’t be this anymore. What happens when I’m not the person you fell in love with?” 
 
    “Not possible.” 
 
    “But it is. On the days where I’m sad and don’t have anything to drink to make me shiny, to make me smiley and fun, I’ll just be sad then.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And that’s all I have. Colors. A smile. Wooing. All of that. What happens when I can’t be shiny?” 
 
    I squeezed her hand, shoving my own tears to the back of my mind. “Be whatever you’re feeling, whenever you feel it. There are days for wooing and colors, and there are days where we’re allowed to be sad. You don’t have to be the sun all the time, because no matter how dark it is, you’re always going to be the very brightest thing I’ve ever had. If you feel like crying, then cry. If you feel like hiding in the hallway to jump on me, then do it. But don’t ever feel like you have to be something you’re not. I don’t love you any less right now than I do when I walk into our room to find a hundred teddy bears on our bed and you wearing those plastic angel wings and a halo.” 
 
    She laughed, sniffling again. “I looked good in those.” 
 
    “You looked damn good.” I reached up to wipe new tears off her face. “The past is dead, but that doesn’t mean it won’t hurt once in a while. One day, we’re going to be so far away from this moment that we won’t remember what we said. Just the feelings we had. So, feel today and don’t let this happen tomorrow. It’s all we can do.” 
 
    She nodded, then laid in bed again. I sat with her in silence, smoothing her hair as her eyes closed. It was amazing that my hands didn’t shake. I could barely breathe, and the edges of my world wobbled when I dared to look away from Jasmine. I always expected something bad to be around the corner, but this had sideswiped me. I just needed Jasmine to be okay. If she was okay, then everything around us could be okay again. 
 
    When she fell asleep, I got up from the bed. I walked off-kilter as I made my way to Jasper. I still couldn’t really breathe as I stood in the doorway with him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
    “What? Why are you sorry?” 
 
    I swallowed. “I walked away from her. If I’d stayed and talked things through with her, then this wouldn’t have happened. She would be sober.” 
 
    “Zander, I’ve been dealing with this for a really long time, and no, it’s not on you. Jasmine made this choice. You can’t… you can’t put something like this on yourself. You could have talked with her today and she might have stayed sober. Or, she would have found another time to slip. She’s an addict.” 
 
    I knew that, but how could I not blame myself? I saw myself walking away from her, leaving everything uncertain and terrifying. “God, she thought I was going to break up with her.” 
 
    “Are you blaming yourself for that one too?” 
 
    I probably couldn’t find a way to make sense of that. “If I had stayed and made her not feel that way, then she wouldn’t have wanted to drink.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I made her feel alone.” 
 
    “Her behavior made her feel alone. Jasmine made choices that got us to where we are right now. It’s not your responsibility to keep her sober. It’s up to Jasmine to make the right choice. Today, she didn’t.” 
 
    I was gutted again, feeling like someone had stabbed me in the heart. Everywhere I looked, a fire burned. I wasn’t fast enough to smother them in time, and this one got out of hand. Jasmine and I clashed at every turn, and she had gotten drunk as a result. She was strong, but I didn’t know how much that strength would help her in the future. She could say fuck it and drink again. She’d broken once already, so maybe she would use that as an excuse to do it again. Then we would be right back to where we started. I couldn’t do anything to make this stop. Only Jasmine could fix this.
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   A t some point, I passed out. When I woke up, I wished that I’d passed out again. My insides felt like they’d been pulverized, every bit of life drained out of me. And that just covered how I felt physically. Emotionally… I couldn’t even think. Everything felt painful, to the point that I could only think in those emotions. Sad. Hurt. Disgusted. 
 
    I curled into a tighter ball, covering my head with my arms. My head pounded. I hadn’t thought I could get drunk anymore. No. I knew that ambrosia could do to me what alcohol used to do. I knew that ambrosia mixed with wine would be as potent as any drink that I had back as a human. I’d known it, even if I hadn’t admitted it to myself, and I still did this. Because part of me wanted to do it. As if I had to prove to myself that I wasn’t as invulnerable as I had pretended to be for a while. 
 
    I laid in bed for close to an hour before rolling over to look at Zander. But he wasn’t there. He had probably gone to get me something to eat, or just to clear his head. Tears sprang to my eyes. I didn’t even know why. I thought that I really… wanted to see him. To explain why I had done this and to tell him that I would change it if I could. That I’d make things better and do the entirety of the trials differently. That I’d be… better. 
 
    Swallowing past my dry throat, I pushed the covers off and climbed out of bed. The world tilted, and I had to close my eyes as my stomach did a couple of flips. Everything settled down enough for me to walk again. I went into the bathroom to shower but ended up staring at myself in the mirror. This felt familiar. My hair stood up on one side, my eyes had bags underneath them, my skin looked pale, my lips chapped. The hangover was aesthetic. Even a goddess couldn’t pull it off. 
 
    The thought made me wince. I didn’t feel like much of a goddess anymore. 
 
    I got in the shower, then pulled a dress on afterward. Something bright and colorful. Something that would help me cheer up. Only, when I had the dress on, I wanted to rip it off. It felt like it burned my skin. It felt like a lie. But I rallied behind the yellow dress, smiled at myself in the mirror until it looked real, wiped the expression from my face, and then walked out. 
 
    Zander still hadn’t come back, but I hadn’t thought that he would. He probably needed to clear his mind. Kind of like I did. It would be harder to do that when we kept crashing into each other the way we had been. 
 
    I left the room and then stood in the hallway, unsure of what to do, where to go. I ended up doing the thing I’d always done. 
 
    I sought out Jasper. 
 
    When I reached his room, it felt like déjà vu. I thought of the vision that I’d had a few days before, the one that showed me doing this very thing. I couldn’t say if that vision had been accurate, or if I projected what I wanted onto it. Either way, I sucked in a breath and knocked on the door. 
 
    Jasper answered. He looked sad when he saw me, which felt like someone had stabbed me in the heart. But he didn’t hesitate to let me into his and Kizzy’s room. She sat on the edge of her mattress and wouldn’t look at me. I sensed her anger toward me and couldn’t say that I blamed her for that anger. I’d said some pretty terrible things to Jasper. I had believed them at the time, but it felt like a nightmare now. One that had led me down the path I’d taken last night. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, immediately, then had to suck in a breath. “For everything. For getting drunk when I’ve been doing…” I stopped myself from saying ‘so good,’ because I didn’t know if I had been doing good. It felt like I had been, but it had taken so little for me to fall again. “When I had gone that long without taking a drink,” I finished lamely, shoving my fingers into my eyes. “And I’m sorry for the things that I said to you after your trial. I don’t even know why I said them.” 
 
    Don’t you? 
 
    I shoved that aside. “I’m just sorry.” 
 
    Jasper pulled my hands down. “I’m not angry with you, Jazzy.” 
 
    The look on Kizzy’s face said that she didn’t agree. 
 
    “I’m still sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he told me, pulling me into his arms. I felt safe there, just like I always had, but the feeling had changed. I knew Jasper would never hurt me, no matter what I did to him. Despite the lives we led, Jasper had always been a gentle soul, a smart one. When we had been human, he always let Kizzy do the fighting, understanding that she had been stronger than him, but that hasn't kept him from protecting me and Juniper. Even at his worst, even when he had to kill to survive, he did it with as much mercy as possible. 
 
    And I normally felt safe both physically and emotionally around him. I had lost the latter feeling, though. Standing with him, I couldn’t shake the thought that we wouldn’t be the same ever again. 
 
    I pulled away, wiping my face with my hands. I tried on a smile and knew that it looked real. “But, I got sober once, I can do it again.” 
 
    Kizzy let out a sound, got off the bed, and left the room, all without saying anything to me. 
 
    “What?” I asked, looking up at Jasper. “Did I do something?” 
 
    Jasper rubbed the back of his neck. “Kezia isn’t happy with you right now.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, deflating. “I understand why, too.” 
 
    “It has nothing with you getting drunk.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “You’ve been bad lately, Jasmine. You’ve caused a lot of heartache in the last few weeks, which isn’t like you. I’ve never seen you so callously rip into people the way you have been.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “She’s still mad for what I said to you.” 
 
    “And what you said to Zander. About Juniper. She’d mad about a lot of things. I don’t know what’s been going on with you, but whatever it is, you need to figure it out. You need to do that before you take another drink, and that one doesn’t feel as bad as this one did.” 
 
    My heart tripped in my chest just at the thought. Not that I’d drink again, but that I’d relearn to like it. I’d taught myself how to hate drinking, and that had been the only thing that kept me going for so long. The belief that I’d hate it if I tried again. It was the only thing that kept my head screwed on straight right then. 
 
    I swallowed. “Where’s Zander?” 
 
    “You’re not going to try and figure out why you’ve been acting like this?” 
 
    I shrugged. “What’s there to figure out? I was turned into a god and I let it go to my head.” 
 
    Jasper just watched me, those mismatched eyes seemed to sear right through my chest, into my soul. I had to look away. 
 
    “Where’s Zander?” 
 
    “I think he went for a walk with Juniper,” Jasper said. “Juniper wanted to get his mind off things.” 
 
    My knees went weak and I ended up sitting on his bed. “Zander blames himself?” I guessed. 
 
    “Of course, he does.” 
 
    My teeth ground together as I closed my eyes. 
 
    “What’s going through your head?” 
 
    “I don’t want to say it. If I say it, then what’s really changed between today and yesterday?” Tears popped into my eyes. 
 
    “Maybe you should tell me what you’re thinking because otherwise, it might come out in front of Zander. He’s not doing well. He doesn’t need something else to knock him down.” 
 
    “I’m just tired,” I said, looking at Jasper. “I know he’s not doing well, but I can’t fix that. He’s not doing well, because no matter what happens, he finds a way to blame himself. I can’t fuck up without it being his fault. Which means I can’t screw up, because he’ll make me feel worse about it than I already do. And I can’t fix it, because I don’t know how to tell him that not everything in the world comes back to him. I know he’s not self-centered on purpose, but all he would hear is that I think he is. I can’t fix what’s wrong in his head.” 
 
    Jasper put his arm around my shoulder. “No, you can’t. But do you feel better now that you said it out loud?” 
 
    “Not really. Saying what I’ve been feeling out loud has gotten me in a lot of trouble lately.” 
 
    Jasper shook his head. “You’re not looking at it the right way. What you’ve been saying lately, is only the negative stuff, the stuff that hurts people. What you’ve just said is that you know Zander doesn’t do this on purpose, that you know he doesn’t want to be this way, and that you don’t want to hurt him. It’s all about how you present it.” 
 
    A knock on the door kept me from responding. 
 
    “Come in,” Jasper called. 
 
    Ellie poked her head through to inform us that we had to be down at the studio in fifteen minutes. 
 
    I pushed off the mattress, taking a deep breath. My head pounded for the effort, but I ignored it, trying to clear some of the pain away. Jasper went to find Kizzy, and about five minutes later, the rest of my family joined me in the hallway. I tried to catch Juniper’s eye so that we could talk on the way down to the studio, but Verin wouldn’t let me pull her aside. He kept his body between us and he’d glare at me whenever I stepped toward them. 
 
    Instead of trying to fight my way to her, I turned my attention to Zander. He looked about as bad as I did this morning when I woke up. I took his hand, feeling how massive it was. The way it dwarfed mine. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you?” he responded. 
 
    “You answer first.” 
 
    Zander looked down at me, his blue eyes bloodshot and his blond hair looking messier than I’d ever seen it. Even his shirt had wrinkles in it. This shouldn’t have caught my attention since Zander had never been particular about the way he dressed. But that didn’t mean he ever walked outside looking like he’d just been balled up and thrown in a corner. 
 
    I realized why Zander looked so intently at me about a second too late. He read my emotions to get a gauge on how he should’ve responded. He straightened out, took a deep breath, and said, “I’m doing okay. Not great, but I’m okay. Just worried.” 
 
    I didn’t know which part of that had been a lie, but I knew something had. “Don’t do that,” I whispered, tugging on his arm so that we’d fall behind the others as we walked. 
 
    “Do what?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t read my emotions and then feed me what you think I want to hear,” I said. “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    Zander stared at me for a moment, and then anger flashed in his eyes. “I’m a mess. Is that what you want to hear? I’m a mess, and it’s not your fault. Setbacks happen. I assumed you’d have one from the start of you trying to get sober. But you’re so sad, and I can feel it, and I want to fix it, but I’m sad too and I don’t know how to fix that. And I’m scared that these trials are going to kill us before we come even this close to beating them.” He held his thumb and forefinger apart. “And I’m stressed, and I’m scared, and I’m worried about you. I don’t know what the hell is going to happen next, but I know that it won’t be anything good. And if these trials destroy us, the entire war might be lost, and that terrifies me. I’m a fucking mess. There.” 
 
    Tears had popped into my eyes as he spouted all those words out. “Yes.” 
 
    “What?” Zander said. 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to hear. I wanted to hear the truth about how you’re doing. I wanted you to stop lying to me.” 
 
    We had reached the elevators, and all piled on. Despite the tension that had sprung up between us, Zander and I stood side by side against one of the elevator walls. The ride was tense, especially since the only person not upset with me was Jasper. And no one would have expected him to get upset with me. Jasper forgave too easily, and I loved him for it. 
 
    The elevator doors opened up. Before everyone walked out, I said, “I’m sorry. I wanted to say it to everyone individually, but we didn’t have the time before this show. If you’ll let me, I’ll still talk with everyone afterward, but until then, just know that I’m sorry. If I could fix everything that I’ve done, then I would. But no matter who is on trial first for the second half, we can do this. And I’m sorry if I made anyone feel bad before.” 
 
    Silence greeted my declaration. I didn’t know what I expected. Them all forgiving me? I didn’t think so. Maybe an encouraging smile? Nope, I didn’t get that either. In fact, only Jasper and Zander even looked at me for longer than a second. Juniper wouldn’t meet my eyes, but she looked more awkward than she did angry. That had to be a good thing, right? I had to be able to fix this, right? 
 
    I wouldn’t lose my family over this… right? 
 
    They stepped out of the elevators one by one, leaving me to exit last. The door slid shut behind me. I took one last deep breath before entering the pristine white stage to dead silence. 
 
    Callie sat in a cage that had been brought for her. It looked kind of like a director’s chair, but not quite. The crowd behind her all watched us with the most impassive expressions on their faces. When I stepped onto the stage, it felt like all their eyes drifted over to me at once. I sucked in a breath to keep from panicking, reaching blindly for Zander’s hand. 
 
    I pictured him moving his hand out of my reach so that I couldn’t take comfort from him. I prepared myself to feel the rejection, the blow to my heart. 
 
    Then Zander’s fingers slid into mine, giving me a tight squeeze. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Verin finally asked, when the silence had gotten to be too much. He crossed his arms over his chest, staring at the crowd until they dropped their eyes one by one. 
 
    Callie cleared her throat, drawing my attention. She had been pretty solid throughout the trials, mostly looking annoyed with things that she didn’t like and only crying when we had been wrecked. Now, she had tears in her eyes and her hands balled into fists at her sides. She rose from her chair, and I noticed how she shook. 
 
    My heart started to pound. 
 
    Her eyes locked on me. “I regret to inform that you have failed your trial.” 
 
    A ringing started in my head as my heart thundered so hard and so fast that I felt dizzy. My mouth went dry as every eye in the room turned to me, including that of my family. “Wh-what?” I asked, my words barely able to come out. 
 
    Callie swallowed as the first of the tears slipped out from the corner of her eye. “Jasmine Nelson, you have failed your trial.” 
 
    “What trial?” Zander demanded, but I knew. I just knew. 
 
    “She couldn’t resist temptation,” Callie said, another tear falling from her eye. 
 
    I started to shake my head while behind her, a large screen showed me in the hotel room the night before, standing in front of a food cart. My hand lifted some of the clothes to find a bottle. My eyes locking on that bottle. 
 
    For a second, I felt like I’d been transported there all over again. Like I stood in the middle of that room, feeling the terrible things that I had been feeling. Then I slammed back into my body as Screen Jasmine popped the top and brought the bottle to her mouth for a hardy drink. 
 
    My knees went weak even as I continued to shake my head. I slid to the ground, losing my hold on Zander’s limp hand in the process. “No, no, no, no…” I said. 
 
    Callie broke. She dropped her microphone and came rushing over to me. She hit her knees in front of me, throwing her arms around my shoulders. I didn’t realize I’d started sobbing until she hushed me, telling me that it would be all right, but it wouldn’t be all right. I’d ruined everything. I’d failed my trial. I’d put the weight of the world on my entire family. I’d done this, all because of a stupid bottle that had been left in my room, designed to taunt me. 
 
    I hadn’t even taken a second to wonder why, when the gods had to know my problems, they would leave such a thing for me to find. 
 
    I hadn’t thought. I’d just reacted. And I’d failed. I’d failed so miserably. 
 
    The sobs started ripping from my chest as the crowd began to boo and scream hateful names and words. 
 
    Aster rose from the bench and screamed so loud that it shut them all up. “Stop!” He sounded disgusted with them. 
 
    Micha, the Hunter, rose up as well, glaring at everyone. “I think now would be a great time for a commercial break.” 
 
    I continued to sob.
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   “O h… oops,” Micha said without a drop of sincerity. He held a broken piece of the camera in his hands, staring at the demigod who’d been trying to film in the green room. “Guess you should go get that sorted, huh?” 
 
    Though Hunters weren’t as strong as demigods, the boy gathered his supplies and rushed out of the room like Micha would break his neck if he didn’t. And maybe he would have. I couldn’t make myself care all that much. 
 
    Other than that exchange, the room had been so silent. Jasmine hadn’t stopped shaking since Callie’s announcement, though we’d moved her since then. She sat beside me on a couch, her head in her hands as her body trembled. There was nothing I could say to her, so I didn’t try. 
 
    Aster had Callie on his lap, her head against his shoulder while she stared distantly at nothing, tears on her cheeks. Aster had her hand, fury in his eyes as he too stared at nothing. I felt heat boiling inside of him, and a smaller echo of that in Micha as he paced in front of his friends. His thirst for blood grew every time he looked at Callie or heard her sniffle. 
 
    Kizzy sat on the floor on the other side of the room, her legs tucked in close to her chest. She sat between Verin and Juniper, who pulled lint from her lint free shorts. Verin was working on gnawing off his thumbnail. Jasper, who was much more qualified than me when it came to comforting Jasmine, had his hand on her back. I couldn’t help but wonder how something so small could do so much. 
 
    “I feel like I should be out killing someone,” Micha griped. “When there’s a problem, there’s typically something for me to kill.” 
 
    “Not today,” Callie rasped. 
 
    “Really? Because someone put that bottle—” He cut himself off when he saw Jasmine twitch. 
 
    Callie glanced up at him. “What, are you going to punish someone given an order by the gods? That’s not fair.” 
 
    “None of this is fair,” Aster said. “Fair isn’t picking a handful of people barely adult age to carry the weight of a war on their shoulders. The gods don’t care what’s fair or not. As long as they don’t have to be the ones fixing the mess they caused.” 
 
    Jasmine still said nothing, so silent that it hurt me. I waited for something to change. For her to start apologizing or going into denial, or anything but this silent crying. I would know what to say if she would just give me something to go on. 
 
    “How long do you think we have?” Kizzy asked from across the room. “They’re going to want to get on with the show.” She stopped, rubbing her eyes. “The fucking show.” 
 
    Rage came back to me as I thought of how these people saw these trials. Like it was a fun game. If we weren’t all broken people when we walked into his place, then we sure as hell would be when we walked out again. 
 
    “How am I supposed to keep doing this?” Callie whispered. “Am I really supposed to walk out there and pick up that microphone? This is disgusting.” 
 
    “And there’s not a choice,” Micha said. “Like it or not, the gods own us. They own everyone, and if they call on us for something, we have no choice but to obey.” 
 
    Of course, the Hunter would feel that way. He only existed to serve Artemis and do her bidding. I knew he didn’t fully agree with everything the gods said, but it was still in his DNA to serve. 
 
    “What do we do?” Juniper asked. “He’s right. It’s not like we can walk out of here. We have to keep going.” 
 
    “And if we lose?” I asked, the words slipping from my mouth before I could stop them. Jasmine twitched, revealing her face. I tried not to look at it. “I don’t know… I don’t know what happens if we lose.” 
 
    “Then we don’t get what we need,” Jasmine said quietly, her gaze pinning me. “I set it up so you all have to be perfect. I might be the reason countless people are killed.” 
 
    Something thrummed in Verin, making me look over for only a second. He agreed with her, and I knew that without him saying a word. Without this tool, then we would most likely not win this war for the gods. A war at all would get a lot of people killed, but a loss… I couldn’t even imagine. Could I really put that all on Jasmine? We’d been given such a thin line to walk, and one of us was bound to stumble. 
 
    “It’s not all on you,” Jasper said two seconds before Kizzy sat up a little straighter. “We haven’t lost yet.” 
 
    “But now… we could. We really could,” Jasmine whispered, her voice breaking. “Only one more person has to screw up.” 
 
    “Good thing the rest of us have a handle on ourselves,” Verin couldn’t help but say. 
 
    Juniper looked at him sharply. “Verin.” 
 
    “What? It’s the truth. Jasmine’s been muckin’ about like she’s a blessing to this earth, and she’s the one who fucked us. How dare she have put failure on you when she goes and pulls something like this.” 
 
    “She didn’t mean to,” Juniper said. “And you aren’t helping.” 
 
    “What help is left, Jasmine?” he asked, turning to her. “You couldn’t maybe assume something like a bottle in your room might be a setup? Your perfect goddess brain couldn’t put that together?” 
 
    “Stop,” I growled at him, rising to my feet. “Shutting you up wouldn’t be hard to do.” 
 
    Jasmine grabbed my hand, squeezing it so hard that I worried a finger would snap. “He’s not wrong,” she whispered. “I should have known better. And even if I didn’t, I shouldn’t have touched that bottle. I could have gone to find you. Find anyone. But I cracked it open.” 
 
    I sat back down, taking one of her hands. “This isn’t over. Not yet. We have one screw up, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to have another.” 
 
    Jasmine looked at me weakly. “You’re lying to me.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. Everything I’m saying is true.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s not your words. It’s everything else about you. You’re pretending that you believe this can end okay, and I know you better than that. Be scared if you’re scared. Don’t look at me and lie. Don’t pretend like you don’t know what I’ve just done to us.” 
 
    I felt my breath catch as I stared at her. I’d told her I was afraid, and it wouldn’t have been that hard to guess it. The odds were that we would lose. The challenges would only get harder, and some of them had barely been beaten. We would prove ourselves unworthy and unable to overcome our flaws, the flaws that the gods decided to test in front of who knew how many strangers. And the worst part was when we lost, the world would know who to look to. Who to blame. When the dust settled and everyone went to collect the bodies, they would know who to blame for them, and it wouldn’t be the gods. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” I asked. 
 
    “Say what you actually think, because lying isn’t going to make this better. Nothing is.” 
 
    I swallowed, taking a look at the group of weary and broken people around me. “The trials aren’t over. The rest of us each have one more, and then this part is over. If we can get through them, then we’re fine.” 
 
    “Zander…” 
 
    I threw my hands in the air. “What! What do I say? Yeah, you fucked up. We all know that. Am I supposed to be angry about it? Do you want me to scream at you? Do you want me to get myself all full of rage so I can go out and fuck up my trial too? We can die here. We can die right after this too. I’m trying to keep it together, Jasmine. I’m barely holding on.” 
 
    She blinked at me, tears spilling from her eyes again. “Maybe I do want you to yell at me. Maybe I want all of you to yell at me.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Verin said. 
 
    Kizzy swatted at him. “Knock it off.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at her. “Should we let it go then? Pretend like she didn’t do this to us?” 
 
    “No,” my sister said. “But berating her isn’t going to fix anything. It’s not going to turn the clock back and let her change her mind.” She looked at Jasmine. “Everything about your behavior has been utterly reprehensible lately. I’m tired of it. We all just want our sister back to normal. I like to think that you understand your actions have been out of hand.” 
 
    Jasmine nodded. “It’s pretty impossible not to. I… I’m just… I’m so sorry. I ruined everything.” 
 
    No one said a word. 
 
    Yelling at Jasmine wouldn’t solve this, and letting her off easy wouldn’t do anything either. Being soft or being firm, I didn’t know which the better choice would be. The mistake had already been made, and Jasmine knew what she did wrong. 
 
    We had no idea who would be up next for their trial. That meant any one of us could have had to walk into hell after this whole ordeal, expected to do something insane and do it perfectly. No more slips. No second chances. If one of us failed, we all failed. 
 
    I felt compromised, only able to see myself as the weak link. If the gods sent me out to battle next, I wouldn’t win. They had to have known that, seeing all. They’d been watching us every moment, seeing what we’ve said and done. 
 
    We’d been in the green room too long, and I knew we would be called back out at any second. Then I would have to meet hundreds of eyes that belonged to people that I’d want to hurt for the way they gazed at Jasmine. The loss wasn’t only on her. It was on me for leaving her alone like that. I should have known better, and yet, they all blamed her. 
 
    “I can’t believe I did this,” Jasmine said, haunted. “I can’t believe I really lost a trial.” 
 
    She’d walked in so sure it would be someone else to put us in this situation. Juniper, to be specific. I didn’t know anymore if I’d thought we would lose a trial before this. If I had to guess, I would have put the loss on myself. I was too emotional, and all too easily, I failed people. 
 
    Sure enough, Callie sat up straight, her body rigid. “They want us back now. Are… are we doing this?” 
 
    “As opposed to?” Micha asked. 
 
    She rubbed her eyes before rising from Aster. He took her hand tightly, the bond between them solidifying even deeper. He kept her close as the rest of us found our way to our feet. 
 
    We walked like a funeral procession out of the room and back to the stage. I scanned that crowd, looking at the strangers who judged Jasmine for something she couldn’t help. They had no idea how hard any of this was, and yet they still thought they could sit there and think what they did. 
 
    Aster and Micha couldn’t stay with us, but they lingered at the side of the stage and away from where the cameras could see them. Callie stared at her boyfriend while one of the clipboards handed her a mic, and the makeup crew brushed and fluffed her hair. They couldn’t do anything to make Callie’s eyes no longer red, but they attempted making her look a little less crushed inside. 
 
    A sister I didn’t know went through and did something similar to the rest of us, getting her hand batted away when she attempted it with Verin. He had no charm reserved for her today. 
 
    Callie cleared her throat, walking to the center of the stage with contempt in her eyes. She held the mic to her mouth, her voice flat. “Moving on,” she started. “We have another trial to get to today. No wheel spinning. No pulling names from a hat. Our next person up is…” She paused like she was listening to someone in her head. The girl blanched as she robotically repeated, “Juniper Nelson.” 
 
    A clear buzz of surprise spread across the entire room. It pulsed louder in our little circle, Juniper’s insides getting tense as she breathed harder. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Verin whispered to her, his hands on her shoulders. “Breathe.” 
 
    “It’s too soon,” she gasped. “I just went. I don’t understand.” 
 
    I would have thought that it would be Kizzy up next, or maybe me or Jasper. The only one more surprising would have been Verin, but this just didn’t make sense. 
 
    Juniper still trembled, not moving to Callie like she was supposed to. Verin assured her she would do great, but it didn’t help her any. Nor did it help when Jasper tried. 
 
    “One more,” I said to her, getting her attention. “You do this, and then you’re finished.” 
 
    Jasper nodded. “In an hour tops, you’ll be finished.” 
 
    “We all might be,” Juniper said in a breath. “If I lose…” 
 
    “You won’t,” Verin said. “You’re going to be spectacular, just like you were with your last trial.” 
 
    Jasmine stared at the floor, her arms crossed as her eyes closed. I wished I could have given her the privacy of not knowing what she felt, but I couldn’t push it out of my head or my heart. It screamed at me every second. I still didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “Juniper,” Callie said, holding a hand out. 
 
    The crowd cheered when the girl started walking, and it felt so repugnantly false that I wanted to throw up. I’d hate the sound of clapping for the rest of my life. 
 
    Juniper took Callie’s hand, our friend giving her the sincerest smile she could manage. She held the mic away from her face, leaning to Juniper to tell her something that I couldn’t hear. Juniper nodded, breathing out. 
 
    We all waited on the edge of our seats as we prepared to hear what hell Juniper would be put through. Jasmine made herself look up, eyes locked on her sister. It felt like she willed strength over to her as if it could work. It had been cruel of the gods to give us another trial today, but it was so fucking like them. They wanted to push us, and they did. 
 
    Callie opened her mouth, but then something made a clanging sound behind her. The girls turned to see doors opening behind them. Fog poured in out of nowhere, covering the figure that stepped through. The moment it cleared enough to show a face, the crowd went insane. 
 
    I covered my ears, the cheering sounding like screams. Hera smiled, waving gently with both hands at the people excited to see her. I was not excited to see her, and it didn’t look like any of my family was either. Jasper tensed, moving closer to Jasmine. 
 
    “You can go for now,” Hera told Callie. 
 
    “Huh?” Callie’s big eyes focused on the goddess. 
 
    She pointed to us. “Go stand over there.” 
 
    Callie looked to Juniper, not wanting to abandon her. But she didn’t have a choice in the end, and she scurried over to us. She ended up with Aster’s arms wrapped around her, Micha in front of both of them as if he were prepared to fight off an army of wolves. 
 
    Hera held a hand out in our direction. Her expression empty, she said, “Jasmine?” 
 
    I heard my own voice screaming ‘no’ in my head. I came so close to grabbing Jasmine and running out of this place, but it wasn’t like that would have saved anyone. We couldn’t run from the trials, and blowing another one would only destroy the world. I had no choice but to let her go. 
 
    Before Jasmine could take a step, I gathered her up in a hug. I stayed silent, feeling her arms tight around me. Hera repeated her name, her voice clear even without the mic to help her. Jasmine gave me one last look before she started walking toward the goddesses. 
 
    When the sisters stood beside each other, Hera put a hand on Juniper’s shoulder. “Your trial is a simple one,” she said. “All you have to do is tell Jasmine.” 
 
    Juniper blinked. “Tell her what?” 
 
    Coldly, Hera repeated, “Tell her.” 
 
    I didn’t know what about that did it, but those words communicated something to Juniper that sent pure terror into her body. And then I understood, the only secret she had springing to the front of my mind. The only thing she could tell Jasmine that would be worthy of a trial. Verin knew it too, and I watched him become resigned as the rest of us stopped breathing. 
 
    Juniper stared at her unsuspecting sister, her breaths shallow as her lips parted. “Jasmine…” 
 
    Jasmine said nothing, trapped in that stare. She looked almost as afraid as Juniper was. 
 
    Finally, Juniper forced the words from her mouth. “Verin killed Dad.”
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   I froze. It all became too much, and I didn’t know what to do. The crowd, the lights, the words, the trials, my mistake, it all pounded into me at once. Everything swirled around in my head until I couldn’t see anything around me. I didn’t… I couldn’t… I wanted to ask what that meant, I wanted to ask Juniper if she had just lied to me. I wanted a lot of things, none of them something that I’d get. I couldn’t even speak. 
 
    Someone touched my shoulder, anchoring me back in my body. Hera’s hand rested on me, a smile on her face. There had been several times in my life that I’d wanted to punch a god, usually when they had done something to upset Zander. Right then, I wanted nothing more than to blast her into nothingness. 
 
    I stepped out of her reach and turned on my sister. “What the fuck are you talking about?” I finally managed to say. “Dad died by accident. A shelf fell over on him.” 
 
    Juniper shifted her feet, her hands wringing the bottom of her shirt. Absurdly, I thought about how the wrinkles would bother her later and how uncertain she had to feel to risk it. “Did you really believe that, ever?” Juniper asked. “I mean, who dies because a shelf fell on them?” 
 
    “No!” I shouted, stepping away from her. Tears had sprung to my eyes. “He died by accident!” 
 
    “He didn’t,” Verin said, stepping forward. 
 
    I looked over at him, expecting to see some kind of malice in his eyes. To see some joy at being able to hurt me like this, but he didn’t have that. He looked resolved and unbothered. “I found out what he did to Juniper and I went to take care of the problem. For all of you, but mostly for her. I didn’t want to see Juniper ever cry over that man again, so I made sure that he wouldn’t be able to hurt her. I dropped the shelf on him only after I finished everything so that it would look like an accident.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” I said, shoving my hands into my hair. 
 
    Juniper shifted her feet away from me. Distantly, I was aware of the crowd watching in rapt fascination. I could hear their hearts beating faster as they watched everything in my life breaking apart. I’d done so much damage in such a short amount of time, and now I found that the people I loved had been adding their own cracks to the foundation. 
 
    “I’m not sorry,” Verin said. 
 
    Those words did more than to convince me than anything else that had been said. I looked up at him, seeing the truth of his declaration in the way his eyes stayed steady, in the way his hands hung loosely at his sides. 
 
    “Who are you to decide that?” I shouted, getting to my feet. “Who are you to decide that someone should die, just because you didn’t like them?” 
 
    “He didn’t want us to get hurt anymore,” Juniper said, stepping toward me. 
 
    I whipped around to face her, backing away so that we wouldn’t touch. “Don’t lay that bullshit on me! It had nothing to do with me or Jasper, and I know it. Verin only cares about you. The rest of us could die as long as he gets to keep you. He did this because of you!” 
 
    Juniper winced. “But was he wrong? Are you saying that Dad didn’t deserve to die for all the things that he did to us?” 
 
    “We aren’t the ones that get to decide that!” I screamed, even louder. “You and Jasper hated him, but he was our father. And he decided—” 
 
    “Jasmine.” Zander’s soft word cut through my tirade. He was probably the only one that could have gotten me to stop the rambling. I whipped around to stare at him, knowing that he would understand why I felt so upset. I knew he hated my father for the same reasons that Verin did, but he would understand the tears in my eyes, and he’d comfort me. 
 
    Zander stared at me, his blue eyes so intense that I felt everything become still around me. I wanted to freeze the moment because I knew whatever he said next, it would hurt. I wanted to stop everything, because… because I needed Zander to be on my side for this one. I needed someone to feel the way that I felt about everything. 
 
    “I talked him into it,” Zander said. 
 
    For the second or third or tenth time that day, my legs went weak. I held myself up with a pure force of will. “W-what are you talking about?” I asked. 
 
    Zander swallowed. “I talked Verin into killing your father because I wanted him dead, but I knew that you would never forgive me for killing him.” 
 
    More tears spilled down my cheeks. “You couldn’t have done that—” 
 
    “Don’t take the blame,” Verin said, looking at Zander. “I’m the one that killed him.” 
 
    “I manipulated you into hating him more because I knew that you would do what I couldn’t,” Zander said. “And I didn’t care if it ruined you and Juniper.” 
 
    “I knew what you were doing the entire time,” Verin said. “If I didn’t want to kill him, then I wouldn’t have done it. I made the decision. You just gave me the reason to make the decision.” 
 
    Zander turned back to me. “Maybe that’s true, maybe not, but the fact still remains. I chose to tell Verin things that I knew would send him over the edge. I told him what I needed to tell him so that he would take care of your father and we’d never have to deal with him again.” 
 
    I sucked in a hard breath, one that hurt all the way to my bones. I felt cold and isolated. My entire body shook, and not just because of what everyone said to me. Not just because my boyfriend and eventual brother-in-law had colluded to kill my father. That part of me, the part that kept asking why any of this mattered, made me cold. It froze me from the inside out. I didn’t know who that voice belonged to, what god had planted it, but it couldn’t have been mine. 
 
    Then I realized that Jasper had been silent throughout this entire thing. I turned to look at him. He and Kizzy stood off to the side, away from the rest of us, and he looked unsurprised. He watched us all with the mildest expression of worry in his eyes, but he didn’t look surprised. Neither did Kizzy. 
 
    “Jasp?” I asked. 
 
    He met my eyes. 
 
    “You knew?” I asked. “All of you knew this, all of you knew that Verin killed Dad, and none of you told me? You’re all okay with this?” I waved my hand to encompass my entire family. 
 
    Jasper rubbed the back of his head. “I’m not okay with it, necessarily. We had cut Dad out, so I’m not convinced that he needed to die.” The look on Kizzy’s face said that she disagreed. “But I also don’t think he deserved to live. I’m not sure what I feel, but I don’t feel any anger toward Verin for what he did. I’ve wanted to kill Dad for the things that he did to you and Juniper.” 
 
    I turned to Juniper. She dropped her eyes, her arms crossed over her chest tightly. I wanted this entire thing to stop. I wanted the cameras to quit rolling, I wanted to hide, I wanted to go back to a few weeks ago when everything had felt right. When the world had been functioning the way it should have been. 
 
    My heart started to thunder as I stumbled off the stage. I blindly made my way toward the door that would lead to the green room. Behind me, I could hear someone—Hera, Callie, it didn’t matter—announcing that Juniper had beat her trial and that we only had four more to go. Four more where we could fail or succeed. None of the words mattered. They didn’t even elicit the guilt and pain that they should have, because I felt too much. 
 
    Nothing hurt, because everything hurt. 
 
    I’d barely managed to get through the door before my rubbery legs gave out and I collapsed on the carpet right outside the green room. My heart thundered, my head spun. I didn’t even know how to react. Everyone I loved had been keeping this huge secret from me. In their own ways, they had all contributed to the death of my father. The man who had raised me. Sure, he fucked up every chance he could, he had abused us to no end, but he had been my father. He had been the human tie to the world when I had been growing up. Didn’t that matter? Didn’t that mean anything? 
 
    I didn’t even know anymore. I hadn’t known how to feel when Dad died, because I’d been crying so much, even when it seemed like our lives would be better without that man in them. 
 
    “Jasmine,” Zander said from behind me, in a similar voice to the one he had used on stage. He touched my arm, and I scrambled away from him, finding the strength to get back on my feet. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare!” I shouted, holding my hand out to keep him from getting a step closer to me. 
 
    He looked like I had slapped him. Something in me shouted to touch his arms, to pull him close. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    “Sorry?” I laughed. “You helped someone murder my father. Doesn’t sorry seem a little inadequate to you?” 
 
    He looked down at his shoes. “It does.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?” I asked. “Why would all of you keep this a secret from me?” 
 
    “I didn’t know what to say. Even as I was telling Verin about the stuff Brock used to do to you three, part of me felt like he wouldn’t actually do anything. And if he did, then maybe I didn’t have to tell you. Maybe it could be something between him and me. But then he told Juniper, and Kizzy figured it out and she told Jasper. It wasn’t this plan to keep a secret from you.” 
 
    I had my arms wrapped around my middle. “You all lied to me for months,” I said. “Every single one of you, you lied to me.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. “I know.” 
 
    “All of you!” 
 
    “I know.” He sounded pained now like someone had started trying to peel his skin off. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what else to say. I know it sounds so small in comparison to what I did, but I am. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have lied to you and I shouldn’t have done what I did with Verin.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have manipulated a man into doing your dirty work,” I said since he didn’t seem capable of putting the action into words. 
 
    He looked down at his shoes. “Yeah.” 
 
    “But you did,” I said. “And then you lied about it so that it could be used against me here!” I gestured to the building at large. 
 
    The door opened and more of my family streamed out. “All of you lied to me!” I said. “And you!” I pointed at Verin, trying to keep my voice somewhat under control. “You acted as if I was the worst thing to ever walk the planet when you had something like this under your hat? Fuck you!” 
 
    “You’ve been walking around like nothing could touch you for weeks,” Verin shot back, glaring at me. “And you screwed the rest of us over. If we lose the war, then it will be because of you!” 
 
    “You murdered my father and are acting like I’m the one that did the worst thing possible. I made a mistake!” My voice cracked when the words came out. “I know that I made a mistake. I’m sorry, and I can’t say that enough. But you made a choice.” 
 
    “You were so stupid that you didn’t take a second to think about why there would be a bottle of booze in your room!” he shouted back. “We’ve been going through hell for days now, and the gods have been using every emotional string they can pull to ensure that we have every chance to fail, but you were so high and mighty that you didn’t for a second think about why that bottle was in your room? Yeah, you made a mistake, but that mistake was also a choice. You didn’t want to see it, so you didn’t see it!” 
 
    “Shut up!” I screamed while Juniper tried to pull Verin back and Zander tried to do the same thing with me. “You don’t understand what it’s like trying to fight what everything in your brain is telling you to do! You wanted to kill my father, so you did it! You wanted to slaughter a bunch of people that had nothing to do with your mother’s death, so you did it! You don’t know what it’s like to have to fight every second of every day and feeling like you’re losing, even when you’re doing the only thing you can. You don’t know what it’s like to sit at a restaurant and know that you can make yourself feel better, and it’ll only cost you everything. You don’t know what it’s like to be unable to think beyond the knowledge that something will make you feel better for ten minutes, when nothing makes you feel better! When you know that you have to be cheerful and happy when the only thing you want is to shrivel up in a dark corner and never wake up again!” 
 
    Zander had his hands on my arms, but his touch didn’t do anything to stop me. I just kept screaming, because something in my head had broken and I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t keep the words from flooding out. 
 
    “You don’t know anything about what goes on in my head or how alone I feel, because I know that what’s wrong with me isn’t like what’s wrong with everyone else. People don’t think less of Jasper for bottling up his emotions, because he doesn’t hurt anyone. People don’t think less of Juniper for needing to have eighteen cups in the cabinet in a certain order, because she’s not doing any harm. But gods forbid I slip up because then it’s all my fault, I’ve fucked up, I’ve ruined my life again, and everyone gives me that look.” 
 
    I pointed right at Verin, who stared at me like I had done something wrong like my wiring hadn’t been put in right. The look that said, why can’t she just stop. It’s not that hard. Just don’t drink. When you see the bottle, just don’t drink. Walk away from it. Pretend like it doesn’t exist. If she really wanted it, she’d be able to walk away. The look that said that I was weak. No one understood that just the sight of the bottle froze my legs in place, the thought of a single sip felt more tempting than anything else in my life had. They didn’t understand, because they didn’t want to understand. 
 
    “I know that I ruined everything.” My words barely made sense anymore, because of the tears running down my face, the sobs coming out behind each sound that I made. “I know that I screwed it up for all of you. I know that, but none of you take even a second to wonder if I’m all right, if I actually feel cheerful that day. Did it ever occur to you that I was acting that way because the only other option was to break into a thousand tiny pieces?” 
 
    Verin sneered at me, and I felt like my chest would explode. “You were making an arse of yourself because you were just that sad?” 
 
    Everything stilled again. Zander had loosened his arms around me, and I knew it was because my words had hurt him. They always hurt him, because he could never just let me be a mess. I had to pretend to be cocky and cheerful for him because I could never fall apart without it being about something he did wrong. And Kizzy had turned away from me, while Jasper had a profound look of sadness. Juniper had tears in her eyes, but Verin… Verin looked just like I thought he would. Like I had done something wrong and had been weak because I couldn’t hold it together. Because I couldn’t make myself act the way he thought I should be acting. 
 
    He stared at me the way that Dad used to stare at me when I was little and crying. I could hear Dad’s words in my head, telling me that I had to be cheerful. No one liked a mopey girl. I had to make sure that everyone knew that I would be so much fun to hang around, or they would think there was something wrong with me. 
 
    I learned to hide behind the smiles and I fooled everyone. I fooled every single person that loved me. And now Verin gave me the look I’d been fearing since the day I stopped drinking. The look that told me that what was inside my head couldn’t be true, because it didn’t match up with the way I acted outside of my head. 
 
    That thing in my brain had already snapped, my control had broken, and I did the only thing I could. 
 
    I punched Verin in the face. I had the mental presence to pull back enough that I didn’t kill him, but his nose snapped underneath my knuckles. He stumbled backward, his legs going out from under him. People shouted around me, and I knew this would be another example of how terrible I had become. 
 
    My act had been so great that I fooled everyone in the hallway. For a while, I’d even fooled myself. And now that the façade had started to break, no one wanted to believe the real girl underneath.
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   W isely, no one tried to come in for an interview. This would have made for the exact entertainment they wanted, but I might have killed people. Literally killed people. I wouldn’t have been able to stop. I’d proved that to myself in the past, and I had no more control now than I did when I was thirteen. 
 
    Verin reeled back, Juniper catching him as blood left his face. I couldn’t even tell from where. It didn’t matter. People screamed around me, drowning out so much in my head. 
 
    It was noise. Nothing but noise as Verin made a sound of pain, Juniper yelled at her sister, Kizzy scolded her, and I cursed. I realized we were all losing our minds. Really and truly, we were going mad. What good would we have been in a war if we were all insane? Did the gods know this would happen? 
 
    I had no idea what to do. Everyone’s emotions swam around me, exploding in my brain like dynamite. Juniper was furious, Verin hurt, Jasper worried, Kizzy was shocked, Jasmine felt betrayed, and me… I didn’t know what I felt. Too much happened around me to even understand what was real and what wasn’t. I still had echoes of excitement pulsing in me from the crowd in the other room. Righteousness from the Olympian there too. It became too much, and I couldn’t breathe anymore. 
 
    I started walking, no idea where I would end up. The screams went on behind me and they meant nothing when I couldn’t get the other noise out of me. The primal and hot emotions bursting in everyone I loved seemed louder than the screams. They didn’t mean to hurt me, but they might as well have all been bullets. 
 
    I ended up at a staircase, having ripped open a door at the end of the hall. My heavy steps pounded on each stair as I practically crawled my way upward, needing to get away. No one followed me. 
 
    The farther away I got, the easier it became to breathe. My head still swam in a fog of leftover emotions. None of it belonged to me. I didn’t even belong to me. Nothing inside of me, belonged to me. 
 
    I got to our rooms, wondering if we would ever see the hallway at home again. We all shared one there, but it didn’t feel like things could ever be the same when we got home. Verin and Jasmine couldn’t share a space, Juniper might never be forgiven for this trial she didn’t want, and me… I wouldn’t be welcomed in that house. Couldn’t be welcomed. My mistake had cost me my family. 
 
    As I pushed my door open, I tried to make plans. Kizzy couldn’t leave her husband, and I wouldn’t have for a moment wanted her to. Just because I wouldn’t be living there anymore didn’t mean I wanted her to miss out on her family. She would feel guilty and I didn’t know what to do about that, but she would find a way to get through. I wouldn’t. 
 
    I sat on the bed, understanding that what I did wouldn’t be forgiven. The rest of my family didn’t hate me for it, but Jasmine had to. I had aimed a rabid hot head at her father because I wanted him dead. I knew what to say to get Verin to kill him, and I said it. It didn’t matter that he knew what I was doing because my intentions had been clear. He’d said he didn’t regret it, and I didn’t regret it either. Even with Jasmine’s heartbreak, the man needed to die. I didn’t know what that made me. 
 
    Someone knocked on my door, but I didn’t feel the hot pulse of a particular emotion. It wasn’t my family. The aura felt cold to me, and it wouldn’t have it had been someone I knew well. I still rose to answer it, wondering if it would be a god that I would want to kill. 
 
    Instead, it was a god I didn’t care about one way or another. 
 
    Heracles walked past me when I opened the door, not waiting for an invite. I closed the door, following him into the room until he stopped by the fake window. 
 
    “I saw the show,” he said. 
 
    “Great. You saw my family fall apart.” 
 
    He turned from the curtains, eyebrows lifted. “There are more painful ways for a family to end, Zander. And I don’t think yours did.” 
 
    It certainly didn’t feel that way. “If you saw what happened, then you wouldn’t be saying that. I lied to my girlfriend, and I made my brother murder a man.” 
 
    “You didn’t make him. Verin does what Verin wants. He lets his anger rule him. That was the whole point of his trial, to learn to control it. Clearly, he didn’t, going by how he went off on Jasmine.” 
 
    I should have been the one to hit him, not Jasmine. Verin had been out of line, but he would realize that eventually. Probably when his broken nose healed and he had a few minutes to think about it. He knew how hard Juniper worked to get through her problems, and he understood Jasmine had to do the same. He understood that on a normal day. 
 
    “Well, it is what it is,” I said. “Jasmine isn’t going to forgive me for getting her father killed. It doesn’t matter that he was an evil bastard because look what I’ve done.” 
 
    Heracles leaned against the wall, his arms crossed. “For the record, I don’t think you were out of line.” 
 
    “Today?” 
 
    “No. Then. When you talked to Verin, knowing what he would do. If I found out someone had done what that man had done, then I would have—well, I would have killed him myself, but I get why you didn’t do it. It would have crossed a whole different line.” 
 
    What did that even matter now? I might as well have been the one to kill the man because I’d gotten him killed. Verin made his heart stop beating, but it didn’t have to be me to give him the information I did. 
 
    “It felt like the right thing to do at the time,” I said. “I didn’t want that man alive anymore.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have either. I don’t like it when people harm their children. You can imagine why.” 
 
    I felt cold all of a sudden, getting waves of ancient guilt and sorrow from the man before me. The sorrow ran so deep that it was like an ocean rose up to crush me. I would have let it. 
 
    “It cost me my family,” I said. “How can it have been the right thing to do if it made me lose everything?” 
 
    “Not everything has to be lost. Your family is still alive, so that means you can make this right again. All you have to do is work at fixing it.” 
 
    “Meaning? What the hell could I possibly do?” 
 
    Heracles said, “You can do what you’re best at. Keeping them safe. Making sure nothing happens to the people around you. When you see danger you can keep them from, then do it. You have a war coming, after all.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not good at keeping anyone safe.” 
 
    “You’re better at it than you think. With this war coming, you’re going to have the very best chance possible to prove to yourself that you can keep your family safe. It’s all about picking the right side and fighting with all your heart.” 
 
    I thought I did that already. Now I wasn’t sure, so I added it to the ever-growing pile of things I wasn’t sure about. I kept waiting for all this uncertainty to kill me. 
 
    “The last thing I should be doing is fighting,” I said. “My dumbass choices are what got me into this mess. Violence isn’t going to get me out of it.” 
 
    Smiling, Heracles said, “That just means you aren’t fighting the right thing.” 
 
    “And what might that right thing be?” 
 
    He pushed off the wall, his hands falling to his sides. “You’ll figure it out. When you know, you’ll know.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that. “What do I do until then? Where do I go if I have no direction? Nothing is pointing me anymore.” 
 
    Getting closer to the door, the man turned to me. “Are you looking for a leader, Zander?” 
 
    I swallowed. “Maybe, if it gets me my family.” 
 
    That smile didn’t fade. “Hang in there, kid. You do what you need to do, and everything is going to come together for you.” 
 
    He walked out, leaving me in a room that had never felt emptier to me. 
 
    I had to focus on my breathing again, getting myself under control. I didn’t do well with the cryptic messages or prophecies. I would have preferred it if people spoke more plainly. If I ever got to that age, I wondered if I would go insane in the same ways as the gods did. I wondered if I would hurt my family for fun or for entertainment. Maybe that wasn’t much worse than what I did already 
 
    My heart finally started to beat normally again. It would come back. It was like the monster under my bed. When the sun rose, he stayed hidden. The moment the moon showed herself as bright as could be, then he would come again. His teeth would glint in that moonlight, threatening to end me. If only they would. 
 
    The doorknob turned, and everything slowed down as it pushed open. I hadn’t been expecting to see Jasmine walking through, but it made me want to dive out of the fake window and end myself. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for her to do… something. She watched the floor as she came closer to me, her emotions crackling in my chest. They were like fireworks of every color. They changed so fast and burned so bright that I couldn’t keep up with them. 
 
    “We need to talk,” she said. 
 
    She would tell me that after we finished the trials, she didn’t want me in her bed anymore. In her home. In her life. I couldn’t say I didn’t deserve it, but I could say that my life would end there. I’d shuffle away from Jasmine, and I wouldn’t know what to be without her. I wouldn’t know what I wanted to be. 
 
    I stared up at her, bleary-eyed. “What do you want to say?” 
 
    She crossed her arms, looking at me. “I swear to the gods, Zander, if you ever lie to me again, I will never forgive you. Do you understand me? Tell me that you get that.” 
 
    My eyes widened, my breath short. “What?” 
 
    “Don’t lie,” she growled through her teeth. “What the hell have lies ever done for anyone? You should know better than anyone that it doesn’t fucking help. It didn’t help me here, it didn’t help your sister when you were kids, it didn’t help when the gods kept to themselves why I lost my visions. I’m finished with lying. From now on, everything is laid out on the table. You tell me facts, and you tell me how you’re feeling when I need to know. Do you understand?” 
 
    I wanted to swim up into this wave of emotion that had me trapped and latch onto the life preserver Jasmine had just tossed me from her boat. But was it a trick? I couldn’t let myself hold onto something that would only break down in my hands. 
 
    “I…” I started. “What was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Not lie!” she snapped. “Not get into bed with me that night and go to sleep like you didn’t call a hit out on my father. Because that’s what you did. You made the choice to get my father killed, and you knew how I would feel about it. That’s why you lied. That’s why you made someone else do it. I fuck up a lot, Zander, but this is entirely on your shoulders.” 
 
    An arrow shot me in the heart. “I know that. I know that everything comes back to me.” 
 
    “Not everything!” she yelled, startling me. “That’s not what I’m saying. Can’t you for once hear the words and just take them for exactly what they are! I’m not trying to get you to read between lines. I don’t mean something else. I mean that this, this is something wrong that you did. The other million things you blame yourself for, I don’t blame you for. Not Kizzy, not us dying, not my drinking and losing the trial. The fact that you didn’t tell me what you did, that is the thing I blame you for.” 
 
    More arrows. “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice wavering. “That man hurt you, and I wanted him dead. I wanted it so badly, and from the second I found out what he was. He hit you, and nothing else mattered. Only making sure he stopped breathing. I didn’t let myself get distracted with how you would feel about losing your father.” 
 
    “I don’t care about losing him!” she yelled again. This time, it looked like she’d startled herself. Jasmine paused, taking a breath. “You lied to me. My whole family lied to me. Not one of you thought I deserved to know the truth, and you all made that choice for me. The fragile one. Do you have any idea how embarrassing that is? How embarrassing all this is? I feel disgusting, weak, broken, unwanted. Pathetic.” 
 
    I did that to her, and I couldn’t do anything to make up for it. No soothing this wound away. The sting would always be there, something Jasmine wouldn’t forget. More damage, and this time, I’d been the one to let the arrow loose. 
 
    “Never again,” I swore, making myself stand up. I didn’t dare get closer to Jasmine. “No more lies. No more choices without you. If you can stand to look at me, then I promise you that it’s over.” 
 
    “I really want to believe you,” she said. “Please don’t make me regret it.” 
 
    The door opened again, this time for Jasper, his eyes focused on his sister and her alone. Kizzy was right behind him, but she hesitated as he barreled through. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Jasmine asked her brother. “I told you I needed to go.” 
 
    “I didn’t want you to head off alone,” Jasper answered. 
 
    “I’m not, and I think you knew exactly where I was going.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure.” 
 
    Her hands balled into fists at her sides. “I want you out of this room, Jasper. You too, Kizzy. I can’t deal with you right now.” 
 
    Jasper answered, “I can’t leave you.” 
 
    “Get out!” his sister yelled. “Can you quit the babysitting for ten damn minutes while I try and salvage what’s left of my relationship? Or is that another choice that you think you need to make for your drunken sister? What, am I too damaged to even talk now?” 
 
    Softly, Jasper said, “Of course not. But I—” 
 
    “Why the hell can’t you just listen to me? Why does everyone have to dismiss me like I’m some child? Other people are allowed to mess up and still make some decisions. Does talking to my boyfriend alone have to be one you don’t let me make?” 
 
    Juniper and Verin came in right behind Kizzy, entering the room. My chest tightened again, the too small room filled with all the emotions in the world. I wanted them gone as much as Jasmine did, and I might have taken her hand and dragged her out if I didn’t think she would view that as another choice being made for her. 
 
    “Everyone needs to get out,” Jasmine ordered. 
 
    “We aren’t leaving you alone,” Verin said. “You’re clearly off your rocker. Do we let you wander off and fuck up another trial?” 
 
    “Shut your mouth,” I snarled at him. I didn’t care about the dried blood on his face, or however valid a couple of his points had been. I wanted him to stay quiet. 
 
    “It’s no use,” Jasmine decided. “Everything is going to keep falling apart. My brother doesn’t know how to stop meddling where he isn’t needed, Kizzy goes along with everything he does, Verin thinks he knows better, Juniper is… Juniper, and then you, Zander. You.” 
 
    “What about me?” I had to ask. The question hurt coming out because I knew that no matter what Jasmine said, I would hate the answer. Nothing was safe today. Maybe nothing would ever be safe for me and Jasmine again. 
 
    She looked at me for a long moment, every second pulled out and stretched in front of me like she’d peeled the veins from my body. She could pluck them, and the noise of it wouldn’t be as gruesome as the screams of all the emotions trying to drag me back under water. 
 
    “I really don’t know,” she said in a breath before turning around. She pushed her way past our family, leaving the room without me. 
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   I couldn’t look at any of them. Or maybe I just didn’t want to look at anyone, myself included. It had been such a miserable twenty-four hours and I couldn’t see it getting better any time soon. Not with how shitty I felt right then, or how hard it was just to breathe. 
 
    Verin killed Dad. The words circled my head, but not for the reasons they should have. I should have been horrified that Verin would murder my father, that anyone I knew would do something like that. And there was a tiny part of me that felt horrified, but only a tiny part. The rest of me felt… left out. Like my family hadn’t trusted that I’d understand why someone would kill my father. 
 
    I did understand. Dad had done so many horrible things to us as kids, but we had gotten out. Did that count for something? Anything? Had the fact that we managed to get away from the terrible man earn him the right to live? I didn’t know. I felt pretty certain that all of these questions didn’t have a right or wrong answer, just opinions. If I asked someone who had never been abused or mistreated by someone that was supposed to love them, they would probably think we were all ungrateful monsters. If I asked someone that had been beaten down their entire life, well, I didn’t know what they would say. 
 
    My legs felt weak before I got far from the room. I ended up sitting down in the stairwell, feeling lost. I had intended to go sleep in the green room or see if I could find Callie. I didn’t think she’d mind if I slept on her floor. I lost the energy to do that rather quickly. I knew that I should go back to my room so that we didn’t get in even more trouble because of me, but… 
 
    Gods, I felt tired. 
 
    The door behind me opened, startling me into almost getting up. I thought that I’d see Jasper, trying to keep me from falling further apart. Or maybe Zander, chasing me down. I didn’t really want to see either of them. Jasper had always done so much to keep me from making an ass out of myself. I wanted to cut him loose so that he didn’t have to do that anymore. He didn’t have to protect me and Juniper for his entire life. 
 
    I didn’t see either of them. 
 
    Heracles closed the door behind him and bounded down the steps, toward me. I actually felt relieved to see him. He had been the only person that made me feel sane in the last few days. 
 
    The big guy slumped to the stair below mine. He still towered over me and I had to scooch over a little to make room for him. Once he settled in, Heracles turned to look at me. “How ya doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Not great,” I said, still staring down at my feet. “I feel like my entire world is going to break apart. Or maybe like it already has.” 
 
    He grunted. “That was… something, what happened earlier.” 
 
    “You caught the entire show?” I asked. 
 
    Heracles nodded. “From beginning to end.” 
 
    I sighed. “So, I have to live with the whole of Olympus thinking that I deserve to get thrown into a pit with hellhounds. I can’t even say that they’re wrong.” 
 
    “They would be wrong,” Heracles said. “People like a bad guy and they don’t seem to be thinking of what you’re going through right now. What any of you are going through. They just see what’s put in front of them and the cockiest person in the room is the one that everyone is going to hate.” 
 
    “I think Verin is the cockiest,” I said. 
 
    “Now he is.” 
 
    I winced. “I suppose that’s true. Gods, I wish that I could go back in time and tell myself to shut up. But that’s Jasper’s specialty.” I said, wrinkling my nose. “And Juniper can teleport. I can’t do anything cool like that.” 
 
    “You wanna know why?” 
 
    “Do you know?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    Heracles shrugged. “The Olympians don’t usually notice when one of the lesser guards is around. I hear things sometimes. So, you wanna know?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    “Because there is someone out there that doesn’t want you to,” Heracles said, simply. 
 
    “So, I became a goddess and the only things that I got were control over my visions and slightly different visions?” 
 
    He smiled at me like he thought I was cute. I should have been more offended by this. Heracles bumped his shoulder with mine. “There are a lot of things that you and your siblings haven’t figured out yet,” he said. “You will.” 
 
    I stared down at my feet. He had seen the entire show, and while it didn’t make a lot of sense, I wanted to hear his thoughts on everything that happened. Heracles had been so honest with me thus far. Maybe he could help me explain why I felt so strange. Angry but not angry, sad but not sad, anxious but not anxious. All these things warred in my head and I didn’t know what to make of any of them. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “You can ask me anything,” Heracles said. “When I heard about the trials, I decided that I’d be here for you guys. I thought that maybe you would need me to counsel you.” 
 
    I smiled at him, then turned to look at the ground again. My mouth felt dry. “What would you do… I mean, how would you feel if you found out that someone you loved or people that you loved had conspired to kill someone else that you…” I didn’t want to say love, because it felt wrong. I had always thought that I loved my father, but that wasn’t the first thing that I thought about when he came to mind. A feeling of profound loneliness washed over me when Dad popped into my head. 
 
    “You want to know how I would have handled this situation?” Heracles asked. 
 
    I nodded, looking up at him. 
 
    “That’s not so simple a question to answer, unfortunately,” Heracles said, rubbing his hands together and staring at them. “Not when the gods are involved.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know what Hera did to me,” he said. “You know that she made my life a living hell for a while, all because I was the child of Zeus. It wasn’t my fault what happened, but she still blamed me for it. Just like it’s never the fault of the people he sleeps with. They don’t know he’s Zeus when it happens, and even if they did, if they offended Zeus by refusing him, they would get killed. Yet, Hera still punishes everyone but Zeus for the things that he does. And it’s not just her that does that kind of thing. The gods have always attacked humanity for any perceived slight. They will again if this war goes the way they want it to go.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I hope that you never have to find out,” Heracles said, shaking his head. 
 
    Except two split images started to rise before my eyes. In one, statues and temples dedicated to the Olympians had risen seemingly overnight. People bowed down before these, screaming like they would for a rock star. In the other image, different statues had risen, for different gods. Names flitted through my head too fast for me to catch them. Not only gods but giants and monsters. Humans didn’t bow down in front of these in awe but in fear. Their terror painted the back of my throat like acid. Both worlds smelled like fire and felt like chaos. Erebus would’ve loved it. 
 
    I swallowed the bitter taste down, then looked at Heracles. 
 
    He watched me warily. “Did you see something?” 
 
    “No,” I lied because I didn’t know what I had seen. 
 
    He shrugged, starting to get up. “If you want to know what I would’ve done… I probably would’ve done exactly what you did. You never get used to dealing with betrayal. But you need to figure out what you want to do because the gods are trying to break you.” 
 
    “I thought they wanted to test us, to make sure that we could handle the weapon they want to use.” 
 
    “They do,” Heracles agreed. “And they’re testing you by trying to see how much you can take before you shatter apart.” 
 
    With that, he walked away. 
 
    I stayed on the stairs for another twenty minutes before getting thoroughly sick of myself and getting up. I went back to my room and walked in to find Zander sitting on the edge of the bed, fiddling with something in his hands. He dropped whatever it was the second that he saw me and came rushing forward. 
 
    His arms felt tight and secure around me and I loved that. I had always loved that, no matter what else had happened in our lives. The thought of losing that scared me, too. The thought of waking up one day to find Zander gone and that I’d never see him again, terrified me. 
 
    “We should talk,” I said, pulling away from him. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s talk. We can talk about anything you want to,” he said, his words rushed. 
 
    I looked into his eyes and saw a desperate hope there. He knew that I wouldn’t leave him for this, or that I probably wouldn’t. Which meant that he had probably been thinking that I’d walk out on him the second Juniper announced how Dad had actually died. I felt exhausted all of a sudden. 
 
    I grabbed the table that had been shoved to the corner of the room and dragged it out to the center. I sat down in one of the chairs and Zander took another, so that we faced each other. It felt weird to be looking at each other like that. Like we had a business deal to make and didn’t want to get too cozy. 
 
    “What did you want to talk about?” Zander asked, his hopeful eyes watching me. 
 
    I felt like a weight had been dropped on my chest. All the things, all the problems that we had, they seemed to press me down into the chair, suffocating me. I didn’t know where to start, what to say, how to explain to him without hurting his feelings, what to do if I did hurt his feelings. I didn’t know anything. I swallowed. 
 
    Some of the hope had drained from Zander’s eyes by the time I looked up again. A small bit of guilt tugged on my heart, but I pushed through it. “I want to be with you,” I said. “That hasn’t changed. From almost the second that we met, I’ve liked you, and I’ve been in love with you for almost as long.” 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay,” he said. “I feel the same way. I love you a lot and I’m not going to let anything get in the way if you want to be with me.” 
 
    “I do,” I said, but even I could hear the small hesitation. 
 
    His eyes looked sad. “Are you sure you want to be with me?” 
 
    “I’m positive, Zander,” I said. “I’m not sure what my life would be like without you in it. And I’m not trying to say that without you, I’d drink, and I’d be dead by now, or anything like that. I like to think that I would have gotten sober even without you. I’m talking about my future. I don’t know what my future would be like without you in it.” 
 
    He started nodding before I even finished talking. “I feel the same way. But I get the feeling you’re about to say something that… maybe neither of us want to hear.” 
 
    I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “We’ve got problems,” I said. “You know that.” 
 
    His jaw worked, but he nodded again. 
 
    I returned his nod. “We’ve got a lot of problems. Watching Kizzy and Jasper… I don’t know how they manage to spend that much time together, tell each other everything, and never seem to need a break. Maybe they’re just a different couple than we are, but I feel like… I feel like we hurt each other a lot more than they do.” 
 
    Zander stared down at the table. “It doesn’t feel the same. I’ll be honest with you.” 
 
    “I’m not going to leave you,” I said, straight out. “I’m not. It might sound insane, it might sound stupid, but I’m never going to walk out that door and not come back. I refuse to do that.” 
 
    “I’d probably follow you,” Zander admitted, shrugging a shoulder. “I know it’s unhealthy and not right and… all these other things, but I wouldn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    At least we agreed on that. We’d be stupid and suffer rather than letting the other one go. That thought should have scared me more than it did, but I honestly didn’t know what I’d do with myself without the wooing contests and the battles over small things that brought us joy. I thought my life wouldn’t feel real anymore. “So, if we’re not going to leave, then we need to figure out how to stop… hurting each other.” 
 
    Zander frowned at me, shifting in his chair. “Do you want to just start again?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll work,” I said. “I think from the beginning, we’ve had these problems and we pretended they didn’t exist. If we start fresh, we’re going to find ourselves right back here in six months.” I glanced around the hotel room. “Well, hopefully not right back here.” 
 
    He smirked bitterly. “If the gods ask us to go through another set of trials, I’m going to take the consequences and say no.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “And it’s terrifying too because we don’t know what’s a trial and what isn’t anymore.” 
 
    He rubbed his forehead. “Okay, if you don’t want to start over, then what do you want to do?” 
 
    I licked my lips. “I think we should lay it all out there. Again, it might sound like the dumbest thing ever, but we should say everything that bothers us and go from there. I won’t get upset with anything that you have to say, Zander. It can’t be worse than the things in my head.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it,” Zander said. I knew that he was grasping at straws to fix what we had broken, but I wanted to make sure that he understood what this meant. 
 
    “You can’t get upset either,” I told him. “No matter what I say.” 
 
    Zander shifted around. “I’ll try not to, but…” He shrugged. 
 
    I sighed, looking down at the table. I knew that was the best we’d get. “Do you want me to go first, or do you want to go first?” 
 
    “You go,” he said like I knew he would. 
 
    “The first thing I want to talk about is—” 
 
    “My overprotectiveness?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “We’ll get to that in a second, but the first thing I want to talk about is how you take the blame for everything.” 
 
    He looked startled by what I had to say. 
 
    My mouth opened, but it took me a second to figure out where I wanted to go with that. “I know that you don’t do it on purpose and that there are good reasons that you take the blame for everything, but it drives me up the wall. It drives all of us up the wall because we can’t do anything without you coming in and—” 
 
    Zander shifted. “Getting in the way?” 
 
    “I guess so?” I said. “I feel like I can’t fuck up because I’m not just fucking up for me. I’m fucking up for both of us. I’m a mess, and I know that I’m a mess, but I’ve literally never felt like I could show it. When I was little, my father would always go on about how I had to cheer everyone up because Jasper and Juniper could never find a smile, and now I have to keep doing that, because if I screw up, then it’s your fault. And it puts a lot of pressure on me and on everyone else not to screw up around you, because if we do, then you’re going to only make us feel worse.” 
 
    He looked like I’d slapped him. “I make it worse.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “Yes.” 
 
    He rubbed his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know that I made you feel like shit all the time.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was all the time,” I corrected immediately. “I said that I feel like I can’t fuck up, and I’m the kind of person who is going to fuck up. I know it.” 
 
    “I hear what you’re saying, but I’m not taking the blame for everything,” Zander said. “There are a lot of things that are my fault.” 
 
    “No, there aren’t,” I argued. “The decisions that other people make are not your fault. The only things you can be held accountable for are the things that you do. The decisions that you make.” 
 
    “But sometimes I make a decision that affects other people. Like when I walked away, and you got drunk.” 
 
    “Zander, I had been thinking of drinking for four days at that point.”
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   T he worry hit me first. If it had been days, then it opened up this whole new thing where I had to wonder how many times Jasmine had been thinking about falling off the wagon. I knew recovery was more complicated than I could ever comprehend but still, I’d missed it all. I’d been at her side, and I’d totally missed her struggle. Yet she sat there and told me it wasn’t my fault. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me,” I said. 
 
    Jasmine shrugged. “What was I supposed to say? You would have freaked out. Either you would have thought it was you, or you would have started hanging over me constantly. That would have only made me want it more. I thought I could get through it on my own.” 
 
    “Can you not do that anymore then?” I asked. “If you’re tempted or you’re struggling, I want you to tell me.” 
 
    “Can I tell you without you going overboard on the self-blame or the protectiveness? Because sometimes even a talk could get me out of it. I need you to be my boyfriend. Not a parent. Not a guard. My boyfriend.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I’m going to need help with that. Since I literally had no idea that blaming myself hurt you, I need you to tell me when I’m doing something problematic. And I don’t know the first thing about not taking the blame when it feels like my fault.” 
 
    “I can do that. But I think it starts with you realizing that the whole world isn’t on your shoulders. Our lives aren’t on your shoulders. The things that happen around you aren’t your fault, just because in theory, something you could have done might possibly have changed the outcome. That doesn’t make it your fault. It’s a tiny chance in a world of a billion possibilities. It will only make you crazy if you take all that on. If you decide that no matter what happens, you could have fixed it if only you knew the exact right choice in the billion there are and made that choice in the exact right time. It’s literally not possible.” 
 
    “If I’d been better, then maybe you wouldn’t have wanted to drink.” 
 
    Jasmine sighed, staying calm. “That’s not how this works. You could have been any form of yourself, and it wouldn’t have changed a thing. I was going to find a reason to do it. Maybe I would have been really happy and wanted to celebrate, or stressed, or sad. You need to accept that.” 
 
    Again, I didn’t know how, but I had to try and figure it out. “There’s going to be a lot of fuck-ups,” I said. “I have no idea what I’m doing.” 
 
    Jasmine smiled. “Neither do I, so I guess that makes us even. Next, we should talk about your overprotectiveness. I guess it goes with the blame, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe. I grew up in a house full of foster kids, and some of them were pretty messed up. They liked to screw with Kizzy, and she didn’t want to hurt any of them. I lived in big brother mode for most of my life.” 
 
    Jasmine nodded in understanding. “I get it, but it comes across like you think the rest of us are incapable of keeping ourselves safe.” 
 
    “I don’t feel that way. Not at all.” 
 
    “I know that, but it still feels that way. I understand that if anything happens to us, you feel like it’s your fault for not stopping it. As much as it worries you, you have to accept that we’re gods now. We’re stronger than you, and we can hold our own.” 
 
    In my head, I knew that. It didn’t make it easier to watch my family going off and attacking monsters. I’d only ever known the seers to be humans, and it would take a long time to get used to the fact that any one of them could kill me with little effort. That was a good thing. I liked that they were strong. It just did nothing for my fear. 
 
    “I’m trying,” I said. “It’s a little hard to relax when I’d found your dead body. I can’t explain to you what that day was for us, Jasmine. I’d never been so afraid.” 
 
    She touched my hand, her fingers squeezing mine. “I have no idea what that feels like. I was dead before I even knew what was happening. All I can do is promise that it’s not going to happen again. Things are different now.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll work on the problems I have, but I know it’s going to be hard. I think the best thing we can do is when something happens, we tell the other one. Secrets aren’t worth it. Keeping our feelings to ourselves doesn’t spare anyone in the end. That’s not what Juniper and Verin do, and it’s not what Kizzy and Jasper do. They’re honest, and it helps them.” 
 
    I didn’t realize that it hurt me as much as it made me happy to see Kizzy with her husband. It was literally everything I’d wanted for her. Kizzy had started healing, and with the exact kind of person I would have handpicked for her if I could have. Jasper was patient with her, kind, and the exact opposite of me or Verin. He took care of my sister in all the ways she needed it, while still letting her take care of herself. They had something I wanted. They didn’t lie to each other, they didn’t have any issues in the relationship. They were so solid that they could get married as fast as they had. If we managed to survive the war, they would probably also start their own family soon. They were miles ahead of me and Jasmine, and I shouldn’t have been so jealous. But I was, and I couldn’t pretend otherwise. 
 
    “You’re right,” Jasmine said. 
 
    All the problems she had with me had been laid out plain for me to see. This would be the hard part, being honest with Jasmine about the things she did that caused me pain or worry. She was so fragile right now that I wanted to pretend that nothing she did bothered me. Work on my stuff and let her be. But that was the problem with us, and it would only make things worse. 
 
    I took a deep breath, laying my free hand out on the table. “I think you already know the problems I’ve been having with the two of us. You’re reckless and it terrifies me. I know that you’re a god now, but that doesn’t mean you’re unkillable. You run out into danger, and you think it’s fun. You don’t seem to have any regard for my feelings about it.” 
 
    She watched me, constructing what she would say. “I care about how you feel.” 
 
    “Okay, but it feels like you think it’s stupid that I worry so much. Like you’re untouchable, and that means you should get to go off and do anything you want. There are some things that are beyond even you, and you have to accept that. It hurts that you can be so callous with your safety when you know how scared I am that I’ll lose you again.” 
 
    Jasmine gave a nod. “I’m sorry I’ve done that. I guess I was excited to finally be strong. I saw you and Kizzy, and then Verin, all going off and being the heroes. Then I got a shot to do hero stuff, keep everyone safe, and it went right to my head.” 
 
    I understood that. “I think the best thing we can do is approach threats like a team now. No one of us should try and go off and do something, and all our plans need to be formed together. It’s all of us or none of us.” 
 
    “That’s probably the smartest thing to do. I’m going to try not to get in over my head. I don’t want to do something that’ll give you another reason to worry about me. I swear I’ll avoid running into any danger on my own.” 
 
    I hoped that one day, my brain would accept that Jasmine wasn’t fragile anymore. She’d accidentally hurt me enough that I should have gotten it. We’d broken the bed, the dresser, destroyed clothes, and she’d gotten rough with me plenty. I realized that it could have been that I didn’t want to accept that she was stronger than me. She wouldn’t have needed me that way. She wouldn’t have had any reason for me to stick around. 
 
    “What?” she asked me. 
 
    I nearly kept it to myself, but I knew I couldn’t do that. “I feel like I have so little to offer you as it is. If you don’t even need me to keep you safe, I’m going to worry about when you decide to show me the door because I cause you more stress than I’m worth.” 
 
    Jasmine’s eyes widened, her mouth dropping open. “I would never do that. Did you think I was only with you for protection? That’s crazy.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I didn’t think that. It’s just that I don’t know what I do for you. I stress you out, I stress Jasper out too. Everyone’s worried about the unstable one.” 
 
    She gave me a look. “First off, I think people are a lot more paranoid about Verin than you. You get overprotective, but he goes on murder sprees.” 
 
    “Only one.” 
 
    Jasmine glared. “Still. And I don’t see this as me not needing you anymore. I see it as us getting to the same level. We can keep each other safe now. You don’t have to worry about leaving me home alone, because I’ll be there when you get back. I’ll be safe and sound, no matter what might try and come for me.” 
 
    I would probably never feel totally safe or comfortable leaving her alone. I couldn’t after finding her dead. I would always have nightmares. I would always be sure something terrible would happen and take her away from me. It didn’t help that we had a war coming; one that we might have to fight without whatever magical tool we were here to earn. 
 
    “What do we do now?” I asked. “All the cards are out on the table, but things still feel…” 
 
    “Icky?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I think they might for a while. All we can do is work on the issues we have until we’re okay. I don’t have any idea how long that’s going to take or how we’ll do, but we have to be the best couple in the family.” She pointed her finger at the table, voice intense. “We’re the king and queen of wooing, and I will not be dethroned.” 
 
    I relaxed for the first time since Jasmine had come back to the room. I could actually see a possible future where she and I were fine. One where we would stay together and be healthier than we were right now. As long as we could keep up with the new rules we’d set, then everything could be fine. Better than fine, but something that could give me what I’d always wanted. Maybe in a few years, Jasmine and I would be good enough to get married. Then we could start a family of our own, and they wouldn’t know anything about the hard times we’d had at the beginning of our relationship. Those kids would only see the perfect running machine we would eventually be. They would never worry for us, and that meant that I could eventually get to a point where I wasn’t afraid anymore. I’d never not been afraid, and the thought of being freed from that burden felt like too much to dare hope for. If it fell through, my heart would break. 
 
    Jasmine stood up, losing the hold she had on my hand. I didn’t have time to miss it, because she already walked around the table to me. She bent to give me a hug, her arms tight around me. I buried my face against her neck, taking in the scent I’d grown so accustomed to. I might have been afraid of a lot of things, but I felt safe in that room. Safe with Jasmine right there to remind me that not everything had to hurt all the time. 
 
    “I love you,” she told me, pulling back and looking downward at me. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    Jasmine bent back down, pressing her lips softly to mine. She held them there, her fingers brushing against my cheek and lulling me into comfort that I couldn’t describe. My hands found her hips, pulling the girl down to my lap. We didn’t break the kiss, even as Jasmine adjusted to get comfortable. I sat back in the chair, my hand tight on her side while she ground hard against my lap. 
 
    I should have been worried that someone could come to talk to us or that we might have had things to do, but none of that could touch me then. It stopped mattering all at once, vanishing from my thoughts as Jasmine started pulling at my shirt. She got it off my head and to the floor without ripping it, which I thought was a miracle. 
 
    I stood with Jasmine in my arms, feeling her smile against me. It felt lighter than it had in our entire relationship. I pushed aside the wave of sadness that tried to come along with that thought because we couldn’t do anything to fix the past. We could only move forward and try not to fuck anything else up. We could do it, I thought. It would take work, but I saw no reason for us to have any more sadness running this deep in our relationship. It could be over if we wanted it to be. 
 
    We bounced when I dropped us both onto the bed. Jasmine giggled while we oriented ourselves, which gave me a good opportunity to get some clothes off of her. I wasn’t as careful as she’d managed to be, tearing her shirt before I got it off her. I didn’t break her shorts though, so I deserved some bonus points for that one. 
 
    We moved in a hurry, like having our clothes on for any longer would kill us both. I couldn’t tell who won that battle, but we both ended up naked in less than a minute. 
 
    Jasmine shoved me onto my back, hopping onto my lap and crushing her mouth to mine in what felt like one swift motion. Her nails scraped lightly down my chest, a smirk on her face when her hand reached my dick. Every time felt like the first time with her, so it laid me out when she started stroking me. I didn’t have anything to say, and I couldn’t do much more than kiss her as she went on. After a few seconds, she pushed me into her, making me groan as I held her body closer to mine. 
 
    Jasmine’s hands nearly had me pinned to the bed, tight against my shoulders as she rocked on top of me. The bedframe slammed into the wall, but nothing broke yet. It wasn’t like we could get billed for damages, so I would have been fine if we tore the whole room down around us. If anything, it would make me feel better to destroy as much as possible before this whole ordeal ended. 
 
    It was just this side of painful when Jasmine thrust her hips with mine, but I would have been fine with the pain. I would have been fine if she clawed the skin from my shoulders. Things like that didn’t exist during these moments. I could only see her and me, and things like flesh and blood hardly mattered. 
 
    I held her by her hips, though she didn’t really need the help with her balance. I just wanted to hold her the faster she moved on top of me. Her wild eyes wouldn’t focus on anything, her hair a tangled mess in her face. I wanted to stare at her like that for hours, making sure the image stayed etched into my mind. There was nothing better than that. 
 
    As I started moving Jasmine even faster against me, she let out a moan that could’ve been heard in the hallway. I almost cared about who might have heard, but the thought left me as fast as it came. If they didn’t like it, they could have gone to another room. I also decided not to care that the gods might have been taping the hotel room. I’d freak out about that later and possibly look into killing some gods. 
 
    It ended for both of us almost at the same time, Jasmine moaning my name loudly while I made a groaning sound that I should have been embarrassed about. I wasn’t, and again, it didn’t matter who heard or not. They could deal with it. 
 
    Jasmine collapsed at my side, a smile on her face as she stretched her toes out and her arms in the air. “Well… that’s how we should end every discussion from now on.” 
 
    “Sure,” I panted. “That could only be good for us.” 
 
    “I agree. It could even get us to talk more.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re right. That’s not a bad idea. In fact… maybe we should have another talk right now.” 
 
    She nodded. “A talk that should last at least ten minutes?” 
 
    “If you insist. Go.” 
 
    That threw me for a second, racking my brain for something that could buy me time. “So… what do you want me to make for breakfast when we get home?”
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   I didn’t want to talk to my brother or sister, but I knew that I had to. After all the damage that I had done to our relationship, I felt like I owed it to them to apologize every day until they told me I really should stop. Then for at least three or four days after that. 
 
    Zander asked if I wanted him to go with me. 
 
    “No,” I said, shuffling my feet. “No offense, but whenever you and Jasper are around each other, things get weird. I don’t even know why they get weird, or how, but they do.” 
 
    Zander frowned at that, cocking his head. “Do they?” 
 
    I nodded, still feeling guilty for saying it. “Most of the time it’s not hostile or anything like that. It’s just… weird. I don’t know. It’s like you guys never learned how to be around each other and hang out, or something.” 
 
    “We don’t,” Zander said. 
 
    “Don’t what?” 
 
    “Hang out,” he explained. “You, Juniper, and Kizzy spend time together all the time, but Verin, Jasper, and I almost never do. Is that weird?” 
 
    “I… don’t know,” I finally said. We all lived in the same house together, so it was kind of impossible not to spend a lot of time with one another. But while I could hang out with my sister and Kizzy, or I used to be able to hang out with them, I couldn’t remember the boys ever doing something together. I didn’t think they got along very well. 
 
    Zander rubbed the back of his head. “I’m questioning everything now, wondering if it’ll be another trial we have to face, or if it’s just something that’s not right in our family. I wish we could go back to a week ago when things didn’t feel this crappy all the time, even if only because we didn’t pay attention to the things that we should have been more concerned about.” 
 
    I sighed. “Let’s just focus on us for right now. If we have family issues we need to work out, we can do that after the trial.” 
 
    “Deal,” he said, touching my side. “If you need me, then please come and get me. I’m sure that Jasper won’t do anything that’ll upset you, but… yeah…” 
 
    “I promise,” I said. “And the way things are going, I think I’m more likely to be the one upsetting everyone else.” 
 
    He didn’t disagree, which really told me how bad I’d been lately. Even knowing that I had told the truth, Zander would normally disagree with a statement like that, just to make me feel better. Since I hadn’t felt right for months, I didn’t think anything good would come from Zander’s comfort. In fact, I hadn’t felt right since before we got turned into gods, since before we died. 
 
    I left the room with that thought souring my mood and went to find my brother and sister. They were both in their own rooms and they both came out when I asked them too. Kizzy looked worried and Verin eyed me like I was a bomb that would go off in his face. 
 
    His nose had healed already, but I still felt guilty when I looked at him, remembering what I had done. Even though part of me felt like he had deserved it. 
 
    Juniper, Jasper, and I sat down in the hallway away from the rooms so that our significant others wouldn’t be able to hear anything we said. I just didn’t trust that Verin wouldn’t charge out of the room to accuse me of being a terrible sister to Juniper if I said something he didn’t like. 
 
    We sat in a circle, not saying anything for several long seconds. I started the conversation the only way that I could think. “I’m sorry. I know that I’ve said that a few times, but I just wanna say it again. I’m sorry for the way that I’ve been acting and I’m sorry for the things that I’ve said to you guys and I’m sorry that I’ve made it harder for you to get through your trials. I’m sorry that I drank and lost a trial because of it, and I’m sorry that I punched Verin in the face.” 
 
    Juniper shifted around. “I didn’t enjoy seeing that, but I get why you did it.” 
 
    “I’ve punched Verin in the face myself, so I don’t have much room to be angry about it,” Jasper said. 
 
    I cracked a smile at the memory. Jasper had punched Verin at Juniper’s behest because the demigod had been bothering her. 
 
    “I think I’ve hit him too, actually,” Juniper said, smiling sheepishly. “I love him with my whole heart, but Verin’s one of those people that kind of always has it coming when someone hits him. That being said, if anyone I’m not directly related to does it, then I’m taking action.” 
 
    “Because you don’t want blood on the floor?” Jasper asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Juniper said, smiling softly 
 
    It felt comfortable for that little bit of the conversation, but the comfort disappeared as another awkward silence rose up. We all shifted around, not quite looking at each other. My chest tightened, and I swallowed hard. “Is there anything that you guys wanted to talk about?” 
 
    “Lots,” Juniper said. “Do you hate me?” 
 
    “No,” I said, not asking why she’d wonder that. “I’m just confused as to why none of you would tell me something like that. And why the gods would insist on bringing it out in the way that they did. It doesn’t feel like they’re trying to test us. It feels like they’re trying to break us.” 
 
    Heracles’ words washed over me. He certainly seemed to think that the gods wanted to punish us and break us. 
 
    Juniper looked down at her lap. “I didn’t want you to hate Verin or think that he had done something wrong.” 
 
    “He did do something wrong,” I said. “He killed a man.” 
 
    Juniper winced, glancing away. “I know that. I know that he shouldn’t have done it, but I just… I can’t be upset about it, because whenever I think of Dad, I think about how he would have turned us into slaves so that he could get whatever he wanted. I think about how he abused us, and what we’ve become because of that. Jasper is the only one that’s gotten significantly better.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Jasper said. “I eat and sleep because Kizzy makes me, but his voice is still in my head every day, telling me that I’m not good enough, not strong enough, not assertive enough.” 
 
    Tears popped into my eyes. 
 
    “It’s just, we’ve had to do some really bad things to keep people safe,” Juniper said. “To keep ourselves safe. We’ve gotten thrown into the middle of a war and we have no fucking clue what we’re doing, but we still have to do it. We have to listen to the gods, we have to jump when they say jump, we have to save everyone. And I can’t help but think that if we didn’t know Dad, we would’ve killed him ourselves to save a different set of kids. If we now had met the Dad from seven years ago, don’t you think we would have done the same thing that Verin did? Does the fact that he didn’t have any children to abuse in the house when Verin killed him, mean he didn’t deserve to die?” 
 
    Jasper shrugged. “It’s hard for me to feel too bad about him, to be honest. I think Kizzy would have killed him herself if she had gotten the chance. I’ll always remember the look on her face when she found the photo album.” 
 
    None of us could look at each other for a couple of seconds. The photo album had contained dozens of pictures from our childhood, but only pictures of when we had screwed up. Dad only busted out the camera to document our failures as his children, so that he could remind us how good he treated us. That any other parent would’ve sent us away so that they didn’t have to watch us fail. 
 
    To this day, I kind of flinched when cameras came out. I could smile like I meant it, cock my hip like I felt sassy, but inside, I shriveled up until the flash had gone away. The demigods didn’t take too many pictures of us, but when they did, I sensed my siblings wishing we could disappear. 
 
    “I can’t say that I’m upset he’s dead either,” I said. “Which scares me. I feel like I should care. I cried so much when he died and then it stopped mattering.” I rubbed my eyes. “Just, please don’t keep secrets like that from me again. It hurts to know that you don’t trust me. Even though I haven’t exactly earned that trust.” 
 
    Jasper touched my hand. “We won’t.” 
 
    Juniper nodded, staring down at her lap. She cleared her throat, “As for why the gods made me tell you, I think they were forcing me to do something that might make you leave.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    She shrugged, refusing to look at me. Her mismatched eyes held a world of pain, the two colors both shimmering in the dull fluorescent lights. “Ever since we moved out of Dad’s house, I’ve had this worry in the back of mind that you guys would leave. I’ve had panic attacks when you’ve been out drinking because you weren’t where you were supposed to be. There was a Jasmine spot, and you weren’t in it, and the thought of that would send me spiraling.” 
 
    My heart broke right down the middle. I took Juniper’s hand, squeezing. “I’d always come back.” 
 
    “As long as nothing bad happened,” Juniper whispered. “There was so much that could go wrong, every time you left the house. It scared me every single time. I thought that I could lose you.” 
 
    And she probably felt that way again when I had gotten drunk a few nights ago. My eyes closed as guilt swamped me from all sides. I’d known that my drinking had hurt Jasper and Juniper, but I’d never really thought about what would’ve happened if I got myself killed. I never thought about what it would do to them, to be a set of triplets without one triplet. What it would mean for them to wake up every day and have the knowledge that I’d died. 
 
    I couldn’t, no matter how hard I tried, picture my life without one of them. It felt like a nightmare. 
 
    I swallowed the hard lump in my throat, shifting around on the floor. “And I’m sorry about that, too. I should never have made you feel that way, and I swear to you that I won’t again. The last time I got drunk is the last time. I swear to you.” 
 
    Juniper smiled at me. “You can’t promise something like that, but thank you for trying.” 
 
    Jasper nodded. 
 
    But I did promise it. To myself, to Zander, to my siblings, to the other demigods. I swore it to everyone because I wouldn’t let them down again. I wouldn’t ruin everything the way that Verin thought I would. Not after the hellish nightmare that yesterday had been. 
 
    I looked at Jasper. “I know that you aren’t upset about it, but I want to apologize again for the way I spoke to you after Zander’s trial. With all the feelings building up inside of me, I just… You know how we were talking about Dad’s voice in our heads?” 
 
    Jasper nodded. 
 
    “His voice is always there, telling me that I have to cheer everyone up because no one else can do it. I have to smile and be pretty and act sweet. I have to be the one because both of you have more important jobs to do. You have a house to run and you have to protect us.” I gestured to my siblings. “And I’ve always been the one that cheered people up, no matter how down they felt. And I started getting sick of it. It’s like this weird weight, this pressure that pushes me down into the floor constantly. It’s been getting worse since we died, because… we fucking died. We were dead, and there is literally no way for me to comfort that knowledge for Zander, or Kizzy, or Verin. And Dad’s voice just kept getting louder, more insistent, and I wanted everyone to go away after a while. I know that sounds stupid and selfish, but I wanted to be free of this duty, so I pushed you away. And I’m sorry. It’s been a tense few days, and I know that you didn’t mean to hurt Zander.” 
 
    Jasper took my hand, giving it a squeeze. “You’re right, I’m not upset about it, but thank you for apologizing. It does mean a lot. And it’s not your job to make us feel better. You know that.” 
 
    “Just like you know that saying that doesn’t change the way it feels,” I said. 
 
    He nodded because he knew that it wasn’t his job to protect us. We had to keep ourselves alive sometimes. Just like Juniper knew that it wasn’t her job to keep everything together, but she couldn’t stop it either. 
 
    Speaking of Juniper. 
 
    I looked her dead in the eyes. She wore a yellow dress that made her look bright and sunny, and her long hair hung over either shoulder, free-flowing. Six months ago, she wouldn’t have dreamed of wearing something like that. “You know that I’m proud of you, right?” I asked. 
 
    She dropped her eyes. “You don’t have to say anything, Jazzy.” 
 
    “No, Juni, look at me,” I ordered. 
 
    She glanced up. 
 
    “I am really, really proud of you. The first time you wore a dress that had color, I almost cried, I was so proud of you. I couldn’t believe that you had done something like that, after so many years of strict rules for yourself. The fact that you’ll eat fries when you want to eat fries now, that makes me happy.” 
 
    Jasper nodded. “You’ve made so much progress, more than either of us.” 
 
    “It’s easy to make the most progress when you’re the most broken,” Juniper muttered. 
 
    “Um, I feel like you’re trying to take my title,” I said. 
 
    She smirked at me. “You think you’re worse than me?” 
 
    “Which one of us nearly destroyed her relationship with her entire family because she couldn’t handle the job of being cheerful?” I asked. 
 
    Juniper shook her head. “I’m not getting into that kind of messed up fight with you. But I am worse than you are.” 
 
    I snorted, then got serious again. “I’m not joking, though. You’ve done so much in such a short amount of time. I’ve never been prouder of you than at that time. And I think you’re strong.” 
 
    She scoffed. 
 
    “You are,” Jasper threw in there before I could continue. “Ask any of us, we’ll tell you the truth. Ask Zander what we’re feeling. You know he won’t lie. He hates lying.” 
 
    Juniper blushed, looking down at the ground. “You thought I’d lose one of my trials.” 
 
    Another slash across my heart. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I thought I’d lose, and it terrified me so much that I had to put the worry onto someone else. And I went with you, because… I don’t know. Because I’m jealous of how much you’ve done in such a short time? Because anyone who doesn’t know shit about our family would think you are the weakest? I don’t know, but I was stupid and wrong. We all knew that from the beginning.” 
 
    Juniper offered me a weak smile. I didn’t know if she believed me, but she had been willing to sit with me, and that mattered enough that I didn’t push it. We all got up, and I hugged both of my siblings. Juniper held onto me so tightly that I felt like my lungs would explode. I could almost feel the worry she had been hiding for the last two days. 
 
    Then I hugged Jasper. He was always gentle, even when he squeezed me or lifted me off my feet, like now. As he set me back down, I said, “Thanks, guys. For hearing me out.” 
 
    Juniper shrugged. “I suppose we could have ignored you, but then you would have kept pounding on the door.” 
 
    I snorted. “Well, I can’t risk losing the only two people obligated to tolerate me by blood.” 
 
    Jasper smirked. 
 
    We went our separate ways. I hoped that Jasper would pave the way for me to make up with Kizzy, but Verin… I didn’t see the two of us ever finding common ground again. If we barely talked for the rest of our lives, it wouldn’t have surprised me. I felt sad about that, but some things couldn’t be mended. 
 
    I opened the door to me and Zander’s room to find that he had taken some time to decorate it. Flowers, everywhere. Not red roses, either, but colorful flowers. Blue petals covered the bed, orange flowers lined the dresser, green ones dotted the surrounding surfaces. It was like a rainbow had thrown up in the hotel. 
 
    Zander grinned at me as he set some purple flowers down on the floor. “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    I squealed in delight and ran into the room as if someone had set my dress on fire. I leaped blindly, landed on the bed, and started rolling around in the sweet-scented petals. “It’s so pretty!” I shouted, almost rolling off the end of the bed. “Where the hell did you even get these.” 
 
    “Kizzy,” Zander said. 
 
    “They’re magic!” I shouted, stilling rolling around. I got a petal in my mouth, but that didn’t stop me. 
 
    Zander jumped on the bed, hooking his arm around my middle and burying his face in my neck. “Consider yourself wooed.” 
 
    I giggled.
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    Zander 
 
      
 
   A cloud hung over our heads when we woke up in the morning. Jasmine and I didn’t call attention to it, but we both knew there would be a trial that day. Four of us still had our second trials, me included. Though now, everything around me felt fake. Knowing that we could have been in the middle of a trial right then really made things feel more fucked. 
 
    After a shower together, Jasmine and I stood in the bathroom while we dried off and got dressed. I caught a whiff of smoke, but that had been happening ever since my first trial. Each time I showered, it would come back. Like the fire lived under my skin. 
 
    “We’ll be okay,” Jasmine promised me as she brushed her hair out. “Four more and then we’re home.” 
 
    “Four more and then we have some kind of magical tool to figure out,” I said. “I’m not so sure we’ll get to hop into our beds and enjoy a day of victory.” 
 
    Jasmine lifted an eyebrow at me. “Oh, we shall hop. We’ll hop like there’s no tomorrow.” 
 
    I tried to smile, but it felt all wrong. I would have liked a good hopping, but I could only focus on the war. We didn’t know when it would come or what it even really meant. I couldn’t see us armoring up and holding swords to an army, but that might have been it. It would have been helpful if the gods bothered to give us any bit of helpful information along the way. One would have thought they’d want us informed since we were apparently the key to their victory. 
 
    “I want to punch something,” I admitted. “Like, all the gods.” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Jasmine corrected. 
 
    “Fine,” I said with a glare. “I don’t want to punch Persephone, and I don’t especially have anything against Pan.” 
 
    “Is Pan a god?” 
 
    I went blank. “Shit, I should know that. Whatever. The point is you can’t put the weight of a whole war on people, and still keep them in the dark about everything. How are we supposed to handle this big, bad, intense tool if we have no idea what it is?” 
 
    After putting her brush down, Jasmine put her hands on her hips. “I really don’t know. Have they given us any details at all?” 
 
    “None that I can remember, which means no. We’re fucked.” 
 
    Jasmine nodded solidly. “Yes, that’s probably true. But at least we’re fucked together.” 
 
    I groaned before she lightly shoved me toward the bathroom door. We didn’t have any time left to linger and contemplate our own doom. We had Callie waiting for us on stage. 
 
    The whole family stayed in the green room until they called us out. I stood with a tapping foot, Jasmine trying to lightly press down on it so I would stop. I thought it was supposed to be a game of sorts, but I felt too sick to enjoy it. At least Kizzy found a way to smother her stress. She’d destroyed half a plate of cookies all on her own, plus a piece of apple pie. 
 
    “It’s eight in the morning,” I told her with a smile. 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at me. “We don’t know what time it is in America, so it doesn’t matter. Jasper, come eat a breakfast cookie with me for solidarity.” 
 
    Kizzy held out a cookie for him, and Jasper bent down to take a bite out of it. I felt a warm swell of affection from both of them, and I could practically feel butterflies in my own stomach thanks to my sister. 
 
    I sighed. “Well jeez, Jasper. You didn’t seem so cool with eating food out of my hand when I offered, but whatever.” 
 
    The man looked over at me. “Sorry if it’s not nearly as enticing when I’m half asleep and walk into the kitchen to meet you thrusting a forkful of egg at my face.” 
 
    “I needed to know if I put too much pepper in. Step up next time.” 
 
    Kizzy giggled, then kissed Jasper’s cheek as if he were the one killing it with the eggs lately. I still didn’t get anyone telling me if my pepper sprinkling had been good enough. 
 
    My sister tucked herself under Jasper’s arm, curled up to him as much as they could be, and as private as they could be in a room full of people. Jasmine and I could get back to that if we managed to stick with our new rules. It felt okay so far, but it had been less than a day. That had to be progress, right? 
 
    There wasn’t a clock in here, but I could feel the seconds tick by as if they made literal noise. Verin and Juniper might have been the most relaxed looking as they sat on the couch. Verin had Juniper’s legs on his lap, tugging at her socks until they were perfectly even with each other. It had Juniper grinning, her chin on her hands while she watched him. He kept glancing over at her with a tiny smile that sent her heart sputtering. Even in all the stress, the room had my chest filled up with butterflies and those soft, sweet things that should have been enjoyed in a better place than this. 
 
    Finally, the lights flashed to let us know we had to go get raked over the coals. I had vivid flashes of when we marched up there to be told Jasmine had failed her trial. I wished my mind wasn’t plagued with horrible memories all the damn time. I had so many, and they tortured me almost constantly. 
 
    Verin and Juniper led the way, each couple hand in hand as we walked out to the stage for one of the last times. Four to go. I only had to keep reminding myself that after four of these, we would at least be done with this leg of our journey. 
 
    Callie stood alone on the stage, a mic in her hand and bags under her eyes. I got angry all over again. She should have been home with her family instead of with us. The gods could pretend they just wanted to test us, but there was no reason for her to be dragged down with us. This didn’t teach Callie a damn thing, and she wouldn’t even be part of the war. Callie couldn’t fight, and I knew Apollo would never have asked her to try. The gods dragged her in because they could. Plain and simple. 
 
    “Welcome back, guys,” the girl said flatly to us. She couldn’t even fake a smile anymore. “Are you ready to see who’s up next?” 
 
    No one answered her. 
 
    Behind us, that stupid wheel started to spin. It had changed since some of us had finished with both of our trials. Juniper and Jasmine’s names had vanished from the wheel, the rest of ours getting bigger wedges as it spun around. I waited, holding my breath to find out who would be up for their round of hell. 
 
    “Verin Cooper!” Callie called to us. The crowd cheered for him, happy and careless as to what this meant. 
 
    Verin stepped up to Callie, smiling and putting his arm around her. I thought for a moment that it was fake or at least exaggerated, but I could feel his inner workings. He was fine with this. Just this side of pumped even. Verin had no doubts about himself, unburdened with what the rest of us dealt with. He had a mother that loved him and told him he was wonderful and capable. We never had that. 
 
    My eyes went to that wheel again, seeing Verin’s name vanishing. Assuming Verin would win his trial, that left Kizzy, me, Jasper. I couldn’t tell if I was relieved or even more stressed out. If I had been picked, then at least I would almost be done. Now, I had to wait to see what happened next. 
 
    “How are you feeling about this?” Callie asked, and then pointed her mic at Verin. “Lots of pressure on you.” 
 
    “None at all,” he responded. “I won my last trial, and I’ll win this one. Simple as that.” 
 
    Callie held her fake smile like a pro. “I wish you all the luck in the world, Verin. I’m sure your family will be cheering as loud as me as you sail through your trial.” 
 
    He grinned. “Thank you, luv.” 
 
    She cleared her throat, the scene behind her changing. The screen took over the whole wall, showing a massive field filled with a hundred monsters. I saw gorgons, werewolves, giants, people with weapons. They all stood, still but ready. A hill with a gazebo at the top of it sat behind them. Golden pillars held the gazebo up, and I pretended that they couldn’t have been real gold. The white roof looked too perfect too, annoying me. A table sat in the middle of the gazebo, holding the caduceus. I recognized the symbol of Hermes instantly, but I couldn’t figure out why the hell that would be there or what Hermes had to do with any of this. 
 
    “Your task is simple,” Callie said to Verin. “You’re going to be set in this field, and your job is to retrieve Hermes’ caduceus. The moment you put your hands on it, you’re finished.” 
 
    “Easy enough,” Verin said with a nod. 
 
    Callie continued as if he hadn’t said anything. “You have to get through the army without killing a single one of them.” 
 
    The audience ooed at that as if it were interesting or entertaining. I wanted to hurt each and every one of them, and I sure hoped that I never saw any of Zeus’ kids after the trials ended. They would regret it deeply. 
 
    Verin held his head up high, taking a quick breath. “I can do that,” he said. 
 
    Juniper swayed back and forth, her eyes on the monsters and armed people being shown on the screen. I was positive they hadn’t been instructed not to kill Verin. He would have a mob after him. I couldn’t help but remember the last time he’d done this. A lot of lives had been lost. 
 
    The doors opened to blackness, and Verin walked through them like it was nothing. I saw when he appeared in the field, a good thirty feet from the closest enemy. The ‘camera’ panned close to his face. His eyes scanned the area, probably looking for a way around them so he could get to the hill. At least he hadn’t been given a time limit. He could construct a plan and execute it as he needed. 
 
    A gorgon came at Verin first. He couldn’t look into her eyes, but she shined them in his direction. I watched him dodge, his eyes half closed as he missed getting punched by an inch, then gave out a kick of his own to her tail. She screamed in pain, so Verin did it again. I watched him break her arm, then kick at her spine before she went down. He could maim them, but not kill. 
 
    My own heart started to race as I watched him slowly making his way through the crowd. They came for him, weapons in hand while he avoided letting them touch him. He laid them out one by one. I watched like a hawk, making sure that nothing he did would kill someone. How he did it, I couldn’t understand. It was like Verin knew exactly what he could damage before they would meet their end. 
 
    In about twenty minutes, Verin had taken out at least forty of the enemies around him. They came without mercy, each one waiting for their turn at him. Their eyes looked wild and their attacks became sloppy. That could only help Verin at this point. They took their shots, breaking bones and tearing at his flesh. It healed, though I didn’t think Juniper ever would. Jasper had her close, assuring her that Verin would be okay. 
 
    A demigod’s dagger sliced deeply across Verin’s arm, blood gushing to the ground before it started to heal. Verin turned to the threat, eyes quickly calculating how he could take him out without murdering the guy. Verin’s hand darted out to grab his shirt. He pulled the boy forward, only to punch him in the temple. The boy blinked and went down. 
 
    Verin cleared another ten feet, taking out a werewolf, three more demigods, a giant, and some form of beast I’d never seen before. I was just happy not to see a cyclops or minotaur on the field. I had too many bad memories. But Verin probably would have been fine. He made slow progress, but it was still progress. 
 
    A chimera came at him out of nowhere, leaping through the air and landing hard on Verin. It knocked him to the ground, teeth biting at his face. He managed to keep it at bay, but only barely. The thing tore into his shoulder, making Verin scream out in pain. I could almost smell the blood from where I stood. 
 
    Verin put his hands around its neck, ignoring the snake head that bit into his arm. He focused on the fangs of the lion, and the claws tearing at his middle. Juniper shook, eyes glued to the screen. I could feel her hate toward it. I could feel the tingle in her feet that told her to run and save him. 
 
    Verin shoved the creature it aside after he’d crushed something in its chest. Maybe a shoulder bone. I hadn’t been watching. He popped onto his feet, giving the thing a kick. He didn’t see the man coming up behind him, dagger in hand and ready to slice him open. Verin’s chest still pumped, eyes sharp and ready for almost anything. He might not have seen the demigod, but he had to have heard him. 
 
    Verin came out swinging as he turned fast. His fist collided with the man’s jaw… and I heard something break. Not his jawbone, but his neck. The man dropped instantly, going still, eyes open and locked on the sky. 
 
    The world slowed down around me as I realized it was over. Verin killed that man. He lost. Verin realized it too, staring hard like he thought it would make the man stand up again. It didn’t, and he laid there as still as he had been three seconds before. 
 
    The things attacking Verin stopped, the audience gasping as the rest of us stared blankly. The trials were over. That was it. The knowledge slowly sank into Callie, her shaking hand barely able to hold her mic as she watched with her jaw dropped open. Verin had been doing so well. He always did well. 
 
    I watched my brother as he looked around the field. His chest pumped with breaths that didn’t even out. Though he was far away, I could feel it all settling into his brain. He knew. He knew what this meant. He knew what it said as the gray skies opened up to show the natural blue the day should have had. 
 
    Verin took a deep breath, turning to the doors that opened for him. 
 
    Then he started running in the other direction. 
 
    I had no idea what the hell he was doing, but as soon as he started heading toward the caduceus, the monsters attacked again. They all came at him this time, not waiting for their turn like they had been doing before. He still took them down one by one, not killing anyone else. He closed the space between him and the hill even faster than before, mowing down anything in his way. Verin moved weaponless, nothing but determination in his eyes. 
 
    The last of the monsters were on his heels as he reached the gazebo. His hand touched the caduceus. When it did, the lights above us flashed, and then Verin stood in the studio again. 
 
    The audience was silent, unsure of how to react. Even Callie didn’t have anything to say, but Verin stood with the caduceus in his hands, eyes on us. 
 
    “I… I’m so sorry,” he said. I couldn’t help but notice how his gaze lingered on Jasmine for a beat. Juniper went to him, her arms wrapping around his body as she tried to breathe. “I’m sorry. I didn’t…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Juniper breathed. 
 
    Verin nodded. “We’ll be fine,” he said, his voice trembling. “We, we lost here, but it’s fine.” 
 
    “How is it fine?” I made myself ask, my own breath short. “How is this fine?” I needed to know. 
 
    The man looked up at me. “We don’t have the weapon, but that doesn’t mean all is lost. It can’t be.” 
 
    “Can’t it?” I asked. 
 
    He slowly shook his head, staring weakly at me. “We can’t let it be. There are people who are going to die, and we’re the only things standing between them and danger. I’m not going to wait on the sidelines and let them die because I fucked up. I won’t fuck up twice.” 
 
    Kizzy rubbed her face, taking deep breaths. “We… we’re done? Is it done? Did this happen?” 
 
    Verin apologized again but stayed with Juniper. “We only lose if we let ourselves lose. And we get to decide what a loss is. Since when do we need a weapon to do our jobs?” 
 
    “Since a war,” I said. 
 
    Verin’s expression was grim, but he held his head up high. “When something goes wrong, we figure out a new way to win. How many times have we lost something, and how many times have we let it lie?” 
 
    The screen still played the scene, monsters, and demigods on the ground. I didn’t know why I looked up then, but I did. The image lingered on the person Verin had killed. My stomach felt like rot on the inside. But then the body stirred. 
 
    Eyes blinked, and I saw the dead demigod as he pushed his body off the ground. We all watched as he rose to his feet, rolling his neck to get the kinks out. Verin’s insides exploded with fiery hope I didn’t dare to touch. 
 
    The dead man cleared his throat, turning toward the door to the stage. 
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    Jasmine 
 
      
 
   E verything in the world came crashing down, at least inside my head. I thought of all the people that would suffer now because we had lost the trials. Because I hadn’t been smart enough, because Verin hadn’t been gentle enough, because we hadn’t been good enough. The gods wanted us to fail, and then we did. We gave them everything that they could have hoped for. In a thousand years, we would be another story, another way the gods made sure that their subjects didn’t get above their stations. 
 
    And it would be my fault. Sure, Verin lost the second trial. He had been the one that brought everything down on our heads, but I had been the one that set it up. If I hadn’t taken a drink, like I knew I shouldn’t have, then none of this would’ve been a problem. We would be preparing for the last three trials, knowing that Zander, Jasper, and Kizzy had to bring it. 
 
    But nope. It felt like someone had punched me in the gut. 
 
    At least, before the dead man stood up. When Verin had kept going, even though his trial had technically ended, I had been equal parts confused and proud of him. I didn’t think a single word he said was true, though, when he went on about how we would figure it out. It didn’t feel like we had anything to figure out at that point. We had fucked everything up. The gods would gloat, the crowd would boo and throw things just like they had when I failed, and then we’d go home empty-handed. 
 
    And then the dead man rose. 
 
    The crowd went still, me included. I held my breath, too afraid to hope. Trying to be positive didn’t get us anywhere, but I felt the rise of it in my chest. The dreaded feeling of maybe. Maybe we hadn’t screwed everything hope. Maybe we had a chance to survive this. Maybe the weapon would actually help us win this war. Maybe we wouldn’t have to live our entire lives knowing that we had gotten people killed by fucking up. 
 
    The dead man rolled his head around, I assumed because his neck hurt. I didn’t know how I felt about that. 
 
    He had tried to make it clear that we weren’t doomed just because of this, but I couldn’t have been the only one who felt like he had been reaching when he said that. Verin stumbled back a step, surprised to see the dead man rise. 
 
    Then the supposed demigod started to change right before our eyes. His hair got lighter, his build taller, his face distinctly more Verin-like. Even the way he held himself seemed more Verin-like to me. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what about it, even though I knew who he was almost instantly. 
 
    Hades smiled at his son, his expression bright and happy. “Well done, son,” he said. “You’ve passed this trial.” 
 
    While my family and I stood in stunned silence, the crowd erupted in applause, stomping their feet and screaming their praises. I blinked as the burden of defeat lifted off my shoulders somewhat. It would still be my fault if any of the others failed and we lost the weapon. No matter what, if I hadn’t been so stupid, then we wouldn’t feel the pressure of such a small margin of error. 
 
    And while that burden lifted, another one fell back squarely on me. One that whispered, you were the only one to fail. You are the only one not strong enough to handle what the gods dished out. You are the weak link. 
 
    I swallowed past my dry throat as guilt pushed through me. 
 
    The crowd started to die down as Hades stepped from the screen onto the stage to clap his son on the shoulder again. 
 
    “I hate you,” Verin said. 
 
    Hades smiled. “Then I’ve done my job right.” His Australian accent seemed pronounced today like he wanted everyone to hear and be awed by the Lord of the Underworld. 
 
    “You are the worst,” Verin went on. 
 
    “Well, I couldn’t let another god play the dead body in your trial. What kind of father would I be?” 
 
    “A good one,” Verin suggested. “One that doesn’t make their kid feel like they’re the reason the entire world is going to fall apart.” 
 
    “Pish,” Hades said, waving his hand. “Don’t you worry about it.” 
 
    Callie put the microphone to her mouth and shouted, “And that’s another trial the demigods and seers have won!” 
 
    I winced. One of the seers hadn’t pulled her weight. 
 
    The crowd erupted into cheers again, even louder. Hades patted Verin on the shoulder, turning him around so that they faced the camera together. They beamed at the lens, though Verin still looked like he was in some pain. 
 
    “Thank you!” Hades said, waving his hands at the crowd. “But really, it’s my son that should be getting all the praise.” 
 
    I felt like I floated right out of my body for the rest of the filming. They interviewed Verin so that they could get his reactions to finding out that he had lost the trial and then that he had actually won. It didn’t go the way they thought it would since Verin just wanted to get away from them and back to Juniper. 
 
    I heard some of his scathing commentary, but it felt like I’d I had cotton stuffed into my ears. 
 
    When Verin made it back to us, Zander slapped him on the shoulder, congratulating him. Jasper said some quiet words of encouragement, while Kizzy nodded along. Juniper jumped into his arms, saying something about knowing that he wouldn’t fail. I wondered what my sister had thought during those brief moments when it seemed like he had failed. Did she believe it, or did she think that the gods had given us another fake out? 
 
    They had done that so many times. For all we knew, Kizzy, Jasper, or Zander could have been getting tested right then, and none of them would know it. None of them would know anything. 
 
    The thought of drinking popped into the back of my head, but I shoved it down so hard and violently that it disappeared. I didn’t want to ever take another sip of alcohol in my life. The thought of it made my stomach twist and turn like it would give up everything I’d eaten that day. 
 
    Eventually, we made it back to the green room. 
 
    I collapsed onto a chair with Zander. He had his arms around my middle. 
 
    The cameras disappeared after a few minutes, and then Callie, Aster, and Micha came back in. They all looked exhausted as if they had been through the trials with us. Callie slumped onto the couch, covering her face. 
 
    “It’s almost over,” Aster said, rubbing her knee. Then he looked at the rest of us, crestfallen. “Not that I mean that any of you are going to lose the rest of the trials. I just meant that because there are only three left, we can go home soon and not have to deal with this insanity. Which isn’t to say that I think we’ve had it worse than any of you, either. Obviously, things have been a lot worse for you guys lately.” He looked panicked as he whipped around to Callie. “Which also doesn’t mean you haven’t been through some shit.” 
 
    Micha grabbed Aster by the shoulders, bringing his tirade to a stop. Or his anxiety loop, as I liked to call it. “Dude. It’s fine. Stop.” 
 
    Aster breathed out, staring at the middle ground in front of him. He looked exhausted all of a sudden. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “You’re right, though. It’s almost over. We’ll be in our own beds, soon, in our own house… I miss Nemo.” 
 
    My hydra probably had no idea what the hell was going on. He had a gorgon and a goddess watching over him, which had to have made him wonder if I would come back. And I missed my bed. My clothes. My shower. This had all be fun for the first day before things started getting real. Now, I just wanted it to be over. 
 
    “I miss him too,” Zander said, rubbing the back of his head. “I bet Medusa isn’t giving him enough Cheetos.” 
 
    “You give him too many,” Juniper said. “He’s going to get fat. What are we going to do with a fat hydra?” 
 
    “Love him more?” Verin asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about the Cheetos so much as the whole pies that Jasmine gives him,” Kizzy said. 
 
    My eyes widened. 
 
    Juniper stared at me with betrayal. “You. Feed him. Whole pies?” 
 
    “He likes apples and cinnamon!” I shouted, flailing. “Am I supposed to not feed him treats? He’s a hydra! I have to take care of his needs!” 
 
    “Whole pies?” Juniper said. “We don’t know what that does to him. He needs meat and veggies. You can give him Cheetos as a special treat, but not whole pies! What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “He likes them!” 
 
    “I like ice cream, but you don’t see me eating an entire pint in one sitting, do you?” Juniper threw out there. 
 
    “I do that,” Kizzy said. 
 
    Jasper smiled at her with all the affection in the world. And things didn’t feel quite as bad for that second. For that brief moment where it could just be the nine of us, and the world didn’t have to feel like it had been closing in on us. 
 
    Then the door opened, and Ellie stood there, ready to take us back to our rooms. They always escorted us back, even though we had been wandering around on our own for long enough to know where everything was. We had to say goodbye to Callie and the boys. They watched us go with worry in their eyes. 
 
    I wondered what it felt like to them, to know that the fate of the war rested in our hands. Callie had never been much for fighting since she had been a mortal human until very recently. Aster, I didn’t think he had gotten into too many fights either. But what about Micha? How did it feel to someone who had been raised to hunt his entire life, to know that he had to sit on the sidelines and let someone who might not have been able to handle it take care of the fight? I couldn’t imagine it felt great. 
 
    When we reached our rooms, I felt too jittery to stay locked up. I told Zander as much, and he offered to walk around with me. “No, that’s okay,” I said, touching his arm. “I’ll be back briefly. I just need to get my head sorted out, okay?” 
 
    He watched me, examining my face. I wondered if he worried that I’d take a drink. 
 
    The world tilted for a second. 
 
    “All right,” Zander said, kissing my forehead. 
 
    And the world righted itself again. Zander walked back to our room and closed the door behind him. I started pacing the halls, breathing through my mouth to keep my tight chest from making it impossible to breathe. Around the third or fourth circuit, the elevator dinged, bringing my attention up. 
 
    Heracles pushed off the wall as the doors opened and stepped out into the hallway. He offered me a smile as he approached. “Feeling like a caged tiger?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, stopping and stretching. “I’m getting sick of these hallways.” 
 
    He nodded as if he understood that feeling. “I just thought I’d come and congratulate Verin on beating his trial. That would’ve been an easy one to fail since he basically just had to keep going. Most people wouldn’t have thought like that.” 
 
    I frowned. “Yeah.” 
 
    Heracles cocked his head. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “No. Yes. I don’t know. I’m trying to get my thoughts together so that I can figure out what’s bothering me.” So that I could then tell Zander. I didn’t want there to be any secrets between us. I kind of felt bad for this, but he understood emotions better than I did. If I could figure out the way I felt and why I had a pinch to my stomach, then Zander could tell me that he understood why I felt this way. I wanted to be absolved of my guilt, which just made me feel guiltier. 
 
    “It’s been a highly emotional journey for all of you,” Heracles said. “I’m not surprised that you’re having trouble sorting it all out in your head.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I said, kicking at the ground. “How often do you work with the gods?” 
 
    This question seemed to throw him off for a second, but Heracles answered without hesitation. “Not often, if you want me to be honest. I’ve made my peace with what they are and who they are, but that doesn’t mean I like spending time with them. They’re… hard to be around, even now. Hera especially.” 
 
    “She said that you guys got along now.” 
 
    Heracles’ face changed so dramatically that it wasn’t until he wiped the expression off completely that I understood what I had seen. Rage had flashed across his eyes, his mouth twisted in a snarl, and I’d seen hatred. It vanished so quickly that it startled me. 
 
    The big man rubbed the back of his neck, breathing out. “No,” he said. “We don’t get along. I’m sorry. It’s just…” 
 
    “I get it,” I said. “Well, I don’t, actually. But I understand why you find it hard to get along with her, considering what she did to you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Heracles said. “It’s weird to think about it in the context of a mortal mind. They read my story in schools, you know. They read about my trials and the things that I did, and it means nothing to most of them. They hear about what Hera did to me, the time she tried to kill me, and some of them are bored by it. That’s what time does. It turns tales of horror and pain into a textbook that’ll put fourteen-year-old kids to sleep. Time wipes the visceral emotions of now away, leaving only cold facts that don’t touch anyone.” 
 
    “Because you’re not real to them,” I said. 
 
    Heracles nodded after a moment. “Because I’m not real to them. But it’s still so real to me. Everything that happened all those centuries ago, it still feels like it’s real. I can still feel…” He stared down at his hands. I waited for him to say something brutal, something about how he had killed his kids, what it felt like to have their dead bodies in his hands when he finally came down from the rage. And he said, “I can still feel how small they were when they were born.” 
 
    My heart cracked in two. 
 
    Heracles turned away from me, blinking. “So, yes, I don’t work with the gods too often. They usually leave me to my own endeavors, Hera included. When I do see her, I try not to say anything. I don’t think she would care about the way that I still feel. Even if she did, it wouldn’t matter. It’s in the past.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to him, but thoughts zipped through my head rapidly. Amongst those thoughts, was that I didn’t think I could’ve been so lenient with the gods if I had been Heracles. How much could a single person forgive before it became too much? Even knowing the gods the way that I did, even knowing that they wouldn’t care about my wants and thoughts, how much could I forgive? 
 
    “Anyway,” Heracles said. “I’m going to go congratulate Verin before I get distracted again.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, watching Heracles disappear into my sister’s room. He hadn’t even knocked, so I hoped that nothing weird was going on behind the door. Somehow, talking to Heracles helped me face the feelings that I didn’t want to express. 
 
    Part of me had been relieved when Verin had lost because then I hadn’t held the burden alone. 
 
    I went back to our room. Zander laid on the bed with his arm behind his head. He had some movie playing on the TV, which might’ve been the first time that we had touched the thing. I jumped onto the bed, still covered in petals, and scooted in close to Zander’s side. He felt warm and safe and he smelled like the soap from the bathroom. 
 
    He rubbed my back. “Something wrong?” 
 
    I frowned, trying to figure out if something was wrong, or if my mind had started playing tricks on me again. Finally, I explained about how I felt when Verin lost. How I’d had this crushing defeat and the weight of that defeat on my shoulders, but how it had also been a relief that I didn’t have to carry it alone. 
 
    When I finished explaining, I looked up at Zander. “Does that make me a bitch?” 
 
    He rubbed my back. “I don’t think so. And we don’t blame you, either.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, resting my chin on his chest. “Because it certainly sounded like Verin blamed me.” 
 
    Zander grimaced. “Okay, yeah, he doesn’t make us sound very good, but I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    Zander rolled so that the two of us could lay together, facing one another. “No, I don’t. You made a mistake, and yes, the mistake puts a little more pressure on us, but I know the way your thoughts can twist around with things like alcoholism. If you had been thinking clearly, then you wouldn’t have fallen off the wagon now.” 
 
    “But you do think I would have fallen off the wagon eventually.” 
 
    He paused. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “I didn’t think I would before, but it feels like it was inevitable now.” 
 
    Zander nodded, brushing my hair out of my face. “But you’re okay. You don’t have to feel guilty for that.” 
 
    I smiled slightly. “Thanks.” 
 
    He kissed my forehead again.
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   I could hardly chew, what with all the food shoved into my mouth. It worked out as a great distraction while we sat in the green room and waited to be called out for another round of hell. I stood with Jasmine while Kizzy daintily picked at the meat platter. Jasper stood at her side, taking what she gently handed to him. If a bunny rabbit’s soul found its way into a person, it would’ve been Kizzy. 
 
    “Oh, this one is good,” she said, handing Jasper a lovingly assembled cracker sandwich. 
 
    “I am dying of cuteness,” Callie said from the seat she and Aster shared. “Look at them, honey. Look at how she makes him little sandwiches. We should make each other more food.” 
 
    The boy smiled at her. “I’ll make you cookies the second we get home.” 
 
    “Yay! Then we can make out and maybe buy a kitten.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This is good, by the way,” Jasper said to his wife after he finished his food. “You’d like it, Jasmine.” 
 
    I held a little cracker up to my shoulder, letting my girlfriend take a nibble. Since she had wrapped herself around me, she couldn’t get the food herself. She was like a parrot of sorts, and I would get rewards for feeding her. This time, I got a kiss on my temple and a thank you. 
 
    “Bet I could catch a cheese cube in my mouth,” Jasmine said with a determined growl. “Zander… ready the cheese.” 
 
    I was one hundred percent sure this wouldn’t work out, but Micha egged me on, so I had to go for it. I took a little cube of Muenster and prepared myself. I tossed it in the air, trying to aim for Jasmine so she could catch it. It bounced off my forehead, I got laughed at, and she demanded we tried again. 
 
    On the fifth try, we went stumbling across the room. I ended up pretty much crushing her body against the wall, and our game ended. 
 
    Jasmine landed on her feet, brushing her dress off and then putting her hands on her hips. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are not. I cleaned your clock.” 
 
    “No clock was cleaned. I merely got a butt smooshed. I’m fine now and ready for more cheese.” 
 
    I glanced at the now dented wall, silently telling myself that Jasmine wasn’t hurt. The thought stopped dead when the lights flashed to summon Callie. I tried not to stare at her as she rose up, then nervously made her way to the door. Micha and Aster followed behind, Aster taking her hand and whispering something kind to her as she left. 
 
    All the joy drained from the room. I couldn’t help but look to my sister and Jasper, knowing that it would be one of us. It all came down to the three of us passing the final trials. My heart kept racing and I would internally freak out, convinced I would ruin this for us all, thus, killing the world. 
 
    When Verin thought he’d lost, the determination never left his eyes. This trial wasn’t the end all be all for him. If we lost, he wouldn’t let that keep him from trying to salvage the situation. I would be the same and I knew it, but the worry and doubt would eat at me the whole time. I would spend the war beating myself up for not being better. Verin could get past it. I wanted to be like that. I wanted to trust that no matter how this ended, I would be able to get past it and save the lives of those who couldn’t protect themselves. 
 
    The room remained silent as we waited, but I noticed the couples starting to migrate to each other. Juniper ended up on Verin’s lap, Kizzy tucked herself against Jasper, and Jasmine held my arm, watching me. I felt like they all thought the same thing; just let us win this one. 
 
    Finally, the lights flashed again. The waiting was always the worst of it. 
 
    As usual, the fucking crowd cheered us on as we approached the stage. Callie stood all by herself in the middle of it, looking so small in a world too big. She held her chin high, not letting it touch her. But it would. This kind of stress left scars and brought nightmares. 
 
    “Nine trials down and three to go!” Callie announced. “We’re so close to the finish line that I bet our lovely warriors can taste it now. If I could please get Jasper, Kezia, and Zander up to the stage with me.” 
 
    I kissed Jasmine goodbye and took a breath before I made myself leave her. She wished me luck, squeezing my hand before I had to go. Kizzy had Jasper’s, and I felt the worst sting of jealousy that they got to be together for this. Though it might have been worse if Jasmine had another trial. 
 
    I stood to Callie’s right as the others huddled to her left by the spinner. The girl pasted on her fake smile. “Are you guys ready to see who’s up next?” 
 
    I made myself smile too. “Bring it on.” 
 
    Callie walked over to the spinner, then pulled the lever that got it going. I wanted to close my eyes and pretend that would protect me even knowing it wouldn’t. I lost no matter whose name got called. 
 
    The spinner started to slow, three names repeating over and over again. I watched the pointer hit me, Jasper, Kizzy, over and over again. When it came to a full stop and the pointer told us who would be next, my heart thudded. 
 
    “Kezia Dovetree-Nelson!” Callie shouted, the crowd cheering on in response. 
 
    My sister closed her eyes as Jasper put his arm around her shoulders. He whispered something in her ear that I couldn’t hear over the noise, but it changed Kizzy’s aura. The tension was still there, but a sharp pierce of hope and affection cut through the pain. Jasper believed in her and she knew it, and it did more for her than anything else could. 
 
    I gave my sister a hug. “You’re gonna kick ass, honey. They will all tremble before the mighty Kezia.” 
 
    She smiled crookedly up at me. “Insane man.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but my words are no less true.” 
 
    Her eyes scanned the crowd. “I don’t think it’s possible for anyone to tremble before the likes of me.” 
 
    “Just you wait and see, kid.” 
 
    I patted my brother on the back before we started walking to the rest of our family again. We both kept looking over at Kizzy as the applause started finally dying down. Callie said something quietly to her, giving Kizzy comfort without a hug or any kind of physical contact. 
 
    “Last trial for you,” Callie said into her mic. “How are you feeling about that?” 
 
    “Tired,” Kizzy said. “Just tired.” 
 
    “I promise you can sleep once this is over. Your trial is very simple. You have to figure out where we’ve hidden a token for you. I can tell you it’s somewhere in the building.” 
 
    Kizzy made a face, clearly dubious. “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it. There are hints and tips to where the token might be.” 
 
    “Okay… Where are those then?” 
 
    Callie swallowed, her lips pressing tightly together as she looked out to the crowd. “You’ll have to ask them.” 
 
    The other shoe came tumbling down before slamming so hard into the earth that it made my insides shake. I could feel the fear wafting from Kizzy, even from twenty feet away. Her eyes went to the crowd who looked eager to have one of the stars among them. 
 
    “You have thirty minutes,” Callie said, and then the screen changed behind them. A massive clock appeared, literal ticking sounds going along with it. My teeth ground together as I wished I could break the screen into a million pieces. 
 
    Kizzy took a breath before darting over to the seats that held I didn’t know how many dozens of Zeus’ kids. They all sat up a little straighter, all of them watching Kizzy. I knew she could feel it, but she didn’t have time to hesitate. 
 
    Her head whipped around at the eager people, maybe trying to decide who might have had one of the hints she needed. A cameraman followed behind her, keeping a shot over her shoulder at all times. Kizzy almost bumped into him, and I saw her look of horror at the near contact. 
 
    Everyone looked too eager to talk to her. Some raised their hands, some called her name like it would get her to come to them. I understood the challenge of course. The gods went for Kizzy’s most obvious weakness. She knew it was an issue of hers, but it hasn't posed a problem before. None of us minded doing the talking. 
 
    “Kezia!” a girl shouted from the corner. Then another, and a boy from the front row. When Kizzy tried moving down the seats, people started reaching for her. I might have growled when I saw fingers wrap tightly around her delicate arm, holding her still. 
 
    I lurched forward, only stopping when someone stronger than me put a hand on my chest. Jasper held it there, giving me a look that told me I had to calm down. He appeared as pained as I was, but me running up there to play hero would only make Kizzy lose. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed, rubbing the sweat from my forehead. 
 
    “She’ll be okay,” Jasper promised me. “She’ll be okay.” 
 
    I watched my sister as she pulled her arm back, taking a step backward. She almost fell, catching herself on a guy in the crowd. She landed on his lap, and he was way too cool with it. 
 
    “Watch your step, sweetheart,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “S-sorry,” she said, trying to stand. To his credit, he didn’t pull any shit like trying to keep her there. He helped her up, then let her go. I still wanted to stab him, but maybe that was just something wrong in me. 
 
    Kizzy looked around again, peering at the people. She saw a single person sitting straight up, her eyes forward. 
 
    “You,” Kizzy called out. “The one in the green. Do you have something for me?” Her voice shook, but she was loud and clear. 
 
    The girl turned to her, then rose up. “I am close and tall.” 
 
    Jasmine sighed. “Is that seriously it?” 
 
    Juniper tapped her foot, also sighing. “There’s more than one hint. They wouldn’t be so kind as to let her get away with only talking to one person.” 
 
    I cursed again, and then again. I cursed until Jasmine held my arm, attempting to calm me. 
 
    Kizzy had to go back through the crowd. It must have been hard to think over all the people shouting at her, including requests for autographs. That sounded fucking insane to me, that anyone could look at us like celebrities. 
 
    “Are you guys planning on having kids soon?” someone asked. 
 
    “Aw, that would be so cute.” 
 
    “Do you know what the prize is?” 
 
    “Is Zander your actual brother? How does that work?” 
 
    “What size are you?” 
 
    “Where do you live?” 
 
    I wanted to punch all of them as Kizzy’s anxiety flared and her cheeks turning pink. She turned to a man in the crowd. “Do you have something?” 
 
    He grinned at her. “Actually, I just want to say that I think you guys are doing really awesome. I hope none of you die.” 
 
    Kizzy cleared her throat. “You don’t have a hint?” 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    She had to move on, the clock still ticking down behind her. Kizzy glanced at it, seeing that eight minutes had already passed and she’d only gotten one hint. She took a breath before moving on. 
 
    Hands kept coming at her, trying to keep her still or just touch her, I didn’t know. After Kizzy brushed past one person, they yelled, “Hey, bitch! I’m just trying to compliment you.” 
 
    Kizzy blinked at the girl, opening her mouth but unable to get any words out. She let it go, moving past her again. Kizzy stopped in front of a boy that looked too young to be in the studio. Maybe fourteen or so. His hands patted his thighs, his blue eyes darting around like he stole something and worried he would get caught. 
 
    “You!” Kizzy yelled, pointing at him. When he looked at her with wide eyes, she said it again. “What do you have for me?” 
 
    He stood up, shaking. “I am expensive, worth more than my weight in the gold that touches my edges.” 
 
    That did nothing, since everything in this stupid place was made of some sort of gold and cost more than our house times ten. Kizzy clearly realized that, huffing before she went to stand where she could see most of the crowd. Her back was to the railing of the seated area, that stupid camera in her face. 
 
    “Are you nervous, Kizzy?” a guy yelled. 
 
    “You’re gonna do great!” someone else said. “Don’t freak out!” 
 
    “You look hot!” 
 
    “Goddammit,” I hissed. 
 
    Kizzy shut her eyes, the camera zooming in. I would have given anything to help her, or at least tell her that she would do fine. One more hint and she had about fourteen minutes left to find the object. I took a deep breath, needing to calm myself. 
 
    When she opened her eyes again, they examined everyone around her. They all looked the same, eager for her attention and too excited. I started getting really sick of them all seeing this as a party. 
 
    The camera guy got even closer, Kizzy turning to glare at him. Then her eyes widened, her head cocking. “What do you know?” she asked. 
 
    He smirked smugly, turning the camera toward himself. Clearing his throat, he loudly said, “When you look at me, you can see yourself. Touch me, and you’ll waver.” 
 
    What… the hell did that mean? I kept bouncing on my feet, trying to figure it out. The crowd yelled their guesses that all sounded insane, but Kizzy shrieked, jumping up once before she turned and almost vaulted over the railing. She landed hard on her feet but didn’t pause as she ran through the doors. The camera guy had to hurry to catch up. 
 
    She had three cameras on her as she broke into the lobby. I saw it at the same time Kizzy did, though I didn’t understand until she made a beeline for the fountain. She dove in, water splashing, making the concierge flail. 
 
    Three seconds later, my sister came shooting out of the fountain, soaking wet with her fist in the air. The cameras all crowned her as she screamed at her victory, opening her hand. 
 
    My family and I all screamed so loud that it almost busted my eardrums. 
 
    When I saw the thing in Kizzy’s hand, I paused my screaming. I knew that token, and so did most everyone around me. Kizzy realized what it was too, staring at the coin in her hand. She didn’t look worried, but I could sense the concern as she turned the token over a few times in her hand. I held out some strange hope that I was wrong because the thought of needed that token scared me. It was an old fear but fear nonetheless. 
 
    “Is that…” I asked. 
 
    Verin nodded. 
 
    Callie turned to him, waiting for his answer. When he looked back at her, he said, “That’s the coin me, Zander and Kizzy used to summon our favor from Hermes. That’s the coin that got us into the underworld.”


 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jasmine 
 
      
 
   W e all hugged in the green room. It felt necessary, considering everything that we had all been through in the last few days. Kizzy had nailed her trial and it hadn’t even been that hard for her, and yet it felt like a small miracle that we only had two trials left. Two small trials that we would be able to get through, because I knew Jasper and Zander wouldn’t let us down. Not like I had. 
 
    “I’m so proud of you,” Jasper said, kissing Kizzy on her temple. She smiled at him, her nose wrinkled slightly. 
 
    Zander and I had taken up one of the seats, while Juniper and Verin took the couch. Callie, Aster, and Micha had all huddled around the concessions tray, while Jasper and Kizzy hadn’t yet sat down. Kizzy seemed jittery and too full of energy to relax. She kept hugging Jasper as if worried that he’d disappear if she stopped. 
 
    “You did do great,” I said, nodding. 
 
    “Thanks,” Kizzy muttered. “I’m glad that my part is over. No offense to you two.” She looked up at Jasper. 
 
    He shrugged. “We can do this from here. I’m sure that we can.” 
 
    “I believe that too,” Kizzy assured him. “I’m just so happy that we’re almost through with this torture. It feels like the gods don’t want us to win.” 
 
    The words reminded me of what Heracles had said the night before, and so many other times now that I thought about it. The gods didn’t want us to win, the gods were like selfish children. 
 
    I didn’t know how I felt about it. On one hand, I was extremely bitter that they would do this to me. On the other hand, I had been the one to screw up, so maybe they had been right to test us—and me—the way that they had. 
 
    Juniper shifted around, chewing on her bottom lip. “Is anyone else worried about what comes after this?” 
 
    “I haven’t even thought of after,” I said. “Other than saying hi to Nemo and giving him a big hug.” 
 
    She shifted around some more. “I’m just worried about what we’re going to be getting from the gods. Think about it. They tried this hard to break us, all to prove that we could handle a deadly weapon. Aren’t you guy scared about what that could mean, what that weapon could be?” 
 
    We glanced at one another. I hadn’t really thought about it, too busy trying to survive my own self-destruction. 
 
    Verin shrugged. “No matter. Whatever it is, I’m sure that we’ll be able to handle it. These trials were really just a formality.” 
 
    Zander rolled his eyes. “You would say that about anything.” 
 
    Verin smirked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it too much, either,” Jasper said. “It’ll only make getting through the last two trials harder, but also, I’m not sure there’s anything we can do about it. The gods have taken away our choices. We either do what they want, or they make our lives hell.” 
 
    Kizzy frowned, nodding. “Bad things happen when you don’t listen to the gods.” 
 
    Callie came over. I thought she had been gearing up for a lukewarm defense of the gods. She spent so much of her time having them in her head, I wouldn’t have blamed her for trying to make their actions sound better than I felt they were. But the gods hadn’t exactly been kind to her for the last couple of weeks, either. 
 
    “We have to go,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “What?” I asked, shifting around on Zander. 
 
    “We’re needed back on stage.” 
 
    It felt like the rug got pulled out from under us. Normally the gods gave us a little downtime between trials, a day where we just got to relax. Yesterday had been Verin’s trial and we had just done Kizzy’s. 
 
    “They want us to go back on stage?” Zander said. 
 
    Callie nodded, looking apologetic. “Come on. I’m so sorry that they’re doing this, but we’ve got to go.” 
 
    We stood up together and started walking toward the door. My stomach twisted into knots as I prepared myself for whatever they would have up there next. When we got to the stage, Aster and Micha took off, heading for the seats. All the Zeus demigods had already taken their places and looked extremely interested in everything happening around them. Their eager eyes infuriated me. They hadn’t looked so friendly and fascinated when they’d been booing at me. 
 
    Callie took center stage just as one of the producers started to call numbers down from five. She put a bright smile on as they hit one and held the microphone up to her lips. If one didn’t know her, then they wouldn’t see the fury in her eyes or how tightly she held her jaw, like she wanted this entire thing to be over before it even began. 
 
    “Hello and welcome back!” she called to the camera as a bright light shined down on her from above. “An unprecedented turn of events, the gods have decided we’re doing another trial today!” 
 
    The demigods started to cheer together, clapping their hands. All that demigod energy had the lights flickering. I stepped back so that I would be closer to Zander. I squeezed his hand. “Okay, you listen to me bucko,” I said while Callie continued talking into her microphone. “If this is your trial, you’re going to nail it and look damn good while doing it.” 
 
    He offered me a nervous smile. 
 
    Callie turned to our group, still grinning, though it had started to look pained. “Zander, Jasper, why don’t you step up and we’ll see who’s next in line.” She moved over to stand next to the spinning wheel that now just had pictures of Zander and Jasper on it. I couldn’t remember where those pictures had come from since my siblings and I tended to avoid cameras like the plague. 
 
    Callie turned to look at the camera again. “Now, obviously this is not only determining who will be the next person to face their trials, but who will end out the entire show!” She rolled her eyes when she said this, losing her show-woman tone. “Let me just give it a spin.” 
 
    She grabbed the handle and yanked it down. 
 
    “You know they’ve already determined,” Zander said, shifting his feet. 
 
    Jasper nodded his agreement. “The gods would never have left something this important up to fate. Whoever ends it out, they planned it from the start.” 
 
    Everyone held their breath as the wheel went around and around, clicking and flashing lights. 
 
    And landed on my brother’s picture. 
 
    I’d remember the look on Zander’s face for the rest of my life. His expression pinched, and he hunched in as if someone had socked him in the stomach. I didn’t so much care about the rules at that moment, because I ran straight for the stage. Luckily, my family followed me, so I didn’t have to say something cute and charming to the crowd. I touched Zander’s shoulders. 
 
    He looked terrified when he turned to me. I wanted to take him away from the stage, sit him down, and explain how we had won. If Jasper got through his trial, then I knew we had beaten them all, because Zander would never, ever let us down like that. I had all the faith in the world that he would do what he needed to do to get us through this. 
 
    But a camera came at my face before I could manage it. I stumbled back, almost tripping in an ungodlike way. Zander managed to put his hand behind my back to keep me from falling completely. I cleared my throat as Callie started speaking. “Zander, Kizzy, Verin, if you wouldn’t mind stepping back?” 
 
    “What about Juniper and Jasmine?” Verin asked immediately, a slight growl to his voice. 
 
    “They’re to stay put.” Callie grimaced apologetically. 
 
    None of the demigods looked happy as they stepped away from us. They didn’t go far, only giving us enough space that they couldn’t grab us if something happened. The giant screen behind us changed, showing an image that had my stomach twisting and turning. A large maze stretched before us. One with stone walls crawling with ivy and statues sitting outside it. 
 
    Callie cleared her throat. “It’s very simple. Juniper and Jasmine will enter the maze together. And Jasper will have to get the flag at the end of the maze.” 
 
    Two technicians came rushing onto the stage carrying headsets. They started outfitting all three of us with earpieces and microphones. As they shoved an earpiece into my head, I realized what this meant. Jasper wouldn’t be entering the maze with us. He had to give us instructions on how to get out, which scared me. Not because I didn’t trust my brother, but because I knew the gods would have something up their sleeves. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Callie asked. 
 
    The crowd cheered as if anyone cared about their opinions anymore. 
 
    I looked at my sister, wondering if she assumed that I’d screw this up for everyone and be the reason that Jasper lost his trial. She looked as sure of herself as she ever looked, though. “I’m ready,” she told me. 
 
    I didn’t wait around for instructions. I took Juniper’s hand and pulled her through the screen. I didn’t know where the maze was, but it felt cold, colder than I would have thought. Like stepping out into a snowstorm buck naked. I tightened my hand on Junipers. “Don’t let go.” 
 
    “Never,” she agreed. 
 
    The two of us stepped into the opening of the maze. The second we crossed the threshold; a stone door came out of nowhere and locked us in. Juniper sucked in a deep breath, closing her eyes. I squeezed her hand so she would remember that I hadn’t gone anywhere. I would be there for her throughout the entire trial. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” Jasper’s voice whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Yes,” Juniper and I said in unison. 
 
    “Go straight.” 
 
    We did. The stone walls stretched so high that we wouldn’t be able to see over them even if I put Juniper on my shoulders. To make matters worse, I could barely see in the dim lighting. I kept my hand on the stone wall, just so I wouldn’t run into it face first. And Juniper and I kept hold of each other’s hands. 
 
    Jasper’s instructions were simple. He’d give us directions about two seconds before we had to take them but otherwise stayed quiet as if he didn’t want us to get distracted. Because he stayed so quiet, I could hear the sound of feet on concrete. I glanced at Juniper. “Is that just my imagination, or…” 
 
    “It’s not your imagination,” my sister said. She turned to look behind us. “I can’t see anything in this maze.” 
 
    “Keep going,” Jasper said. “They aren’t near you.” 
 
    “That’s comforting,” I mumbled and started walking again. I had to trust that Jasper wouldn’t lead me into a trap. 
 
    “Turn right and then immediately turn left, then right again,” Jasper said, speaking a little faster than he had before. The sound of feet got closer, so I rushed to listen to his commands, turning the corner hard and almost ramming Juniper and I both into the wall. At the end of his instructions, I listened as the feet got quieter. 
 
    We stopped for a few seconds, just standing in the shadows, huddled together and quiet. A few seconds passed, and then Jasper’s voice came back. “Go straight and then turn right.” 
 
    “Where did they go?” 
 
    “They aren’t near you,” he said. “Trust me.” 
 
    I swallowed but listened to my brother. He would never do anything that would hurt me. Juniper took the lead on this one, pulling me along the hall. It seemed to be getting darker the further we walked; until my eyes strained to see even the most basic of shadows. 
 
    “Jasper?” Juniper called. 
 
    “Keep going,” he said. “Trust me.” 
 
    We did. 
 
    Until we heard the click in the floor. Juniper squeaked, and her hand yanked out of mine. She flew up into the air. I reached up, trying to find her. Eventually, my hands met the mesh of a net. “What’s happening. Juniper?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. I felt her weight in the net and jostled her, hoping that she would answer me. “Juni?” 
 
    She still didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Jasper, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know, hold on,” Jasper said. 
 
    My hands kept contact with the net. I tried to get a grip on it so that I could pull the entire thing down, but my fingers seemed to slide right off. “Juniper? Are you okay? Why aren’t you answering?” I pushed the weight back and forth, to see if it would move, but it stayed still. The movement also caused this metallic dragging sound to issue from the ceiling. 
 
    The sound of footsteps on concrete started again. I froze in place, listening as they got closer and closer. 
 
    Jasper finally came back over the earpiece. “Jasmine?” he said. “Keep moving forward.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Trust me, you have to keep moving forward.” 
 
    “They’ll get Juniper,” I said. “I think there’s something wrong with her. She’s not responding.” 
 
    “I know, but go straight.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving her.” 
 
    “Jazzy, listen,” Jasper said, his voice so calm that I almost had to wonder if it was him. But this was his trial. The gods wouldn’t replace him with someone else to test me. “I don’t know what’s going on with Juniper, I can’t see through the net. But there are creatures coming for you. You have to get out of there before they reach you because I don’t know what they’ll do if they catch you.” 
 
    “What about Juni?” I asked. “They could pull her down from the ceiling.” 
 
    The footsteps got closer, the bare slapping of feet matching the pace of my heart. It thudded so hard in my chest that I could barely breathe. I wouldn’t leave my sister behind. I didn’t care what Jasper said, I wouldn’t move from this spot until I knew that she would be safe. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Jasper said. 
 
    “Why are you so sure?” 
 
    “Because the gods wouldn’t kill her when they need her so badly,” he said. “I don’t know what this trial is about, but you have to get to the end. Juniper will be fine. I know she will be.” 
 
    I kept touching the weight in the net, waiting for it to wake up. Waiting for my sister to shift and groan and then panic that she had been captured. Panic that she couldn’t feel the ground beneath her feet, but then to calm down when I said something. But that hadn’t happened, because Juniper was either unconscious, or maybe not in the net at all, or maybe she had been gagged. I didn’t know, because Jasper was right. 
 
    The gods were testing us. They would never kill Juniper when they needed us so badly. 
 
    I sucked in a breath and patted the lump in the net. “I’ll be back for you, Juni.” 
 
    The footsteps had gotten close enough to be in the same room as me. 
 
    “Run, Jasmine,” my brother said. 
 
    And I did. My heart twisted in my chest, my mind shouted that I couldn’t leave my sister behind like that, my instincts screamed to turn and fight, but I listened to my brother. I trusted him, even though I didn’t know anything happening around me. I ran as fast as I could. 
 
    Jasper’s instructions came faster, more frantic. The creatures that had been dumped in this maze with us followed right behind me. I swore that I could feel their breath on my heels, but I was too afraid to turn around and see what pursued me. 
 
    “Go straight!” Jasper yelled. “Just keep going.” 
 
    Something crashed into the wall right behind me. I didn’t stop running, even though my heart felt like it would explode in my lungs and even though I couldn’t help thinking about my sister. What if the creatures had pulled her down? What if the test had been to save her and lose the flag? The gods could have been testing so many different things, and Jasper and I just had to trust that we did the right one. We had to run blindly into the dark, believing the gods wouldn’t turn against us. 
 
    And that frightened me even more than the creatures crashing into the walls behind me. 
 
    I saw a flash of light and then of color. The flag. 
 
    “Grab it!” Jasper instructed. I poured on the speed, closing the distance. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a clawed foot reaching for me. Teeth clicked shut right behind me, and I imagined jaws trying to bite down on the back of my sweater, or just missing my hair. 
 
    Almost there, almost there, I thought, still running, keeping the flag in my sights. 
 
    I stretched my hand out as I ran past the flag, ripping it down from the wall and almost collapsing on the ground right outside the stone maze. Turning around, I caught the barest glimpse of the creatures. Their eyes burned red, their claws scraped across the concrete again, and then they vanished into the shadows, where they belonged. They reminded me of the things that Erebus had sent after us once, what felt like a million years ago. I wondered if they lived in the darkness, too. 
 
    Then I stared down at the flag in my hands and became aware of a dull roar in my ear. I heard someone shouting, “You have beaten this trial!”
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   T he quiet roar from my family should have been enough of a distraction. It wasn’t, and my mind swirled around and around like a tornado of thoughts and pictures I couldn’t make go away. Everything had started getting blurry the moment they threw my girlfriend into a maze. I watched her, unable to get Jasmine away from the danger. Juniper either, but she was fine now, chatting with Jasper and letting him know she was okay. 
 
    We sat at a long table, all of us. Callie sat with her cluster of fellas, picking at the meal that had been brought to us. I wasn’t hungry, but the people around me ate like it would be our last meal. It could have been for all we knew. 
 
    I had to finish it all out. Of course, it was me. The gods wanted it that way. They wanted all of the pressure to be on my shoulders because they knew better than anyone what would break me. It made me wonder if they knew someone would lose a trial. If not, then we would have been done by now, already headed home or to get our weapon/tool. Instead, we sat at a table and tried to have a meal while pretending this wasn’t the end. 
 
    My eyes kept flashing between two things. One, the lights at the ceiling that would flash when we had to go, and Callie, who would get the news before anyone. They’d already done two trials that day, so why not a third? Why not get me when I was already emotionally spent? It felt like the gods wanted us to lose. They claimed they needed to push us to our limits. That if we couldn’t handle this, then we certainly couldn’t handle what their tool. Did that mean they wanted us to lose? Did they not believe we could handle the weapon they planned to hand to us? 
 
    I tried not to look jumpy, but I couldn’t help it. A bomb would get dropped on me and I had literally no idea when it would happen. Maybe they would pick me out any second. Maybe they would wait a week so the suspense would torture me before I had to step up to that stage for my final trial. I would lose in front of gods knew how many people watching, and I would have to look at their faces as the fear set in. I would have to see the moment they realized this wasn’t a game, and my failure would get real people killed. Not just the one life the gods made me give up, but countless lives of people outside this place. Verin said that even if we didn’t get the weapon, we would keep fighting. I didn’t know how much fight I had left in me. 
 
    Jasmine’s hand appeared on my knee under the table, giving me a light squeeze. I knew all the questions asked in that one gesture, but Jasmine already knew the answers too. We looked at each other, an entire conversation taking place with utter silence. I was worried. She believed in me. I worried anyway. She believed in me anyway. 
 
    I wasted her time. 
 
    “No, I will not ride him,” Juniper stated shortly at Callie. 
 
    She made a face. “Why have a hydra if you aren’t going to properly play with him? That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    With a nudge from me, Jasmine let herself sink into a conversation much less dreary than the one we had with our eyes. “Nemo’s never been ridden, so he might actually be down for that. If we fed him with enough Cheetos, then I think he would let us.” 
 
    “I’m down,” Callie decided. 
 
    Aster looked up from his plate nervously. “He could eat you if he wanted to.” 
 
    Micha snorted. “Then I suggest you give him a good reason not to. Cheetos seem to be the answer.” 
 
    “Or bee—” Jasmine stopped herself dead, her expression flattening out. I thought this would be a whole thing, but she blew air out of her cheeks. “Oops.” 
 
    It wasn’t funny. It really, really wasn’t, but I started laughing anyway. Then Jasmine laughed. I couldn’t tell if anyone else did, but the sound came out of me without permission. 
 
    Jasmine stabbed a little piece of steak with her fork, then held it out to me, another silent conversation. I took it from her, thinking that I’d only get food down if she made me. I stole more of her food, remembering that I had to stay as strong as possible for this trial. 
 
    Callie cleared her throat and picked up a butter knife. She put it to her mouth, miming a mike. “So Kezia, it’s Kezia, right?” 
 
    My sister smiled when Callie held the butter knife to her. “Kizzy, if you want. Kizzy Pigeonshrub.” 
 
    I cringed at the memories of our school days and that fucking name. 
 
    “Lizzy,” Callie said. “This crowd of utter strangers insists I ask you the most intimate questions possible. When are you and your brand-new husband going to start having babies? Are you already pregnant? Are you lying to us right now? Are you going to name the baby after one of the gods?” 
 
    Lizzy gagged at the knife. “As a matter of fact, I would rather choke on car keys.” 
 
    Jasper laughed, but it only got the butter knife aimed in his direction. “Do you not take this seriously, sir? How about you? How about you tell us all about your very worst nightmares, so we can make your family watch you live them out.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Jasper would play along but to my surprise… “I have this one where no matter how much I brush my teeth, I start getting holes in them. And Jasmine tries to replace my rotting teeth with candy corn.” 
 
    Jasmine nodded. “I would.” 
 
    Callie popped up, then appeared behind Aster, a hand on his shoulder and another holding the butter knife to him. “And you, you sexy devil? Why are you here today? Do you just get off on tension?” 
 
    He grinned up at her. “I feel like you know what I get off too.” And the moment it left his mouth, we all laughed at a pink-cheeked Callie. His eyes went wide. “That came out wrong!” 
 
    “Lies,” I claimed, getting another laugh. 
 
    Callie charged at me, smoothly nudging Jasmine aside so she could take a platonic seat on my lap. “Mr. Pigeonbush.” 
 
    “Shrub,” I corrected, as serious as I could manage. “It’s fucking Pigeonshrub.” 
 
    She apologized. “So sorry. Tell me, are you secretly having an affair with Verin? It’s in all the godish tabloids.” 
 
    I made a face, staring straight at Verin. “How did they find out?” 
 
    “You weren’t very subtle,” he said to me, Juniper smirking at his side. “I can’t blame you. If I were fucking me, I would also tell everyone I know.” He elbowed Juniper lightly. “You agree?” 
 
    She covered her face with her hands. 
 
    “Are you going to make an honest man out of him?” Callie asked me. “Please answer here and now for fifteen cameras. Ignore the fact that apparently there are cameras in our rooms that probably recorded sex and/or some mostly naked activities that I didn’t realize until right now could have been watched by any number of strangers.” 
 
    Our eyes all glazed over with that, some of the fun draining out of the situation. I shook it off. “Good, they can learn a thing or two. And I’m not the one proposing. If Verin wants me, he’s gotta put forth the effort.” 
 
    Verin sighed. “I hate to break it to you, but you mean nothing to me.” He gave Juniper a big, loud kiss on her cheek while most of us awwed at them. 
 
    Callie abandoned my lap for Jasmine’s, who wasted no time putting a possessive arm around the girl. “And Jasmine,” Callie said sweetly. “How are you liking your stay in this garish hotel so far?” 
 
    “I feel like I’m dying inside,” Jasmine said with the biggest smile. 
 
    Callie made a sad laughing sound. “Can’t imagine why. What are your plans after this whole ordeal is over and half the family is broken?” 
 
    When Callie held the butter knife to her mouth, Jasmine said, “Um, probably go to Disneyland. I’ll ride my hydra there.” 
 
    Callie thanked her for her answer, and then went over to Juniper. She didn’t get sat on, but Callie leaned down to the table. “Juniper, what’s been your favorite part of the whole shebang here so far? Is it the nightmares? The nightmares really do it for me.” 
 
    “It’s the soap,” Juniper answered. “The bathrooms have amazing soap.” 
 
    Verin chuckled at her answer. “You think she’s joking, but it’s carved into little shapes. Have you seen it?” 
 
    “I have,” I said. “It was hard to have to destroy a perfectly carved fish by rubbing it all over my naked body.” 
 
    Jasmine smiled at me. “It could only be enhanced by that. I know I am.” 
 
    Jasper shut his eyes, muttering, “Locking you in the house…” 
 
    Jasmine threw her hands in the air, cackling in victory. “No one can make you cringe like I can. I am the champion.” 
 
    “Of what?” Jasper nearly grunted. 
 
    “Of… things!” 
 
    I patted her shoulder. “Of everything.” 
 
    Micha stood up, ripping the butter knife from Callie’s hand and ignoring her protest. “Since I didn’t get an interview, I feel like it’s only fair for me to MC the MC over here. Callie dear, come to daddy.” 
 
    She frowned hard as she walked. “Don’t ever do that again. I swear to the gods, I will puke in your shoes.” 
 
    Micha put an arm around her. “Daddy fears no vom—” 
 
    She socked him in the side, but it did nothing to the Hunter. 
 
    “Callisa,” Micha started. 
 
    “Not my name.” 
 
    “Calleesee, which of the boys here is your very favorite? You can be honest. Don’t worry about the others getting offended.” 
 
    She tapped her chin, eyes on the ceiling as she thought about it. “Hmm… I think my very favorite boy here is… Oh, did you see that cute little bird that flew overhead? He was so pretty.” 
 
    Aster put a hand on his chest. “I knew it.” 
 
    “Sorry, baby.” 
 
    We were all laughing when the door opened, and oh, how it died. My own fear blew through any humor that might have been trying to make it down to my soul. It was only Heracles, but still… he reminded everyone of what waited for us outside of this safe room. 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” the man asked. 
 
    We all looked at him the same way, with concern and worry. But Callie swallowed it up, took her butter knife back, and marched over to Heracles. 
 
    She held it to her lips as she said, “We were all just giving interviews about how the gods made us their bitches. Would you like to add anything, oh great and mighty hero who’s literally always been my fav, BTW?” She whispered the last half of her sentence. 
 
    The man actually grinned at her, lowering himself down to the knife. “Well… I think the gods specialize in making people their bitches. And would you like me to sign anything for you?” 
 
    Callie’s breath caught, eyes going wide as Aster low- key glared. “I mean… only if you’re cool with it. You’re a lot cuter than the cartoon version of you.” 
 
    He laughed. “Um, thanks.” 
 
    “Your voice is better too,” she whispered. 
 
    Aster rose from his seat, only to escort Callie back over to the table. He sat her on his lap, lightly holding her there. 
 
    “I wanted to bring a gift,” Heracles said, getting to his point. He turned and got something from the hall, which happened to be a massive trolley of desserts. I didn’t even recognize half of them, but they smelled so good that I might have drooled a little. 
 
    Jasmine abandoned me to get the trolley. She slammed the door closed and brought the thing over to us. 
 
    “There’s a free seat over here,” Micha offered the god who still stood at the door. 
 
    Heracles took the seat and then started picking at the huge banquet that we’d all been going at for more than an hour. He filled a plate up with more than even I could eat, and then started eating. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told him. “This is great.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the man said. “I thought you all could use a morale boost. I know this has been a living hell. Trust me.” 
 
    We all shared a knowing silence dedicated to pain we couldn’t possibly have imagined. 
 
    “I just admire you so much,” Callie said to him from Aster’s lap. “You’ve been through so much, and you’re still standing, being a hero. How do you do something like that?” 
 
    He could only shrug. “You just put one foot in front of the other I suppose. When you can’t take it anymore, you can sometimes find that there’s a little fight left in you. You keep on walking and you don’t let yourself stop. Then it’s a decade later, and you think of course I got through it. You repeat it for all the strife that comes along.” 
 
    It seemed so hard. Too hard for me to try and do. I wasn’t a hero. I wasn’t a mountain. I was just Zander. Sad, mushy Zander with the broken heart and guilt that could drown the ocean itself. 
 
    “Aren’t you tired?” I had to ask. “After all that you’ve been through, and you’re still here. There’s no rest.” 
 
    “No,” he sighed. “Sometimes you don’t get to be the person who rests. You have to be the person who takes the hits so others can rest. I’ve come to terms with it.” 
 
    I didn’t think I wanted to come to terms with my life. I wanted to rest. I wanted my family safe from all this mess. 
 
    “Are you worried about the war?” Juniper asked him. “Like, what happens after we leave, winners or not?” 
 
    Heracles swallowed. “Afraid might not be the right word, but this is something that hasn’t happened in a very long time. Even before I came along. The titans and the gods have warred, but that was… it wasn’t like this. And I don’t know what’s going to happen after this. I suppose you’ll be getting that little gift from the gods.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. 
 
    He looked up at me. “You sound worried.” 
 
    “I am. What if we don’t get it?” 
 
    The man looked at me for a very long moment, and I couldn’t read a damn thing from his face. I could only get small hints of his heavy feelings. “Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.” 
 
    “Hmm?” my sister asked. “How in the hell would that not be a bad thing? The gods have told us a million times that we would lose this war if we don’t get it.” 
 
    Then he looked at her too. “Well, you know how the gods are. They lie, and they lie a lot. About anything they need to, as long as they get the result they want. Like you putting all your effort into something, killing yourselves for their cause and their ego. They’re dramatic, so it wouldn’t surprise me if you didn’t actually need that weapon. And I have to wonder why they don’t just tell you what it is.” 
 
    I wondered that too, and why we’d gotten that favor token from Hermes. No one had bothered answering that for us, or anything else we wanted to know. The gods loved keeping us in the dark. 
 
    “You don’t think it would be the end if we didn’t get it?” Verin asked. 
 
    Heracles shook his head. “I think that the gods give a lot of what they call gifts, and often, it ends up doing more harm than good. People are hurt, they die, and the gods don’t care because they’re the gods and it doesn’t touch them. Sorry to say this, but you’re all replaceable to them, gods of seers or not. The gods don’t intend to lose this war, no matter how well or poorly you do in these trials.” 
 
    I already knew I was disposable. My mother had made that clear plenty of times in my life, and the same thing happened to Kizzy. 
 
    Even with this information, I couldn’t make myself stop checking for flashing lights. I couldn’t lose on the chance that we really did need this weapon. One opinion didn’t change anything. 
 
    I couldn’t help thinking about it anyway. What if the gods had set us up, accidental or not? We could have been fighting for something that would make all this so much worse. We could have been fighting, only to be killed by the thing we fought for, and the gods wouldn’t even let us know what it was. 
 
    I reached out for Jasmine’s hand at my side. She took it, letting me squeeze her fingers as I tried to regain some of my composure. Another silent conversation went on as the others talked. I needed that. Jasmine’s hand in mine.
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   I took Zander’s hand in the elevator a few hours later. We had gotten caught up in blowing off steam. While I felt confident that Zander would be able to pull off this trial without a problem, he didn’t feel that way. I could see the worry in his eyes. Celebrating now would have only made that worry worse, to the point where Zander might actually mess himself up by getting so deep into his own head. 
 
    I stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    Zander looked down at me, frowning. “What was that for?” 
 
    “Knowing you, you’ve decided that you’ve already lost and that you’re going to let us all down, even though you’ve literally never done that, and I wanted to give you a kiss so that you’d stop it.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed slightly, and he grumbled something about me thinking that I knew him. 
 
    “I do know you,” I said, rubbing my thumb against his eyebrows to smooth them over. 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re wrong, by the way. I’ve let you all down plenty of times. It’s a real issue.” 
 
    “Is not,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You haven’t done anything to let us down. Like, this might scare you to think about, but you’re the most reliable person in this family other than maybe Kizzy. Even Jasper.” 
 
    “That’s just not true.” 
 
    The elevator dinged, and we stepped out. It wasn’t until I stood on the other side that the ball of worry in my stomach vanished. My shoulders drooped in relief. 
 
    “What?” Zander asked. 
 
    “I just didn’t think they would let us get this far,” I said. “I’ve been convinced that they would throw us right into the last trial since Jasper’s ended. That they wouldn’t give you time to rest.” 
 
    Zander grimaced. “They’re not giving me time to rest.” 
 
    “What?” I looked around, half expecting to see Ellie waiting to pull us away for the next trial. When I didn’t see anyone, I turned back to Zander with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    He gave a bitter smile. “If we’ve learned anything these last few weeks, it’s that the gods know exactly how to hurt us, how to push our buttons and make our lives harder. They aren’t giving me a chance to rest. They’re giving me a chance to worry and twist myself up into knots so that I’ll be more likely to fail.” 
 
    As he said it, I realize how true it was. The gods had been tricking us and manipulating us the entire time we had been there. They had done everything they could to make us fail. I knew that they did it because they wanted to be sure we could handle the weapon they would be throwing at us, but sometimes it felt like they wanted us to fail. Like they wanted that weapon to stay tucked away. 
 
    My teeth ground together. “Well, fuck them. You aren’t going to fail, Zander.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” he asked, frowning as he walked toward our room. 
 
    I jogged to keep up. “Because there can only be one failure in this family, and I’ve already taken up that role.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything,” he argued immediately. I knew that he didn’t really believe that, but his need to come to my defense outweighed his common sense sometimes. 
 
    I grabbed his shoulders when we reached our room, turning him around so that he had to look at me. I took his face in my hands, pulling him down so that we would be eye level. “Listen to me,” I said, slowly. “You aren’t going to fail, because you are smarter than that.” 
 
    “This isn’t about intelligence,” Zander argued. 
 
    “I know that,” I said, releasing him. “It’s about instincts and strength and holding out against whatever temptations and weaknesses they try to exploit. I also know that you are strong and smart, and no matter what the trial is, you’ll beat it because of that.” 
 
    He sat down on the bed, dropping his head into his hands. I perched next to him, resting my cheek against his shoulder. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” he said. “I’ll try not to screw everything up.” 
 
    I sighed, rolling my eyes. “We can get through this. It’s not all on you. Even if something goes really and truly, horribly wrong, it’s not on you. It’s on me too, because I wasn’t smart enough to figure out the gods were testing me.” 
 
    “That’s not on you.” 
 
    “If you’re going to take the blame for whatever happens tomorrow, then it is too.” 
 
    He made a face. “Is too?” 
 
    “Yeah. You got a problem with my perfect grammar and arguments?” 
 
    “Why should you have known the gods were testing you? Don’t listen to Verin. He’s just mad. He’s mad about everything and doesn’t even know it sometimes. He’s mad that his mother is dead, he’s mad that we’re here, he’s mad that the gods won’t just trust us as if everything that we’ve already been through isn’t a trial in itself. He’s angry about everything and it’s such a deep thing within him that he doesn’t even know it.” 
 
    My stomach did little flipflops at his words. Verin didn’t scare me. While I had been knocked off my pedestal pretty hard and pretty recently, I didn’t think he could actually hurt me, as a goddess. I healed so fast, it would take someone a lot more powerful and willing than Verin. I just didn’t think Verin would hurt Juniper in that way. 
 
    No, the weird twist in my stomach came from worry about what this would do to Juniper in the long run. Only an idiot would think that what happened with our significant others, the way they felt, didn’t affect us. I couldn’t lie and claim otherwise, especially when Zander and I just had the biggest fight and fall out of our entire relationship. 
 
    “We can’t deny that he had some good points, though,” I said. “I should have realized that the gods would want to exploit my weaknesses and my biggest one is that I can’t deny myself. I give in to temptation. But this isn’t about me. I’ve already fucked up and that’s behind us now. My point was, that even if you somehow fail tomorrow, it would be just as much on me as it would be on you, if not more so. If I hadn’t fucked up, then we would already be done with the trials.” 
 
    Zander shook his head. “You don’t know that.” 
 
    I did, though. I’d been there for all the trials after my failed one. I had seen that Kizzy and Jasper and Juniper and Verin had been more than capable of beating theirs, even with my failure hanging around their necks. 
 
    I brushed my hand against Zander’s blond hair, trying to distract myself from everything. “You’ll do fine.” 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut. “But what if I don’t?” 
 
    “Then we’ll figure it out. Just like Verin said we would figure it out. It doesn’t mean the war is lost, just like it doesn’t mean the war is won if we get this weapon. Nothing is set in stone.” 
 
    “You’re too good for me.” 
 
    I laughed out loud on that, and hard. “Oh, honey, you were better off before you met me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Mmm. Little bit.” 
 
    Zander flung me back on the bed before I could react and started tossing me around. I laughed really hard as my legs sliced and kicked through the air. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Making a point!” he said. 
 
    “What’s that point?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    We wrestled for almost an hour until neither of us could move. Then we tried to go to sleep, but the second the lights went out, tension filled the room. The end of the trials pressed down on us from every angle. I started craving my own bed, my house, my hydra, all the familiar things that I hadn’t been able to see in weeks. I wanted to go home and be done with the gods and wars and monsters. 
 
    And Zander could at least get me home after his trial. 
 
    Zander didn’t fall asleep either. He tossed and turned. I listened to his breathing go from ragged to almost calm then back to ragged. Whatever thoughts ran through his head must’ve been tormenting him. 
 
    After the clock hit two in the morning, I gave up, rolled over, and turned on the light. “This isn’t working.” 
 
    Zander sighed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. My brain won’t calm down either.” 
 
    He pushed himself up on his elbows, still frowning. “What do you want to do? I’m not going to be falling asleep any time soon.” 
 
    I sat up and grabbed the TV remote. 
 
    “Fuck,” Zander said after the TV came to life. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    The only thing on was our trials, from the beginning. It showed Callie, smiling in a strained way, as she explained what would be happening to a crowd of demigods before we had even stepped out on the stage for the first time. 
 
    “I literally hate everything that I’m seeing,” I said. 
 
    Someone knocked on the door. I answered it to find Kizzy and Jasper on the other side. She offered an awkward smile. “Hey. We couldn’t sleep, and I noticed your light on. Mind if we come in?” 
 
    “Not at all. Do you mind that the only thing on TV is our trials?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Kizzy said, slipping past me. Jasper followed her, offering me a sardonic smile as he passed. Kizzy and Jasper sat on one side of Zander, on the floor. I closed the door and barely got two steps toward them before someone else knocked. This time, Juniper and Verin stood on the other side. My sister gave me a smile as she came in, but I didn’t meet Verin’s eyes. We all ended up sitting on the floor together. 
 
    About ten minutes into Callie’s explanation—which so far consisted mostly of who we all were and why we had been selected for the trial—the girl in question came in with her boys. We all piled together with some snacks, watching the TV. 
 
    The cameras pivoted around as the doors on stage opened and we all walked out for the first time ever. It was possibly the most surreal moment of my entire life, seeing myself on camera. 
 
    “Oh my god, look at me,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “I can’t believe I thought that was a good outfit to wear in front of the gods.” 
 
    Jasper snorted at my mocking tone. 
 
    Juniper leaned around him and Verin to look at me. “At least you don’t look like a zombie. Do you see the glassy quality to my eyes? I might as well be a corpse.” 
 
    “You’re gorgeous,” Verin said, unwilling to even jokingly let Juniper diss herself. 
 
    It devolved from there. All nine of us heckled the TV, just ripping ourselves and each other apart as we watched the trials. We had brief moments of horrified silence when we realized that the cameras had picked up on pretty much every fight that we had. I… did not come off good. I covered my face with my hands to hide my shame. 
 
    Zander rubbed my back, glaring at the screen. “They had no right.” 
 
    “They’re gods,” Aster said in disgust. “Not that I want to get struck down or anything, and I’m not insulting them, but—” 
 
    “They’re assholes,” Micha said before Aster could give himself a heart attack trying to contradict himself. 
 
    We had just gotten to the part where I had failed my trial and everyone in the crowd started booing me, with long, lingering shots of the Zeus demigods’ angry faces, when the lights in the room flickered. 
 
    Callie tensed, swallowing. “That’s our cue. The last trial is about to start.” She looked at all of us, then directly at Zander. “Good luck. I know you can do this.”
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    Zander 
 
      
 
   T he walk felt slow as I dragged my feet, my family surrounding me as we got closer to the stage. Callie and her boys had already taken off since she needed to get there before us. I greedily took the extra time, though that made it all so much worse. I should have been more eager to rip the bandage off in one quick motion, but I shuffled along like a kid who didn’t want to go to school. In fact, I wanted to turn tail and run, grabbing my family and hiding us away in a cave or something. 
 
    We gathered outside of the showroom, waiting for the signal to go in. I could hear Callie giving a recap inside, mentioning every single trial and why we were here. She went over the details as if anyone could have forgotten them. 
 
    My pulse pounded as I waited. I worried my blood would get so hot that I’d die. Did we lose if I died before the trial? I felt like my family should have gotten a pass for that one. Then they could go get the weapon. I would watch as a ghost while they kicked ass and fixed the world. 
 
    When Callie finished, she called us out, and we all walked through the doors that would lead to my doom. Jasmine had my hand tight, and I worried she would break my fingers. I hoped I wouldn’t need them for my trial. 
 
    Callie stood alone on the stage, looking so much smaller than she actually was. She held her hand out to me, letting me know that I would have to abandon my company for the time being. I turned to look at them, my stare long and sad as Jasmine gave my hand one more squeeze. 
 
    Over the roar of the welcoming crowd, Jasmine said, “You’re going to be amazing.” 
 
    I didn’t believe her, but I said thank you anyway. 
 
    I walked alone to the middle of the stage, reaching out to take Callie’s hand. The moment we made contact, the stage disappeared. I heard her gasp as I grabbed the girl and pulled her tight to my chest, wrapping myself around her protectively. 
 
    The world spun fast around us, the scene changing silently until it finally slowed down again. We both panted in darkness. It only took a few seconds before I could see where we were. 
 
    I didn’t let go of Callie as I took in the cave that looked way, way too familiar. I’d walked these caves when my love had been stolen from me, and I had to go find her again. I walked silently with my trembling sister and a determined Verin. We’d won in that instance, but now, I had no idea what my goal was. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked Callie. 
 
    She took a breath, nodding. “Yeah. They didn’t tell me that was going to happen.” 
 
    “Do you know where we are?” 
 
    Coldly, she said, “Yes.” 
 
    People appeared behind Callie and me. I turned around to see my family standing in a line, maybe twenty feet from me. My eyes landed on Jasmine, and nothing else mattered. She opened her mouth… but I heard nothing. Not a sound came out of her, but I thought she might have been screaming for me. She ran forward before her hands slammed against something I couldn’t see. 
 
    I started running too, leaving Callie where she stood so I could get to the others. They all looked around, the realization settling in one by one. Again, their mouths moved, and I could hear nothing. They talked with each other, I saw, but I heard nothing. 
 
    What felt like a wall stopped me from reaching them. I stood on the other side of Jasmine, inches away but miles at the same time. She looked at me with desperation, and I couldn’t fix it. 
 
    “Zander,” I heard from behind me. When I turned, I saw Hades standing beside Callie. Her eyes fixed on Aster and Micha as they stood behind invisible glass. She answered some question they must have asked, but I couldn’t hear it. 
 
    Only me. Only I couldn’t hear it. 
 
    “What is this?” I growled at the god before me. 
 
    He cleared his throat, expression blank as he snapped his fingers. Oh, I could hear things then. I looked over my shoulder to find the sudden source of growling. 
 
    I couldn’t… I couldn’t count all the creatures I saw standing too close to my family. Gorgons, chimera, people… actual people, things with teeth and claws, all bared as they snarled at the ones I loved most in the world. They stood frozen, waiting. Weapons appeared in my family’s hands, the ones the gods had given them. Verin held his garrote, looking up to glare at his father. 
 
    And weapons appeared in my hands too. I had my shield as well as my sword. Callie had nothing. 
 
    “Your task is simple,” Hades said to me, a hand on my shoulder as he turned my back to my family. “Do you see that light?” 
 
    I looked toward what felt like an endless stretch of darkness. But I saw the light, the opening to the mouth of hell. “Yes.” 
 
    “Get to the end of it. All of you. Get to the end of it.” 
 
    That wasn’t it. It just wasn’t. “And?” 
 
    I saw Hades’ throat work as he swallowed, standing a little straighter. “When your trial begins, the creatures behind you will be let loose. They will not touch you. They physically can’t. Though they can touch everyone else, and they will. If you stop moving, they won’t be able to move forward, but the fight will go on.” 
 
    I didn’t understand. “I can’t kill the creatures?” 
 
    “They aren’t for you. They’re for them.” 
 
    “Why? Just tell me the rest of it.” 
 
    “Your task, Zander, is to get to the end of this cave, and you cannot look back. Not even for a moment. Once you start walking, you can’t turn. If you look back, if you try to see what’s happening behind you, then you lose.” 
 
    It all came at once, hitting my chest like a bomb going off. I could still hear the growls behind me, the threats to my family that I wouldn’t even be able to help them with. “What?” 
 
    Hades nodded. “Go forward, get out of the cave. You can’t turn back until every single person is out of the cave and in front of you.” 
 
    I stared down at the Damascus blade in my hand, unable to see my reflection in it. Same as the shield. They’d been cruel enough to give me my weapons for this… 
 
    “If you want,” Hades went on, “You can decide to turn and fight. You can go slay every dragon that you see. But you will lose.” 
 
    Callie stood shaking at my side, glaring at Hades. “Why am I here then? You want to torture me by making me watch?” 
 
    “You’re here to do your job,” the god answered. “You’ll announce the trial as it’s happening.” 
 
    She put a hand on my shoulder, taking a breath. “Fine then. I can let you know that they’re all okay.” 
 
    Hades exhaled, her voice harsh when he spoke. “Callie, that is not what you’re here for.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I’m done with this.” 
 
    The god sounded like, well, a god when he spoke down to her. “Do you have any idea what hangs in the balance? Can you comprehend it? This isn’t a game. This isn’t for fun. This isn’t to hurt your friends. This is to test them. To see if they can handle what we need to give them. If you stand here and hold his hand, you’re going to get him killed. Do you get it? If Zander can’t even do this, then he has no chance of surviving what we’re going to give them. Cheating is going to get your whole family killed. Slaughtered. Do you want innocent people to die because of you?” 
 
    Tears filled Callie’s eyes and I wanted nothing more than to run the god through with my sword. Instead, I stood frozen. 
 
    “We need to be sure they can do this,” Hades went on. “If they can’t keep a hold of what we have for them, then lives will be lost. We need to know right here and now if they’re worthy. If they’re capable. This…” He gestured around us. “This is nothing compared to what’s coming. This is a snowflake in a blizzard. This is a breath in a hurricane. Test him. Test him so you don’t get him killed later.” 
 
    Callie’s chest pumped hard, her hand tight on my arm still. I couldn’t say anything to her, so I pressed my lips to the top of her head. I wanted to tell her I was sorry that she got caught up in all this, but words meant nothing. Not then. Not anymore. 
 
    Hades held a hand out to her. “It’s time.” 
 
    Her big eyes watched me as she did as the god wanted. “It’ll be okay,” she lied. 
 
    And I suddenly stood alone. 
 
    And the lights flashed. 
 
    And I couldn’t look back. 
 
    Move forward. I just had to move forward until I got out of some damn cave. It wasn’t that hard. One foot in front of the other foot. The sooner I got out, the sooner it would be over. Only, not. My family had to kill maybe a hundred different monsters, some of them were people. They had to take lives and I couldn’t even take the brunt of it. 
 
    I made a move to step forward, and then I heard Callie’s voice from around me. “Zander makes his first move as the fleet of gorgons move in on Juniper and Verin. They both look away, avoiding their eyes as Kizzy lets an arrow fly from her bow.” 
 
    I heard it go off, but I couldn’t hear my friends talking. I tried to block it out. It was the only thing I could have done, right? The only way I could do this without it killing me. Each step felt forced as I clutched my sword so tightly that it burned my knuckles. 
 
    I could hear weapons clanging together, and the shouts from monsters. They grunted from the effort. The effort they used to try to kill my fucking family. I would have done anything to hear one of them say they were fine. To hear my sister or Jasmine shout out to me that they were okay, and I could do this. One word from them could have dragged another step out of me. 
 
    It was only walking. I had been doing it for most of my life. The task seemed like such a simple one. Walk to the end of the tunnel and not look back. I knew in my heart that those behind me were strong. Three of them even stronger than me. 
 
    But it didn’t matter. If they died, it would be because of me. Because they’d been left out to defend themselves as some sort of test for me. Jasmine told me I needed to stop blaming myself for things, but I could only see this as my fault. 
 
    My chest tightened with each comment Callie made. Jasper’s arm had been ripped open with a blade, but I knew that it would heal instantly. It didn’t matter. I could still hear my sister screaming in my head when she saw her husband get hurt. It could have been fixed if I turned around and murdered the thing that hurt him. Kizzy wouldn’t have been afraid anymore. 
 
    Somehow, I kept stepping forward. The light didn’t seem to get closer, no matter how much farther I moved. Callie kept on talking, telling everyone how my sister had killed a man. 
 
    “The arrow went right through his eye!” Callie said. “But Kizzy’s not moving. Staring at his body. The others are a good ten feet away from her. A demigod is running in her direction, but her back is turned to him.” 
 
    I wanted to scream. My body hurt, my heart exploding with pain when I realized I had stopped breathing, fighting hard not to turn around. Gods, it was one thing not to fight, but I couldn’t even turn around. I couldn’t look to see who still fought, stuck with only Callie’s words. 
 
    This walk felt like trying to throw a punch underwater. Like I moved through thick mud instead of walked through an empty cavern. That light still didn’t get bigger. It mocked me, saying this would never be over. That I’d died, and this was my new hell. 
 
    But my feet kept moving. They moved even when my head burned with the thought that I couldn’t look down at my sword and see what happened behind me. I had no cheat. And I didn’t care what Hades said; that this was the easy part. He didn’t know me, that I could feel every wound like a pulse of shame. Every time Callie said someone got hurt, I felt it. I felt it because I should have been there to stop it. I should have been there to take the hits and make sure no one else had to. I could kill the demigods so that didn’t weigh on anyone else. I could imagine the look that must have been in Verin’s eyes when he had to do it, remembering his mother and that terrible night. I knew it would settle into Kizzy, hurting her when she thought about it. She wasn’t built for this. 
 
    “She matches the demigod blow for blow,” Callie said. “Juniper’s lost her crossbow, having stolen a sword from a dead woman. She’s struggling to keep up and Verin can’t see her. His eyes are shut as he battles a gorgon, trying hard not to look. He doesn’t see it when—” 
 
    And I heard a scream. I thought I couldn’t hear them, but I heard a scream from Callie at the same time I heard it from Juniper. “The sword plunges into Juniper’s side,” Callie panted. “She’s… she goes down, the weapon falling.” 
 
    I listened, my feet stopping as my grip on the sword tightened. I waited for Callie to mention that Verin was on his way, or someone else could save Juniper. But she didn’t. “The demigod is advancing on Juniper, holding the sword above her heart!” 
 
    The choice… did I turn to save her, letting the world maybe die for it? Or did I trust her? Did I trust Juniper, the goddess of present sight, to save herself? Jasmine said I put everything on my shoulders. She told me that it didn’t belong there. She told me to trust her. 
 
    I did. 
 
    I took a step forward, feeling like someone had carved the heart of out me. 
 
    “Another blow, to her stomach this time,” Callie said, her words coming out on a struggled breath. I could smell the blood from where I stood, and I could hear Juniper screaming again. 
 
    “Juniper rolls out of the way!” Callie says. “Minimizing the damage. She picks up a dagger, then slashes the demigod across his ankles. He goes down. And he’s dead.” 
 
    My breath only came mildly easier, but it didn’t help much as I could hear my family now. They didn’t say anything to me, too busy to reassure me. But they were all alive. They had to have been. I started picking out grunts and any sounds that I could use to identify them. As I did, I kept walking in the endless cave. Callie said they kept up with me, tearing down the monsters around them. More came though, and I didn’t know when it would end. Or if it would. 
 
    I started gasping, hearing every single sound of pain from every single wound behind me. Callie screamed when someone slashed Aster across the stomach, and my mind flashed with all the things I’d done wrong in his life. All the things I could have fixed if only I had been there like I should have been. But I’d failed at that. I’d missed my chance to make his life easier, and now, he could die thanks to me. 
 
    I heard Jasmine as she fought. It didn’t matter that she was a goddess because I would always see her as that damaged, fragile girl in the parking lot. It wasn’t fair, but I knew her to be breakable. She was a mountain now. I’d been there for that. I wished it touched me. 
 
    Callie’s voice started fading away as she told me all the ways my family had been hurt. All the close calls, the stabs, the slashes of throats. I didn’t almost lose it until she told me a demigod stabbed Kizzy in the throat. I heard Jasper scream. A scream like I’d never heard before, so filled with rage that the world flashed white for a moment. I pictured my sister hitting her knees, hands on her bleeding throat as she hoped she healed fast enough. 
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks. 
 
    I could end it. I could have said fuck it and started running toward the danger. One more person would help them cut down this threat faster, and we could face whatever came, together. Weapon or not. Verin said we could do it, so what would the harm have been if I turned… 
 
    I shut my eyes, breathing in as I listened to more people die. If I died, the world would keep turning. I knew it. Small worlds would stop, they would hurt, but they wouldn’t end. They would all move on. I was not the end all be all of anything, and I knew in my gut that everyone behind me was stronger than I could fathom. It wasn’t… it wasn’t all on me. It didn’t have to be. 
 
    It does. They’ll die without you. You didn’t notice. You didn’t notice Kizzy. You let her suffer. It’s on you. Jasmine is on you. The seers are on you. They wouldn’t have died if you were there. 
 
    Maybe not. Maybe they wouldn’t have died. Maybe if I had paid better attention, Kizzy would have suffered less. I had been young, and that wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t my responsibility to save her. To save the world. I couldn’t have known. I took action when I could. I always took action when I could. Right now, I could not. 
 
    And that had to be okay. 
 
    It wasn’t on me. 
 
    My family was so much more than me. 
 
    I am so much more than failure. 
 
    I stabbed my sword into the ground, dropping my shield before I started running toward the light. The light got no bigger, but I didn’t stop running. I didn’t stop pushing. My eyes stayed fixed on that little point, and I prayed for it. I took it in, accepting the world I lived in. Accepting my role in it. 
 
    I tripped, barely catching myself as my knees slammed into earth. Something burned my eyes before I could look up, seeing the sun. The sun. My hands burned as gravel cut my palms open, pressed hard into ground that didn’t belong to the underworld. I was… out. The trial had ended 
 
    Almost. 
 
    I stayed so still. So, so still that I wouldn’t be tempted to look back. I didn’t know if it was over yet. He said that they had to pass me, so I waited. I waited, trying to breathe. 
 
    Juniper came out first with Verin right behind her. He had her hand in his, both of them soaked in blood with torn clothes. They panted, holding each other in the sunlight. 
 
    Micha and Aster emerged next, and I heard Callie crying from speakers I couldn’t see. I waited for the others, taking a breath when Kizzy and Jasper appeared, as wrecked as the others. Kizzy held her arm to her side, collapsing to the ground as she caught her breath. Jasper sat for about two seconds before he went backward, lying next to her and staring up at the sky. 
 
    Then she appeared in front of me. Jasmine bolted out, turned and fell to the ground in front of me. Her clothes were destroyed, ripped and bloody and covered in mud. But she breathed. She was here. They were all there. 
 
    I whispered as I clutched Jasmine tight to my body. I didn’t worry about breaking her, knowing that Jasmine could take it. She held me back, her face buried against my neck. I listened to her breathing, in love with the sound of it. Her heart pounded against mine, and I was unwilling to let go. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. 
 
    Over the speaker, I heard Callie. Her words still sounded strained and impossible, but I knew exactly what she said. “And the twelfth trial is complete. To our victors!” 
 
    Victors… 
 
    “We won?” I breathed. 
 
    Jasmine looked at me, her eyes glassy as she smiled, her fingertips touching my cheek as she whispered. “We won.”
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    Jasmine 
 
      
 
   T hey forced us to give interviews before letting us shower. Basically, all of us said that we were glad the trials had ended, but we hadn’t commented on how we felt about completing them successfully. It felt like too big of a thing for me to think about. We had gone into this insanity, the horror of having so much on our shoulders, and we had gotten through it. There had been times in the last couple of weeks where I felt like we would never get past it. 
 
    And now they had ended. We had gotten through them in one piece, more or less. And yeah, that felt nice, but I had gotten thoroughly sick of the cameras being shoved in my face, of the people asking me questions, of Callie being forced to play hostess, of the stage, of the lights, of the cruel crowd. I wanted a break from all of them so that I could just fucking breathe. 
 
    And the others felt the same way. 
 
    So, yeah, the second we could get away with it, we shuffled off to the showers, where no one could find us. We had two rooms where we could get cleaned up, so we split, boys and girls. 
 
    The second we were alone, I grabbed Juniper and hugged her until she croaked out a plea for help. 
 
    Kizzy gently extracted me. “We’re all okay,” she said, but I couldn’t tell if she spoke to me or herself at that moment. 
 
    “I know,” I said, sucking in a relieved breath. Then I grabbed Kizzy and hugged her just as hard as I had my sister. “Are you guys okay? I couldn’t really see what was happening during the fight. I was kind of trying not to die at the time, but I heard everything that Callie said. You got stabbed!” I flailed so hard that my sister and Kizzy both backed up a step. 
 
    “I’m all right,” Juniper promised me, lifting up her rainbow shirt to reveal her healed side. “Nothing too bad. I liked this shirt, though…” 
 
    “I’ll get you a new one,” I promised. “I’ll buy you so many colorful shirts and dresses that you’ll get that overwhelmed look on your face and Verin will have to talk you down.” 
 
    “Or not,” Juniper offered. 
 
    Kizzy picked at the front of her dress, watching as it peeled off her skin. She wrinkled her nose. “Jasper loved this…” 
 
    None of us had walked away with our clothes intact. They were bloody, dusty, dirty, and torn. We split up to the three separate shower stalls and allowed the water to erase the memory of the battle. When I stepped out of my stall, I found that someone, probably a godly someone, had given me a new set of clothing. An orange dress that faded to blue toward the hem, with frills on the bottom. I wrinkled my nose when I saw it, wondering what god I had pissed off so much that they would force this on me. 
 
    I still put the horrible outfit on, then stepped into the main bathroom to find that Juniper and Kizzy hadn’t gotten lucky in the clothing department either. Kizzy had on a bloodred shirt and lime green shorts that made her look like a sad, washed out Christmas, while Juniper had on a black dress. Black did not look great on my sister, because of her fair skin and still too-thin body. 
 
    She pulled on the dress, frowning. “I hate it.” 
 
    “You don’t think that they’re trying to like… make us look a certain way for the cameras, do you?” 
 
    “Ugh,” Kizzy said and marched toward the door with a determined gleam to her eye. She slammed through it, and I heard people shouting her name instantly. Juniper’s eyes widened. 
 
    I hooked my arm through hers, hauling her in against my side. “This is one of the last times we’ll have to deal with it. Chin up, attitude on. Let’s give them hell.” 
 
    I marched out of the bathroom with Juniper, into a crowd of people and lights that blinded me. The screaming turned from people chanting Kizzy’s name, to all of our names. Kizzy had her hands on her hips, glaring at everyone in the crowd. They hurled questions at us like bullets, as if they expected us to answer any of them. 
 
    “When will you get married?” 
 
    “How does it feel to have beaten your trials?” 
 
    “Are you embarrassed that you’re the only one that lost a trial?” 
 
    “Do you think the boys are proud of you?” 
 
    “Who are you wearing?” 
 
    “How does it feel to be dating a hero?” a woman shouted this last to me, which felt weird. 
 
    The onslaught didn’t stop. I could see my sister starting to buckle under the pressure, and Kizzy didn’t look much better. I cleared my throat and shouted, “Unless you want the wrath of a god to fall on your heads, move!” 
 
    Something tugged inside my chest, and the lights started to flicker. One even blew out, raining glass down on the people with cameras. They all backed away rapidly, tripping over one another to make room for the angry goddess. I took Kizzy and Juniper and shuffled them along, glaring at everyone as I did so. We found the boys in a similar state, though none of them had issues with crowds the way that Juniper and Kizzy did, so they handled their situation… differently. 
 
    A man hung from the ceiling by the back of his shirt, while another sat in the corner with his head covered, and a third seemed to be in the middle of a panic attack while Verin talked to him. Of course, Verin had his arm around the guy’s shoulders while also flicking his garotte around. 
 
    I flitted up to Zander and wrapped my arms around him. He must not have seen me, since he looked surprised, then delighted when I slammed my mouth against his. When I pulled back, I grinned at him. “Hey there, hero.” 
 
    He scowled. “Please, don’t let that be a thing…” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a thing.” 
 
    We eventually made our way back to the green room, where we could sit in peace without people bothering us. A veritable feast had been delivered, and we all tucked in. Apparently, fighting monsters got our appetites going. We hardly said a word while we ate. Even Callie, Aster, and Micha didn’t seem interested in talking. I thought that we all just wanted to go home. 
 
    When I finished my meal, I sat back, rubbing my tummy. “Zander, I can’t move anymore. Are you ready to spend the rest of your life as my personal taxi?” 
 
    “Ready and willing,” he said, grinning. “I’ll carry you wherever you want to go.” 
 
    “The candy store?” 
 
    “Fuck yeah.” 
 
    “Clothes shopping for Juniper?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh gods,” Juniper muttered. 
 
    “What about when I have to feed Nemo his muck?” 
 
    “That’s where I draw the line,” Zander said, shuddering at the thought. 
 
    “I knew it,” I said, shaking my head. “You only love me so long as I can take you to fancy places.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Didn’t I make that obvious?” he asked. 
 
    We busted out laughing at the same time. It felt so good to be done with everything, while also so surreal and nerve-wracking. The fact that we had gotten through this meant that we moved one step closer to an actual war. One with fucking gods. Real gods, too. Not just the minor ones, like my siblings and me. I couldn’t even imagine what that would mean for us in the long run. Could we survive it? What happened if we failed or stumbled at the wrong second? 
 
    What happened if the gods decided not to trust us like they had for so long now, and we ended up dying because of it? What happened if… 
 
    I shut the line of thought down because I could have gone through a thousand different scenarios, and it wouldn’t have changed the most important fact. 
 
    It didn’t matter. We would be getting knee deep into this war no matter what, whether we wanted to or not. 
 
    I shifted around so that I could rest my shoulder against Zander. Across the table, Kizzy sat in Jasper’s lap, sideways. She kept forcing him to eat, though I felt certain my brother had already stuffed himself. She’d take bites only after he had ingested something. She smiled at him every time he spoke, no matter what he said. 
 
    Juniper and Verin sat next to each other to my right. They didn’t say much, but they didn’t need to. When he did speak, Verin usually just reassured Juniper that she could change into something more comfortable the second they got back to the room. She really, really hated the black dress. 
 
    Then Callie, Aster, and Micha all sat to my left, talking about all the goodies they would bake the second they got back home. Callie said something about calling her parents, who probably didn’t even know that she had been taken away. Unless Medusa told them, which would create a whole slew of problems that I didn’t want to deal with right then. 
 
    We had all relaxed so much that when the lights flickered, everyone froze. I had a cookie halfway to my mouth but stopped to stare up at the ceiling. “They can’t be calling us on stage, can they?” 
 
    Callie glared at the ceiling. “They are.” She took a deep, deep breath, and let out it slowly. “Okay, this is fine. They must be handing the weapon over. That makes sense. They’d want to do it with flair and pomp, right?” 
 
    “They’re gods, so yeah,” Aster grumbled. He didn’t even immediately correct himself, so I could tell that he was thoroughly done with their shit. 
 
    We all stood up and made our way to the stage. The bright lights seemed even brighter, weighing us down with their illuminance. Callie took her spot on-stage, while some producer told us to wait off-stage. Aster and Micha took their custom seats in the crowd, though neither of them looked happy about it. 
 
    “And three, two, one…” The producer pointed at Callie. 
 
    She didn’t even bother to smile as she brought the microphone up to her lips. “Hello everyone, and welcome to the finale of the Trials. It’s been one hell of a show so far, what with the ups and downs.” She rolled her eyes. “But we have just one more thing that needs to be done before we can call it quits. First, let us welcome back our champions, our heroes!” 
 
    She gestured to us, letting us know that we could enter the stage. 
 
    My family and I trooped out amidst insane cheers and applause. Some people stood up from their seats, pumping their fists in the air, screaming our names. It felt surreal, and it made me wonder how the gods put up with it when they had been more widely worshipped. When thousands of people had believed in them, how did they handle pressure like that? 
 
    I couldn’t stand being in front of this crowd. 
 
    Callie let them whoop it up for a few seconds before putting her microphone back up. “Now, now, guys, I know you’re happy and excited,” she said. “But we have to let the show go on.” 
 
    Did I imagine the bitter twist to her mouth right then? 
 
    The crowd quieted down as Callie turned back to look at us. She had a smile on her face as she stepped forward. “Now, to give you your reward, we have a very special guest! Heracles!” 
 
    Doors to the stage opened, and Heracles walked out. He looked about as happy to be there as the rest of us did. And the crowd went fucking wild when they heard his name. They screamed, they whooped, they reached out to touch him. Heracles seemed immune to this attention as he walked out onto the stage to stand in front of us. The cameras moved around so that they could zoom in on our faces, making it harder for us to escape the glaring lights and the insane crowd. 
 
    Heracles smiled at us. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, immediately, eying him. “But, um… are you supposed to have a weapon on you?” 
 
    He inclined his head slightly. “Actually, you already have your reward. Or, the means of getting it, that is.” 
 
    For a beat, none of us reacted. Then Kizzy gasped and pulled the coin from her pocket. The one she had fished out of the fountain during her trial. The one that would call Hermes and allow us into the underworld. “Are you talking about this?” she asked, holding the coin out. 
 
    “Yes,” Heracles said. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Jasper grumbled. 
 
    Heracles turned so that he could look at the camera and us at the same time. “You must retrieve your weapon, not just from the underworld, but from Tartarus itself.” 
 
    Dead silence. 
 
    I opened my mouth. “Are you fucking kidding me? We go through all that hell, and now you expect us to go into Tartarus to get this weapon that the gods said they would give us if we survived said hell?” 
 
    “That’s not okay,” Callie said, stepping forward. 
 
    “I agree,” Heracles said. “But the weapon has never been in the gods’ possession because it is that volatile. You would be liberating it from Tartarus, and bringing it into the world, and I think that you’ll want to do that.” 
 
    “Why?” I demanded, still miffed. “Why the hell do you think we would risk our lives going into Tartarus for some weapon that the enemy can’t even get ahold of either? What makes you think it’s worth that?” 
 
    “Because it’s not a what,” Heracles said. “It’s a him.” 
 
    A gasp went through the crowd as they started whispering about who it could be. All kinds of monsters ended up in Tartarus. Any one of them could turn the tides of the war. 
 
    Heracles didn’t pay attention to them. He focused on us, his focus unwavering. 
 
    “Who?” Zander finally asked, giving the barest glimpse to the camera. The gods must have wanted this to come out, or they wouldn’t have set us up like this. But I couldn’t help feeling that we were about to get attacked by the crowd. 
 
    “Years ago,” Heracles went on. “A child of Hermes decided that she was above the rules the gods had placed her under. She could go anywhere she wanted, do anything she wanted, or so she thought. One day, for reasons we don’t know, she decided to go into the underworld. We believe that she got lost after that because she ended up in Tartarus.” 
 
    My stomach plunged through the floor, just imagining that. 
 
    “The gods decided to leave her there,” Heracles continued. “She had disobeyed them, she had crossed into boundaries that she should have avoided. And… she had done this to herself.” 
 
    My teeth ground together, but Verin said what we all had to be thinking. “That’s bollocks. The gods were just lazy and angry.” 
 
    Heracles inclined his head as if he agreed with us, but he didn’t say so. “A couple of years went past. The gods had forgotten about her, but for those that knew her fate, they all assumed that she had died in Tartarus. But then, Hades sensed something that shouldn’t have existed. A new life, down in the darkest part of the underworld.” 
 
    My heart twisted around with fear. The crowd held its breath, waiting for Heracles to explain. Callie gripped her microphone so tight, it should have shattered. 
 
    Heracles looked down at the ground, as if ashamed that he hadn’t done something sooner. “A child born in Tartarus, a boy born between a demigod and… a Titan.” 
 
    And the crowd went crazy again, but I just stared at Heracles, my heart thumping. “How long ago was this?” 
 
    “Sixteen years.” 
 
    “He’s been down in Tartarus for his entire life?” I clarified because I needed to hear the words. I needed Heracles to tell me that the gods had left a child down in Tartarus to be tortured by monsters and Titans and Tartarus it/himself. I needed to hear him explain that the side we fought on, the people we would defend in this war, had left a baby in the worst part of the universe. 
 
    “Yes,” Heracles said. 
 
    I felt Zander’s fury burning through me like he had lost control over his emotions. 
 
    “How could you do something like that?” Juniper asked, horrified. 
 
    “I did not get a say,” Heracles clarified. “The Olympians held council, they decided what to do with the boy when they figured out that he existed. They couldn’t even fathom what he would be. A child born between someone who is half god and a Titan? He’s more powerful than you could imagine, and he is a weapon that could turn the tide of the war.” 
 
    “He’s a person!” Zander shouted. 
 
    My own fury burned within me. The lights all around us started to flicker. Some of them exploded, though I didn’t feel that pull in my chest. Somehow, I just knew that my siblings’ anger had done it. 
 
    “I did not decide his fate,” Heracles said, lowering his head. “I did not choose what happened to him. He is down there, and you could break him out. But you have to agree to do it.” 
 
    “Yeah, like we’re going to leave a sixteen-year-old kid down in Tartarus,” Verin barked, turning around. We had all started moving like we couldn’t handle the fury that we felt. 
 
    I just… couldn’t fathom what that kid would be like. What he would think like. How he would react to some demigods and gods trying to grab him. 
 
    Heracles breathed out. “Then you accept?” 
 
    “Yes,” all of us said. 
 
    “Then select three people that will go down to Tartarus to retrieve him,” Heracles said. “And prepare yourselves for the journey.” 
 
    The crowd had gone silent again. 
 
    I turned my back on them, my teeth ground together. “Let’s figure this out,” I said.
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   I had to keep a handle on the fire that burned in my chest. If I lost it in front of all these people, I really didn’t know what would happen. My family had crawled their way through hell—almost literally—and I didn’t want to blow it now. We needed to get home, and then I could lose my mind. For now, we had a boy to save. A young, broken boy. 
 
    I stood silently as Jasper took the lead, quietly discussing what we should do with the others. We stood in a circle on the stage, speaking softly though we knew everyone could hear us. I didn’t care so much about that at the moment. I was too busy seething. 
 
    “Gods, what do we do with him?” Kizzy whispered, rubbing her arms. “He must be so scared. Are we just going to rip him from hell and then send him off to fight a war for us? He’s sixteen.” 
 
    The pain in her voice resonated in my chest, amplified ten times by my own inability to control my powers. I couldn’t keep out all the emotion around me, feeling the grief, shock, fury, confusion, and excitement from the crowd. Plus, my own anger when a cameraman got too close. I snarled at him, willing to take a life if he moved closer. He got the picture, staying back. 
 
    Sixteen. That number stuck in my head like nothing else could have. It was about three years younger than me and Kizzy, and one younger than Aster and Callie. He was a kid in almost every sense of the word. A kid raised in this awful place, never knowing anything else. A kid called it. I’d even called him that, not knowing that he was a person. Worse, the gods never presented it like we dealt with a person, and I could only think they didn’t see him as a person. Only a threat that they had to lock away. Did they not realize that what they’d done had a better chance of making him a monster than his existence did? 
 
    “I think we should bring him home,” Verin said. “We’ll save him, then put him in a place where he can actually take a breath.” 
 
    “In the house?” Juniper asked. “He’s only ever known Tartarus. I think it would be jarring.” 
 
    “What are our other options, luv? We need to get him out of there.” 
 
    I agreed, but he’d been in Tartarus his entire life. I didn’t want him suffering, but what was another few minutes of discussing it going to do? We needed to figure out what would be best for him. 
 
    “Then what?” I asked. “When we get him home? We use a kid to fight a war for us? I… I can’t…” 
 
    “We can talk about that later,” Jasmine said, her eyes looking at the crowd watching us. “For now, I think we need to get him. Maybe we should bring him here.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “In front of all these people?” 
 
    She put her hand on my arm, silently asking me to give her the benefit of the doubt. Quietly, she said, “Here, where there are no humans. Where if something happens, these are the people who he’d be surrounded by.” 
 
    An awful thought, but one that I understood. Humans couldn’t protect themselves against even the weakest of demigods, and this boy was so much more than that. “What if they hurt him?” 
 
    “They won’t,” my sister growled. Power bubbled in her, barely reaching my insides. I nodded at her, agreeing on who we would protect. 
 
    I held my hand out to her, and she knew to give me the coin. When she placed it in my hand, it felt too heavy. It looked exactly like the one we’d had the last time we marched on the underworld. I made myself stare at the seers, letting it soak in that they were fine. This time wouldn’t be like last time. It would never be like that again. 
 
    “Who’s coming with me?” I asked. 
 
    Jasper stepped forward, the god willing to help me with this terrible task. I didn’t want any of the girls down there, as shitty and sexist as it sounded. I didn’t want my sister to see the boy in Tartarus, and I thought Jasmine and Juniper had been through enough. Thankfully, no one fought when Verin stepped to my other side. 
 
    “I’m not bleeding for you,” I nearly roared out into the open. “Hermes, get over here.” 
 
    I threw the coin to the middle of the stage, unwilling to do much more than that. We were the ones doing the gods a favor, and I wouldn’t grovel or beg for them to help us. It would’ve been pointless, and they didn’t deserve it. 
 
    Hermes showed up, silent as he bent to pick up the coin. He flipped it in his hands, Heracles stepping back and out of the view of the cameras. He stood close to Callie as she held her mic, watching everything unfold. Her family couldn’t even stand around her, leaving the girl pretty much alone. I was really, really ready for that to be finished. 
 
    Hermes cleared his throat, looking to me and the boys. “You ready?” 
 
    Ready to fucking kill you. “Yeah,” I said coldly. “Let’s get this over with.” I looked to Jasmine, nodding toward Callie. She hurried over and dragged our friend into the cluster of girls, keeping her safe from yet another person I wanted to hurt. It. Even Heracles had called this boy it. I wouldn’t forgive him for that. 
 
    The world shifted around us, throwing me off kilter to the point where I almost fell over. The only problem being that I didn’t know which direction to fall if that happened. Nothing felt solid and I couldn’t even tell where my feet landed. The world turned black around me, and I couldn’t feel anything when I reached out. 
 
    Falling. Am I falling? I moved my arms and legs and they didn’t meet with anything. It wasn’t real; this fake reality as we went to a part of the underworld I truly thought I’d never see. I wouldn’t have to stay. I knew that. It still left dread in my chest as I worried I would never see Jasmine again. I tried picturing her face, but could only imagine her eyes. 
 
    That blackness didn’t fade away when it felt like the moving had stopped. I thought I might have been wrong about the moving because I couldn’t see a thing. Everything was black, with vague shapes floating through it. They shifted, making noises that sounded like my friends. 
 
    “Forward,” Hermes said. “Walk only where I tell you.” 
 
    I took a step, though it didn’t feel like I moved. I made my body go, that dread in my chest growing. I tried to picture Jasmine again. If I could hold onto her eyes, then I would remember that this wouldn’t last forever. Jasmine, Jasmine, Jasmine. My girl waited for me, and I was so, so grateful that she didn’t come with me. 
 
    Her image began to slip from my mind, vanishing like sand between my fingers. No more Jasmine. No more Kizzy. No more house. No more life to get back to. Only this pit of blackness and my body moved like I was trying to walk through water. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t scream. My insides had been scooped out and left on the dirt. 
 
    Why… why had I come here? There must have been a reason for it, but I couldn’t find it no matter how hard I searched. Then I lost the will to search for it, the reason not mattering anymore. It seemed so perfectly pointless. Everything lacked a point when you ended up here in Tartarus, no matter what you did. 
 
    Something started to glow in front of me. I felt them. The emotions were so strong that I could make out a picture in my mind. I moved faster, feeling the ground under me for the first time, and then I heard metal shifting. 
 
    “Get him, get out,” Hermes ordered as the scene became clearer. “Go.” 
 
    I moved with Jasper and Verin, leading them through a dark cage where I could feel bodies. They hummed with power and interest and threats that went unspoken. I didn’t want to focus on them. In the corner, I saw a boy. A boy with gray hair and his head down. 
 
    And I thought my heart would stop. 
 
    Nothing and everything. It radiated off of him like wind and fire. Just a blank boy sitting curled up on himself, alone in hell. His soul was a hurricane and his heart was a pit. My stomach turned as everything in my world shifted, focused on saving him. I wasn’t good for much, but I would make myself be good for him. 
 
    My chest sank, emotions that didn’t belong to me beginning to take over. I couldn’t count how many people were inside the cage, but I knew they were so much more than I could ever be. These beasts had been trapped so they wouldn’t tear the world apart. And we had been sent here. Me and my family sent here as our reward. A person. The gods thought that we were qualified to walk among titans, or they didn’t think it would have mattered if they killed us. We were the latest in a line of heroes that would probably end up dead before we hit thirty. I knew before that we meant nothing to the gods, but it had never felt so real as it did when I stood in hell. 
 
    The boy sat at my feet, not even looking up when we arrived. I couldn’t tell how aware of his surroundings he was, but I just wanted to tell him it would be okay. Even though it wouldn’t be okay, because the gods had plans for him. Plans I couldn’t protect him from. I could only get him out of hell and make damn sure he didn’t end up there again. I wouldn’t allow it. The boy had felt enough cruelty in his life already. 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder, fear, and anger shooting through him and into me. When I tried containing it, my raised magic made the other people in the cage start to look over. I didn’t have time to be kind. Jasper, Verin, and I pulled the boy from his cage, and Hermes brought us topside. 
 
    When we landed on the stage, my chest heaved as light exploded back into my world. It made my eyes burn, but I didn’t let go of the boy. Jasper had his other shoulder, keeping him in place as he knelt on the stage in front of so many strangers that didn’t care about any of us. It seemed like an extra cruelty. Why did the gods do that to us? I didn’t understand how we could obey them and still get treated this way. 
 
    Even with the crowd and the two gods around us, I could only stare at the boy below me. His hair was still gray in the light, messy and wrong. His body was thin, but he looked like he would be tall. His eyes stayed on the ground, so I couldn’t tell what color they were. I could see his face though, and it killed me. When I looked at him, I could only see a young boy. Someone too young to know the life behind him, and too young to face the life ahead of him. 
 
    My fury burned again, pushing at my skin as it tried to break free. Maybe I would let it.
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   I didn’t think people calling us heroes had gotten to our heads. I certainly didn’t feel like a hero and nor did Zander. I couldn’t imagine that the others felt that way either. And yet, I had to wonder if we started to believe we were infallible when Zander, Verin, and Jasper all appeared in front of us, with a kid on the ground at their feet. 
 
    He looked normal, which struck me first. I didn’t know what I had been expecting from a child of a titan and a demigod, but a normal kid hadn’t been it. 
 
    Then the small details started to fill in. He had gray hair that hung lankly around his face, ice blue eyes, and skin so pale that it looked like it had never seen sunlight. Because it hadn’t. On a human, this would have been unhealthily pale, but he couldn’t die from small things, like being deprived of the sun. He also looked skinny, like he had never had a proper meal in his life. Thin patches of dirt touched his body here and there, his clothing—which looked a lot like what one would wear outside of Tartarus. I decided not to wonder how he had come across the too small pants and t-shirt. 
 
    The last thing I noticed, though, was the look in his eyes. 
 
    We had been so mad with the gods for tricking us in this way, we had been so focused on getting the kid out of Tartarus, we hadn’t really given ourselves a chance to think. He had been just a kid to us, one that needed someone to save him. A kid who had been living in hell for so long… as in his entire life. A kid who might not have been able to speak words in any language, a kid who probably couldn’t read. A kid that might not have even known that a world existed outside of Tartarus. 
 
    And we had yanked him out of the only life he knew, the only life he had ever known, and dropped him in the middle of a stage full of people. Because we hadn’t taken a second to think that this boy didn’t know what a camera was, what lights were, what a stage looked like. He didn’t know any of it. 
 
    We had wanted to make sure he couldn’t hurt anyone humans, but we hadn’t taken a second to wonder how much damage he could do to demigods. 
 
    His eyes filled with a manic kind of fear, the kind that wiped away all thought. 
 
    “Zander!” I shouted, trying to make him focus on the boy. 
 
    My fella started to turn toward the boy, but at the sound of my voice, the kid had whipped around to stare at me. 
 
    I put my hands up, but then I wondered if he had ever seen someone do even that, the smallest gesture that meant, hey, I won’t hurt you. “It’s okay,” I said. 
 
    The kid stumbled to his feet, his eyes still darting around. He backed away from the boys. Zander started to step forward, but he thought better of it. He and Jasper were big guys. If they marched toward the kid, how would he know that they didn’t mean him any harm? 
 
    Kizzy moved toward him. “We’re not going to hurt you, okay? Everything is going to be fine.” She swallowed thickly at the lie. “Let’s get you somewhere calmer, somewhere with fewer people.” 
 
    The kid focused on her face. His chest pumped up and down, while the fear hadn’t left his eyes. 
 
    Kizzy took another step toward him. 
 
    And someone in the crowd let out a whoop of excitement. As the rest of the crowd joined in, I understood beyond a shadow of a doubt, that we had lost the boy. 
 
    His eyes filled with panic and terror, he lashed out. I felt the power, even if I couldn’t see it. A tidal wave of energy crashed into the entire stage. All the remaining lights shattered as one, raining glass down on all our heads. The wood beneath our feet exploded. Shards of it sliced through my arms and shoulders and face, making me scream in surprise. I stumbled back, but I found that the stage had disappeared beneath my feet. I would have fallen fifteen feet to the ground below if Kizzy hadn’t whipped up some plants to catch me. 
 
    I clawed my way back onto the stage just as the boys tried to subdue our baby titan. 
 
    Zander spoke in soothing tones, using a voice powered by godly magic. “It’s okay, calm down. Just sit down.” 
 
    The words seemed to have no effect on the kid, who thrashed against Verin and Jasper as they tried to restrain him. He ripped his arm free of Verin and punched my brother in the chest hard enough to make him fly five feet back. Kizzy stopped trying to control plants and ran to her husband, shouting his name. 
 
    I heard creaking behind me and turned around. 
 
    The audience seats made the noise. I could still feel his magic washing throughout the entire building. My heart thumped. 
 
    “Aster, Micha!” I shouted. 
 
    They jumped out of the way, taking Callie with them, as the seats collapsed. Dozens of demigods screamed as they fell. 
 
    I rushed toward the boy, my mind racing. How did one talk to someone who had gone through so much pain? Who had been hurt in so many ways? How would I calm him down? 
 
    Before I got even a partial answer, I found myself standing in front of the boy, saying the same words over and over again. “It’s okay. We’re not going to hurt you. It’s okay…” 
 
    His panicked eyes met mine for a second, and I thought that I had his attention. I kept saying those words, not touching him. I couldn’t imagine what hell he faced down in Tartarus, but I doubted he had any pleasant memories of physical contact. 
 
    “Where…” the boy said. 
 
    For a moment, I was shocked that he knew English. Then I tried to soothe him again, by answering his question. “This is Earth,” I said. “This is the living world, where people live before they go to where you’re from; if they’re bad people anyway.” 
 
    The boy continued to stare at me. 
 
    Juniper appeared next to me, and I almost wanted to shove my sister out of the way, to keep her safe from this boy who didn’t know any better. 
 
    Juniper held her hand out. “Let’s get away from all these people. I promise that I’ll explain.” 
 
    He backed away. Each step felt like a slap to my face. Then again, why should he trust me? Did he even know what trust was, being from Tartarus? 
 
    The kid’s eyes darted all around. 
 
    I thought that I might have been able to get him to trust me. Or, if not trust, at least to follow me. 
 
    And the crowd ruined it. 
 
    One of the Zeus demigods roared. Electricity or lightning, I didn’t even know, crackled from the lights above us. 
 
    “No!” Juniper shouted. 
 
    Verin started running for the idiot, but the damage had been done. A streak of power shot from one of the lights and slammed right into the kid. He flew backward with the scent of burned clothing filling the air. 
 
    And that power rose from within him again, stronger and more potent than before. It crackled along my nerves, making it hard for me to breathe. I had two seconds to decide what to do. Did I try to talk to the kid again, to make him trust me, or did I save my family? 
 
    I grabbed Juniper and Zander each and threw us all to the side. We hit the ground, curling around ourselves just as that power unleashed into the room. 
 
    The entire building shook. I didn’t know if the gods had done something to this building to keep humans out, but I hoped that they had. The creaking turned into groaning, then cracking. Something fell onto my shoulder. I curled up tighter as Kizzy shouted something. 
 
    A rumbled started above me. I blinked, opening my eyes. A dome of vines had formed around everyone Kizzy could easily reach. Things fell on the dome, some of them sounding quite heavy. 
 
    Kizzy stood off to the side, her eyes wide, her body shaking with effort. Sweat beaded on her forehead, while her teeth ground together. 
 
    “Verin!” Juniper shouted. 
 
    “Right here, luv,” he called back, pulling himself free of the Zeus demigods. The idiots that had caused this current mess. 
 
    Zander scrambled to his feet, cursing. “Kizzy, bring the dome down. I think he’s done with whatever he’s doing.” 
 
    My sister-in-law dropped her arms and almost collapsed. Jasper caught her at the last second, pulling her into his lap. The vines vanished before our eyes, leaving us to stare at a dark sky. 
 
    The building had collapsed. 
 
    The kid had brought the entire building down with about as much effort as I would use to open a jar of pickles. 
 
    “Where is he?” Zander asked, turning in a tight circle. I looked around as well, my mouth feeling dry all of the sudden. The baby titan had vanished, which had my heart thundering in my chest. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said. 
 
    “That about sums it up,” a familiar voice said. 
 
    I turned around to find Hermes standing only a few feet away from us, a scowl on his face. He picked his way through the rubble, ignoring some of the Zeus demigods that Kizzy hadn’t managed to get under her dome. They groaned and shifted, healing rapidly. So at least no one had died. “You were supposed to control him,” Hermes said. 
 
    I felt the urge to shout at him for talking about his grandson in such a way. He hadn’t cared about the kid his entire life, but he put the blame on us for not taking control of him immediately? Fucking rich. 
 
    Zander turned to the guy and probably would have said something that would get him blasted to next Tuesday if I hadn’t put my hand on his arm. 
 
    “I’m sorry if we don’t know how to handle the son of a titan,” I growled. 
 
    “Well, you need to figure it out. Find him.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Verin asked, raising an eyebrow. “You ignore him for his entire life and now he’s our problem?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hermes said. “That’s what the trials were all about. You had to prove that you could handle him if you wanted him.” 
 
    “We didn’t want him!” Juniper said. “We didn’t think it was a him! We thought it was a weapon.” 
 
    “He is a weapon!” Hermes shouted right back at her. “He’s the best tool we have for this upcoming war!” 
 
    “He’s a person.” Zander growled the words through his teeth. Again, I gripped his arm to keep him from going too far. I wanted to fight Hermes as much as he did, but we couldn’t give in to those impulses. 
 
    “That child is not a person,” Hermes said. “He’s a list of traumas and powers, and we need to get him under control, now. Do you think he’s going to be easy on any humans that he comes across? Do you think that he’s going to understand any of what’s going on? He’s a danger.” 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” Zander demanded. 
 
    Hermes glowered. “His mother’s, for not listening to us when we told her not to go where she shouldn’t. That’s whose fault it is. This boy should never have been born, and that’s why we left him in Tartarus, hoping that that pit would take care of him. You need to prove to us that you can handle him, or we’ll put him down like a dog. Do you understand?” 
 
    For the first time, I could see Hermes as a god, an Olympian. The way he stared at us, the harsh line of his jaw, the power flickering off of him, it all culminated into one clear threat. Do this or die. 
 
    “That boy could help us keep the world functioning,” Hermes said. “Or he can destroy it. Do you want to be the reason children die? That people who don’t know what’s going on get maimed? Do you want more buildings to fall?” 
 
    “Okay!” I shouted. “We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Hermes looked me in the eye. “You better.”
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   W e sat in our own living room, silent as this moment that should have been wonderful, only stung. We came home to regroup and plan, though we’d been convinced our homecoming would be peaceful. I should have listened when Heracles said the trials would be the easy part. Maybe I’d just been so miserable and stressed that I’d hoped it had been a lie they told to make it worse. 
 
    Persephone and Medusa leaned against the far wall, both with their arms crossed as they stared at the floor. It was easy to hate the gods as a whole for what a few did. I had a few seconds when we got home where I didn’t want to look at Persephone, not realizing that she hadn’t been in on this cruel decision made for a boy who did nothing wrong. 
 
    “I must have been topside when he was born,” Persephone said. “And Verin’s dumbass father didn’t think to mention this to me when I got back home. He’ll be hearing about it next time I see him.” 
 
    Even as one of the more empathetic gods, Persephone felt more irritated by this than rattled, like the rest of us. I felt this pain in my soul, and she saw this as a papercut between her fingers. 
 
    “We have to find him, obviously,” Kizzy stated. “But I don’t know what to do when we actually find him. Are we supposed to bring him to the house? Our neighbors are human.” 
 
    “Mostly,” Aster said from the other couch, where he sat with Callie and Micha. “The problem is that there really isn’t a lot of places we can bring a person like him where everyone would be safe. A field in the middle of nowhere is pretty much it.” 
 
    No, I didn’t want to keep him locked up or isolated. “He deserves to have some kind of normal life.” 
 
    “He’s not really capable of that right now,” Medusa reminded me. “I know that this is tearing your heart out, but that makes him no less dangerous. He can do a lot of damage. He will do a lot of damage.” 
 
    “What does that mean for us then?” Jasper asked. “We have to catch him, and we don’t have any idea what to do with him after. And the gods want us, they want us to use him as a weapon. Do they think we’re going to willingly send a kid off to murder people for us? For them?” 
 
    Persephone looked up at him, pausing for a long moment. “Sometimes you have to do awful things, even if it guts you. I understand your feelings, but innocent people could die.” 
 
    “He’s innocent people,” Jasmine snapped. “Why does he have to tear himself apart for a war that he had nothing to do with?” 
 
    No one answered the question, because we all knew the answer already. Because this was how the gods worked. Everyone had to sacrifice for them, and it didn’t matter if they deserved it or not. The gods didn’t lose things. They didn’t give things up. We all did so they didn’t have to. 
 
    “We can try and talk him down,” Juniper suggested. “If we calm him down, then he can come home.” 
 
    “Is this going to be his home then?” her brother asked. 
 
    “He can stay with us,” Callie offered. Her boys stared at her, eyes wide with fear. She calmly explained. “He’s terrified and that’s why he lashed out. All he needs is to know he’s safe and to have people who can be gentle with him. He’s only ever known violence. He’s only ever known hell. If we show him that there can be more than that, then he’ll be okay.” 
 
    “It’ll be overwhelming,” I said. “I don’t know what that would do to him.” 
 
    “We have to find out,” Callie said. “Like it or not, that boy is our responsibility and we need to take care of him.” 
 
    “Since we all know the gods won’t bother,” Aster added, paused, and then looked at Persephone. “No offense.” 
 
    She waved him off. 
 
    I let out a breath. “So, we just have a son now? If we manage to calm the kid down… he’s ours?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jasmine said. “I think he is.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to do with that. It was too much to deal with right after all the shit we’d been through. We didn’t even get to sleep before handling this. Right into the fire we went. 
 
    “We should head off now,” Juniper said. “That boy is out there alone and probably causing damage. I…” She looked around the house, her expression mournful as Verin took her hand. “Who’s going to watch Nemo?” 
 
    “We can take turns,” Kizzy said. “Persephone, I guess you guys should head off. Let us know if you hear anything.” 
 
    They agreed before leaving. 
 
    I stayed seated, my eyes fixed on the window. The anger came back to me pretty fast as I thought about how we would spend the next I didn’t know how many days of our lives. This wasn’t fair. It felt like we’d completed our trials, only to get slapped in the face and made to feel foolish. They could have told us we were competing for a person. The gods didn’t want to do that, and I couldn’t help but think that they knew how we would feel. We wouldn’t play such a cruel game when a life hung in the balance. 
 
    “Who goes first?” Jasmine asked, her head resting on her chin. “I don’t even know how to go about this.” 
 
    “I can go,” Callie said with a raised hand. 
 
    “No,” I nearly growled. “You three are staying home and with whoever else is staying back. Aster is the only one of you that’s as strong as me and Kizzy, and I’m not bringing a seventeen-year-old with us.” 
 
    Aster sighed but nodded. “I would rather stay with Callie. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I said. 
 
    Micha shot me a glare. “I’m a Hunter. I can handle myself. This is the sort of thing I should be off doing anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe, and if this kid punches you, it could kill you. I’m sorry, but you aren’t durable enough for something like this. The rest of us can heal. We can get our throats slit and our lungs crushed, and we’ll be healed in seconds. This is not negotiable.” 
 
    He went silent. 
 
    “I’m going,” Verin said. “I don’t know if it would even be helpful, but maybe something about who my father is could help the situation. Maybe I could make some kind of connection.” 
 
    If Verin was going, that meant Juniper would too. They already stood together, hand in hand as they prepared. We needed her to transport us anyway, so her going had never been in question. I hoped she would be okay with going on this entire journey. 
 
    Then it came down to the last two couples because, of course, it had to go down like that. I stared at my sister, not wanting her to be in any kind of danger. I knew I couldn’t hold her back from everything, and she could fight her own battles. I still wished I could save her from all the hurting I knew she would feel. 
 
    “I want to go,” Jasmine said from beside me. “I want to be there when we find him.” 
 
    Her brother seemed to agree. “Zander can try and feel out his emotions and influence them if you get close enough. Are you guys okay if Kezia and I stay here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, relief washing through me. “We’ll keep you updated and figure out when to do the switching. With any luck, we won’t have to be out long enough for that.” 
 
    Everyone stayed silent, reminding me that we didn’t get that lucky. 
 
    Juniper moved to stand with those of us leaving, taking a deep breath as she prepared to use magic. I felt her power tingling as it rose around us, and I braced myself for what would come. 
 
    I didn’t want this. That went without saying. I wanted to stay in my house, my girlfriend next to me as we bickered about who did the best wooing. That had been taken from us the moment we went down to Tartarus. I wanted it back. I wanted a kid not to be the key to winning a war started because of arrogance. If anyone died, it wouldn’t be on me or my family. 
 
    It would be on the gods.
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