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    To the Oz lovers and Khara fans, 
 
    thanks for waiting on this one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Culminating forces,  
 
    Of gods and wings and dread, 
 
    Are coming for the princess now,  
 
    Wherever she dare tread. 
 
    The lost souls seek to claim her,  
 
    The Dark Ones wish her wed, 
 
    But the faceless evil hunting her, 
 
    Won’t rest until she’s dead. 
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    I stood outside the familiar door, a notable absence at my side. The Dark One had left me to meet Demeter on my own, claiming he needed to secure the perimeter while I was inside, though I could not fathom why. We were secluded in the woods, not a soul to be found for miles. But as with everything Oz did, his motives were inexplicable, though undoubtedly present.  
 
    And I was not privy to them. 
 
    What I could only assume was trepidation coursed through my body when I thought of what I was about to do. Confronting Demeter was something I had never done, but now I had reasons beyond my own to do just that. If she was harboring Persephone or knew her whereabouts, I would know by the time I was finished.  
 
    One way or another, I was going to track down Hades’ wife. 
 
    As I raised my hand to rap on the door, it opened, seemingly of its own volition. There was no one standing there to greet me. Pushing it wider, I walked in to find my adoptive mother on the other side of the room, her expression every bit as tense and bitter as it always had been when I returned to her. It was as though nothing had changed.  
 
    And yet everything had. 
 
    “Demeter,” I said coldly, stopping in the center of the modest cabin. The isolation she had kept me in for centuries appeared to have been not only for my benefit. She liked living deep in nature, far away from human contact, though she had rarely been around during the six months each year I had spent as her ward. She could not tolerate the sight of me.  
 
    “Khara,” she replied in an equally icy tone, leaning against the rustic wooden cabinets behind her.  
 
    “I will keep this encounter brief for both our sakes. Where is Persephone?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed slightly. “The covenant has been broken,” she said as though I were daft. “She is in the Underworld, where she will remain indefinitely.” 
 
    “And yet she is not,” I countered, stepping deeper into the room. 
 
    “Impossible,” she said, her features tightening. 
 
    “She has done something—something unthinkable—and I must find her. It would be wise of you to share her whereabouts with me before the others track her down. I may show her mercy. I cannot promise that much from the others who hunt her.” 
 
    “Who?” she asked, tightening her grip on the cup in her hand. “Who hunts her?” 
 
    “Many do. Myself, the Patronus Ceteri, the Dark One—” 
 
    “Dark One?” she gasped. The sharp sound of her mug shattering on the floor accented her surprise. “Then they have found you…” Her words were merely a whisper. I watched her trembling hand pale as she put it to her mouth. It was as though she were trying to put back the statement that had just escaped her lips.  
 
    “They have,” I replied, taking another step toward her.  
 
    She leaned away. “Persephone is not here,” she managed to say while staring me down with a new intensity; one driven by fear. “I have not seen her since she was taken to the Underworld before her time.” 
 
    “I do not believe you,” I said, striding toward her. She all but stumbled backward over herself as she tried to maintain distance between us. 
 
    “You must go now.” Her voice was strong but shaky. It gave me pause.  
 
    Then I watched as her eyes rolled back in her head and she fell to the ground, mumbling indecipherable words as she convulsed. Foamy drool pooled at the corners of her mouth as her head banged rhythmically against the floor. When I moved toward her, attempting to come to her aid, the cadence of her seizure increased and became more violent. 
 
    I retreated a step. The jerking slowed. 
 
    Another step. The incoherent rambling ceased. 
 
    Another step. Her head fell limp against the floor. 
 
    Then a voice from behind me drew my attention. I turned to find Oz hovering in the doorway, his expression a dark look of concern.  
 
    “Time to go, new girl.” 
 
    “What is happening to her?” 
 
    His dark expression grew tighter. “She’s overcome with fear.” 
 
    “Fear? Fear of what?” 
 
    He hesitated for only a moment. “What you’ve become.”  
 
    I stood there motionless, contemplating his mysterious words. Demeter had always known of whom I was born. Surely she could not have been surprised that I would take after my mother in some way; and that I would harbor some of my father’s traits as well. 
 
    “What exactly does she think I’ve grown to be?” 
 
    Oz’s eyes drifted to the unconscious former goddess on the floor, then back to me. His hesitation was plain. The struggle for words played out in the tight set of his features and the sharp furrow of his brow. He was weighing precisely how much he should tell me, which implied that he knew far more about my adoptive mother than he had ever let on. 
 
    With a sharp exhale, he finally spoke. 
 
    “Her worst nightmare realized. Now, let’s go. We need to get back to your brothers.” 
 
    He turned and stepped outside without so much as a glance back at Demeter and me. I looked down at her on the floor, her breathing fast and shallow but steady, and I wondered what kind of monster she saw when she looked at me—I wondered if she had always seen it when she looked upon my face. Her absence during my time on Earth would have been more understandable if that were true.  
 
    I was far more than a simple burden to her.  
 
    With that weight upon me, I left her alone in the house I had spent half of my life in and joined Oz. He took one look at me, then launched into the sky with me close behind. We flew straight back to the Victorian.  
 
    We had much to discuss with the others.  
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    When we walked through the front door of the Victorian, a sense of calm enveloped me. My home away from home had not changed while so many other things had. I could hear my boisterous brothers in the living room discussing something of importance, though their conversation came to an abrupt halt when they heard Oz and me enter. 
 
    “Where in the hell have you been?” Kierson shouted at me as I strode into the room. 
 
    “I had something I needed to do. Something I had to do alone.” 
 
    His wary glance fell upon Oz, then back to me. “You don’t look very alone.” 
 
    “I have found that arguing with Oz is the very definition of futile, so I did not bother. He would have only followed me if I had gone without him.” 
 
    Seeing the truth in my words, Kierson decided to forgo an argument and instead wrapped his arms around me. He pulled me into an embrace, and I felt a small stir in my heart. 
 
    “What? No hug for me?” the Dark One asked as he walked past us to take up his normal post on the stairs.  
 
    “Fuck off, Oz.” 
 
    “Ah, there’s the welcome I’m used to. Never gets old.” 
 
    “If a warm reception is what you seek, then perhaps you should join Kaine and the others,” Pierson said. “How many times must you be told? This is not your home anymore. You chose your path when you betrayed us and Khara and embraced your darkness.” My brother stared beyond Oz, as though he could see his black wings spread wide behind him. 
 
    “My path is the same as hers,” Oz replied, nodding toward where Kierson and I stood. “Where she stays, I stay.” 
 
    “We moved Hades into your room after you disappeared this time,” Pierson said. There was no apology in his explanation. 
 
    “Oz can stay with me,” Casey offered, standing up from the couch he had been sprawled upon. “It’ll be fun.” Nothing about the menace in my brother’s expression implied fun. It did, however, promise pain. 
 
    “He will stay with me in the basement,” I said. “He is my problem to deal with, not yours.” 
 
    Every head in the room turned toward me, a menagerie of interesting expressions assessing my own. They did not need to voice their concerns—I shared every one of them that went unspoken—but they did nothing to negate the fact that what I had said was true. Oz was my albatross, not theirs. “Now, I do not wish to argue. I would, however, like an update on where things stand with those that escaped the Oudeis.” 
 
    “We’ve dealt with a lot of them,” Drew said from the far side of the room. “We think those that remain may have discovered what Hermes did.”  
 
    “You think they have become corporeal?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    What an unappealing thought that was, given the method required to accomplish that feat. Dead virgins would litter Detroit, their half-eaten corpses left for the animals to dispose of. 
 
    “That fact changes nothing,” Pierson interjected. “We find and dispatch them regardless. That is what needs to be done.” 
 
    It was clear to me in that moment just how large a void had been left in the wake of Drew’s death and subsequent return from the Underworld. How the death magic performed to bring him back had permanently altered both him and the dynamic between the PC brothers of Detroit. They no longer had a clear and present leader. Instead, the role was now divided amongst them. Drew had been the resounding voice of command when I’d first arrived; without him, my fate would undoubtedly have been different. It was hard to watch my brothers flounder with the fall of his leadership. I hoped they would find a way to rise above it. 
 
    “We will, but there are other issues we need to discuss,” I said, looking at the stairs where Oz stood, leaning on the banister. “Mainly the unrest in the Underworld.” 
 
    “Unrest?” Casey asked.  
 
    “When we originally returned there to find Persephone, the veils had fallen. The souls were loose. They have taken out my father’s army—his allies. We saw the situation firsthand, and it was formidable to say the least. We returned today before stopping to see Demeter—it has only gotten worse.” 
 
    “Can they escape? Like the others?”  
 
    “I do not think so. It appears that they are still held back by the Acheron—for now.” 
 
    “A small mercy indeed,” Pierson said, looking over to Oz. “What is your assessment of the situation? Perhaps if you prove yourself useful, you may earn back your place in this house.” 
 
    “It is as Khara said,” Oz replied, addressing my brothers. “A total shitshow.” 
 
    “What of Persephone?” a hollow voice called down from the top of the stairs. Hades appeared, his cheeks sunken and eyes empty. “What of my wife?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer him, but a sharp look from Oz gave me pause. 
 
    “We did not see her there,“ he replied on my behalf. “Aery could not confirm her whereabouts.” 
 
    “And Hecate?” Casey asked. His expression was unreadable as he inquired about his estranged mother. 
 
    “No sign of her either.” 
 
    “I had hoped Demeter could help us with this matter—that she might perhaps know where Persephone is,” I added, drawing attention back to me. 
 
    “Why would she?” Casey asked, taking a step toward me. “You’re not telling us something…what are you hiding?” 
 
    My traitorous eyes drifted up to where my father stood. I did not want to tell him what I knew to be true—that his beloved had betrayed him in a way he would never recover from. That he may have lost his kingdom because of her. The irony was that I knew he would have given it away if it would have pleased her. The thought made me loathe her even more. 
 
    “Father,” I started, walking to the stairs where Hades stood motionless. The fear in his eyes was notable and impossible to avoid. “The truth is that Persephone was not in the Underworld when we arrived—” 
 
    “Khara!” Oz growled, grabbing my arm as I passed. My head swiveled slowly to look at him, then at his hand wrapped tightly around my bicep. He released me with a snarl, and I continued up the stairs. 
 
    “She is gone, Father. She has escaped.” 
 
    “But that’s not possible,” he replied, his words a mere whisper. “The covenant has fallen…she is relegated to the Underworld.” 
 
    “I understand that, but it is true nonetheless. Aery was quite clear that Persephone was nowhere to be found. She looked for her specifically—to keep her safe for you.” 
 
    “Then where is my wife? Why has she not come to me?” 
 
    I stopped short of where he loomed on the final step. “I believe she has not come for you because she was the mastermind behind Zeus’ escape. I believe she betrayed you to release him, and she used me to that end. I believe that the love you feel for her and thought she felt in return has always been a lie.” I paused for a moment to let those harsh realities settle in. “I am sorry, Father. I wish it were not true…” 
 
    “It isn’t,” he snapped, grabbing me by my shoulders. “These are lies fed to you by that creature to whom you have been tethered. The one you need to rid yourself of.” 
 
    “The one that can hear you,” Oz added. There was no humor in his tone as he said those words.  
 
    “I don’t care if you can hear me,” Hades hissed through his teeth. “You are a plague upon her that needs to be remedied.” 
 
    “That’s one way to look at it,” Oz replied, feigning boredom. But I could feel his anger growing—his irritation with Hades’ blindness regarding Persephone. “Or maybe you are. You brought Deimos into her life. You left the Underworld in shambles. I can help keep her safe, which is far more than you can offer, isn’t it, Soul Keeper?” 
 
    My father’s eyes narrowed at the insult.  
 
    “I do not require your assistance, Oz,” I said. “I can manage just fine on my own. With my family…” 
 
    “Your family is busy dealing with the souls you let out, new girl. They’re a bit preoccupied at the moment. And since Daddy Dearest has weakened power and no authority on Earth, he’s about as useful as you were before you came into yours. You’re stuck with me whether you like it or not. You have enemies coming at you from every angle, and Hades will soon as well. You cannot simultaneously fight them all and watch your back.” 
 
    “And you will do this—watch my back?” I asked, staring him down. “Or will you stab me in it as you did my brothers?” 
 
    His expression hardened. “I haven’t yet…” 
 
    “Such a comforting sentiment.” I returned my attention to my father, his anger surrounding him like a dark aura. “Father, I want to find Persephone. She must answer for what she has done.” 
 
    “What you think she has done, Khara.” 
 
    “Either way, she must be found to prove her guilt or innocence.” 
 
    He nodded reluctantly in agreement. A painful image came to mind: my father holding a sword above Persephone’s head, poised to bring it down upon the traitor. There were tears in his eyes as he did. If she had in fact betrayed him, he would break. And the Underworld would be damned for eternity. 
 
    “So while we’re doing that,” Oz said, stepping down into the living room, “the rest of you can round up the souls that escaped.” 
 
    “We still have another matter to deal with,” Casey added, casting a glance over to Drew. “We don’t know who killed him.” 
 
    Indeed, that was true. Somehow in all the chaos surrounding his presence in the Underworld and his resurrection, the person behind his demise had been overlooked. Until that moment. 
 
    “Do we have any suspicions as to who it could be?” I asked, looking to Pierson, who had witnessed the attack in his premonition. 
 
    “I could not see him clearly,” he said, a hint of grief and anger in his tone, “but we have ideas.” 
 
    “We’ve been so busy with cleanup duty that we haven’t had an opportunity to find out,” Kierson added.  
 
    “But we will,” Casey growled, “and when we find the motherfucker, he’ll pay.” 
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    “Any chance you have a handle on how to sense the souls you so kindly housed inside your body?” Oz asked, the sarcasm thicker than normal in his tone. “That would really make this a lot easier.” I shot him a sharp glance and continued stalking through the downtown streets of Detroit. “Actually, not offering to help with this task at all would have made it—” 
 
    “What would make this easier is if you would be silent and take a different path,” I argued. “Splitting up would be the simplest solution.” 
 
    “Not a chance. I don’t trust your judgment yet, and likely never will. Besides, you’re always where the action is, which is right where I want to be.” 
 
    I suppressed the frown tugging at my mouth and headed down the alley. My brothers had said that the overwhelming majority of the souls had been located in the downtown area, so that is where we hunted them. The PC brothers all around the world had been alerted to the threat and told to inform us if any were found. According to Pierson, not one had been seen anywhere else.  
 
    I could not help but wonder why. 
 
    “I thought you and the dead had some deep connection,” I countered, “or do you say that only to torment Casey?” 
 
    My question was met with silence. I looked back to find Oz’s evil smile highlighted by the pale light of the moon. 
 
    “Which do you think?” 
 
    “Then are we to merely wander the streets in hopes that we happen upon one of the souls I released?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Something like that, I guess—unless you have a better idea.” His smile gave way to a purely predatory grin. “Or plans of another kind. I could definitely get on board with those.” 
 
    “My plans are quite simple: fix the mistake I made, find Persephone, and return my father to his rightful home.” 
 
    His grin fell. “Not quite what I had in mind.” 
 
    “Of that, I am certain,” I replied before continuing on into the darkness. With every step I took, I could feel Oz behind me, an ever-present reminder of the deals I had made and the things I had done. His Dark One status had done nothing to improve his demeanor, and yet there was a trust in him that I could not deny; an insufferable connection between us that would not let me go. 
 
    The more I pondered it, the less I wanted it to. 
 
    “And what are your plans for me?” I asked, turning his question on him. 
 
    Those harsh brown eyes narrowed, piercing deep inside of me. “I thought I’d made those pretty clear in the Underworld.” 
 
    “As clear as fog, yes,” I replied, pulling my gaze from his.  
 
    At that he laughed, the rough sound rolling over every inch of my skin. I stifled a shiver and picked up my pace. 
 
    Just as I was rounding a corner, Oz’s hand clamped down on my shoulder. He yanked me back into him, his grip on me tightening.  
 
    “Quiet,” he whispered in my ear. I hazarded a glance up at him and found a concrete expression on his face as he scoured our surroundings in search of an enemy I could not hear. Could not see. “We need to backtrack. Now.” 
 
    He whirled us around to flee down the alley, but a figure stood in our path. A large, broad-winged being with whom I had yet to be formally acquainted.  
 
    It seemed the time had finally come.  
 
    “Khara…” Kaine’s deep voice drifted toward me, strong and certain.  
 
    Oz’s hold on me tightened further. “What are you doing here, Kaine?” Oz asked. 
 
    “I came to see why you had not yet brought me that which you promised.” 
 
    Kaine stepped into the light and stared. His pale blue eyes raked over me in shameless evaluation of the prize he had come to claim—the one Oz had promised he would deliver—in order to save us from a war in the Underworld and spare my father, because Oz had known Hades lacked the power then to fight off Kaine and his army.  
 
    He lacked it even more so now. 
 
    “You seek me,” I said as I tried to pull free from Oz’s iron grip. When I failed, Kaine’s eyes flickered to the Dark One at my back, and a slow, alien smile crept across his angular face.  
 
    “Your behavior makes far more sense now,” Kaine said to him, “but it changes nothing.” 
 
    “It changes everything,” Oz argued. “I told you what you wanted to hear in the Underworld. Now I’m telling you the reality of things: she is not Dark, and you can never make her so. She is a being unlike any other. You can’t claim her…” 
 
    Kaine cocked his head, assessing Oz’s words. “You lied?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course I fucking lied. I said what you wanted to hear so you’d leave.” 
 
    “You never were especially trustworthy,” Kaine said. “Only Celia was bold enough to place her faith in you.” I flinched at Kaine’s reference to my real mother. 
 
    “And I never betrayed it, unlike some people,” Oz replied, his body rigid behind me, his tone like ice.  
 
    “You knew my mother,” I said, staring at Kaine—at those dark, lushly feathered wings that had once been as pure white as my mother’s. As Oz’s. 
 
    “I knew her well.” 
 
    “And you betrayed her?” 
 
    His expression never faltered. “Some see it that way. I wonder if you would feel the same if you heard the real story for yourself—not a tarnished version meant to twist your allegiance.” 
 
    “I have heard no story at all,” I replied.  
 
    Kaine’s strange smile returned. “Perhaps not even Ozereus the Bold can spin that tale enough to cast himself in a favorable light.” 
 
    “She’s not going with you, Kaine,” Oz said, stepping back a pace with me still caged in his arms.  
 
    “Will you stop me, brother? You alone against my army of Dark Ones?” 
 
    I felt the skin at my nape bristle at Kaine’s thinly veiled threat. “What makes you think that he would stand alone against you and your army?” I asked. For the first time, his expression faltered, if only slightly, allowing the surprise he felt to creep in. Tension gripped his large frame and held him in place. “You think I am a prize to be fought over and claimed—that I have no voice of my own? No power to wield against you? Challenge me and I assure you, you will learn the truth. Threaten him and the result will be the same.” 
 
    I could feel Zeus’ lightning coursing through my veins as my anger slowly grew. I was not a treasure to be bartered—unless I chose to barter myself. Those days had long since passed. 
 
    “You may feel differently when I arrive with my army en force next time.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Perhaps not.” 
 
    “You will join us, Khara,” he said, voice softer that time. It held a hint of the power Oz’s did when he spoke my name—a modicum of the Light energy that had once enlivened him. 
 
    “We shall see about that, Kaine,” I replied. 
 
    “As a show of good faith, allow me to share something with you before I leave.” 
 
    “Spit it out and go,” Oz growled. “We have shit to do.” 
 
    “I am well aware of your duties, Oz, as are the majority of the nasty things that inhabit this Earth. They’re very interested in Detroit; more specifically, in the Soul Keeper that resides here at the moment.” 
 
    Lightning crackled in my fingertips. “You dare to threaten my father?”  
 
    That time, Oz was unable to contain me. I stepped forward unhindered, my hands drifting up in front of me.  
 
    “It is not a threat,” Kaine replied, holding his ground like the leader he was. “It is a warning for your father’s sake. I know he is dear to you and you to him. I do not wish him ill. But others do. Many would seek to usurp him in hopes of taking the Underworld for themselves.” 
 
    “They will die if they try.” 
 
    His eyes drifted to my hands and the sparks flying from my fingertips. Shock marred his expression for a fraction of a second before he recovered. “I believe you may be correct, Khara. But even you cannot be everywhere at once. I would offer him sanctuary in the in-between, but I fear you do not trust me enough to accept it.” 
 
    “You would be correct.” 
 
    He inclined his head. “Perhaps that will change. I will be back for you soon, Khara. I hope you are able to help your father restore his throne before then.” His sharp eyes drifted over to Oz and they narrowed to a menacing stare. “Until next time, Ozereus…” 
 
    Without another word, Kaine shot straight up into the air, slicing his way between the towering buildings with a grace and precision that I had yet to achieve. Once the sky above was clear of the Dark One, I turned my attention to the one at my back. His expression was a shadowy mask of indifference.  
 
    “He’ll be back for you. He’s not bullshitting about that.” 
 
    “I did not think otherwise,” I said, heading back down the alley, “but I am not concerned about that. I am concerned for my father and the threat Kaine shared with us. If his words are true, and I see no reason for them to not be, then we have a greater problem than the souls wandering this city.” 
 
    “Persephone is still unaccounted for,” Oz said, striding along beside me. “She could be the one spreading the word, to see if someone else can do what she and Zeus could not.” 
 
    “If this is true, I will gut her alive,” I said under my breath, hands full of lightning flexing at my sides. “I will send her head to Kaine so he can see what happens to those that anger me.” 
 
    “I can get on board with that plan, new girl, but first we need to find her and deal with the threat against your father.” 
 
    I turned to look at him as we exited the alley, the harsh illumination from the streetlamp above casting even harsher shadows across his face.  
 
    “You care nothing for my father,” I said, doubt plain in my tone. “Why concern yourself with what hunts him?” 
 
    He froze, the sharp angles of his profile all I could see, but in them I could see the tension growing, the narrowly withheld anger begging to be let loose.  
 
    “Because I know you. Whatever comes for Hades will have to go through you first. You’ll throw yourself in its path, like you did Zeus’ lightning, as though you are invincible like your twin—but we don’t know if that’s true. And I’d prefer not to find out, if it’s all the same to you…” 
 
    “You wish to keep me alive?” 
 
    Slowly, that darkened expression turned to face me, his eyes narrowed to slits. “You keep things interesting…I told you once that I’d keep you around until you didn’t. And I’m nothing if not a man of my word.” 
 
    A wicked smile broke through that angry façade, his teeth gleaming.  
 
    “Then I shall do my best to remain entertaining, at least until my father can return to the Underworld.” 
 
    Before he could reply, I took to the clouds, shrouding myself in their cover. Oz was at my side moments later. In silence, we flew home, each of us lost in our own thoughts. Mine of Persephone’s death.  
 
    Oz’s, I could only imagine. 
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    “Time for a family meeting,” Oz announced as he walked into the Victorian.“Why’d you call us back here?” Casey demanded, his irritation at being summoned clear in the deep growl of his voice. That and the blade in his hand.  
 
    “We ran into Kaine tonight…” Oz let his words trail off as he observed my brothers’ expressions. All but Drew looked dutifully concerned by the news. He just looked lost. 
 
    “Before he left, he shared some distressing but not altogether surprising news,” I said, skipping over the threat he posed to me so they would focus on my father. “Word of Hades’ presence above has spread like wildfire. Unsavory beings of all kinds are coming for him. It is only a matter of time before they arrive on our doorstep.” 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting a few details?” Oz asked, staring down at me.  
 
    I ignored him entirely. “Someone is behind the dissemination of this information, and I believe it is Persephone, hoping to finish what she started. We need to find her—and we need to learn more about what is coming for my father.” 
 
    My brothers stood silent, assessing all I had said. I looked to the staircase, hoping my father would not appear to argue. His love for Persephone would be the death of him if I did nothing, and that was an outcome I would not allow.  
 
    The threat needed to be neutralized. 
 
    “I have a good idea where we can go to learn more about this,” Casey said, sheathing his blade. He stormed toward the front door with Kierson at his heels.  
 
    “I will shore up the wards,” Pierson said. He grabbed a tome off a nearby shelf and began rifling through it. Drew, who still looked hopelessly lost, said he would watch over my father, then disappeared upstairs. The trail of sadness he left in his wake was impossible to ignore. Every one of us in that room felt it.  
 
    None of us said a word.  
 
    “You coming, Khara?” Kierson asked.  
 
    I turned and looked at Oz. “Are we?” 
 
    “You go,” he said, shooting my brothers a warning glare. “I have something I need to do.” 
 
    “The last time you said shit like that, Deimos showed up with an army of Soul Stealers,” Kierson said. Apparently, the cut of Oz’s betrayal still festered. 
 
    “I’ll try not to bring home uninvited guests,” Oz said, turning his attention back to me. “Remember what I said—you are not invincible.” 
 
    I felt my eyebrow quirk at his words. “There is only one way to be sure.” 
 
    Before he could see the smile that threatened to give me away, I headed toward Kierson and Casey in the foyer. Together the three of us made our way out into the dark of night in search of information that could help keep my father safe.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, we found that and so much more. 
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    We stepped into the familiar space, my mind filled with memories of the last time we had come to the Masonic Temple. Back then, it had been to interrogate the gargoyles that filled the underbelly of the city. But this time felt different—more sinister. More personal. The hard set of Casey’s features told me as much. 
 
    “The last time we saw these assholes, they were helping the Soul Stealers,” Kierson said. “How do we know they’ve returned? Or that they can be trusted?” 
 
    “Because they won’t leave until their true master returns,” Casey replied, his tone harsh and low, tainted by an emotion I could not discern. 
 
    “Their true master?” I asked, my eyes still assessing the severe planes of his face.  
 
    It was only then that he stopped, halting his entrance into the main auditorium to turn and look at me. Almost hidden amid his roiling hostility and rigid features was a weariness that shadowed his eyes. Sadness, that was what I had heard in his tone, though the why of it was lost on me. How one could be simultaneously enraged and sad was unfathomable. 
 
    “The Dragon.” 
 
    Kierson took a step closer to me in response to Casey’s words, an act of protection from a presumed enemy. I had heard that name before, when I had first arrived to discover my brothers in Detroit. Casey had suggested that perhaps this Dragon could have been behind the Stealers’ resurgence, though he had quickly dismissed that possibility. He had taken something from the Dragon, he had said. That he would not return for a while.  
 
    A while seemed far shorter than implied. 
 
    “And should I fear this Dragon?” 
 
    His dark eyes narrowed, eclipsing any hint of the sadness I had seen. 
 
    “Not that you fear anything, Khara, but no, you shouldn’t fear him. You should fear what I’ll do to him if I find him here.” 
 
    “Casey—” 
 
    “No!” Casey’s roar interrupted whatever Kierson had planned to tell him. “If he’s here, I’m going to learn what we need to, and then I’m going to carve him and send him off again.” It was clear that Casey’s mind was set on the matter; that he would not be deterred from his feud with the Dragon, which appeared to have started not long before I arrived in Detroit. I only hoped we would learn something helpful in the process. 
 
    The distinct sound of nails dragging on glass brought our collective attention to the gargoyle perched on the window sill high above us. His grotesque smile grew wider as he stared us down. He looked far more amused than he should have, given how poorly their last encounter with Casey had gone. 
 
    “Azriel is dead,” the creature said. Though he did not have the serpent’s lisp that his predecessor had, there was a strange and distinct animal quality when he spoke, as though there were too many teeth in his mouth to properly form the words. The garbled, threatening sound of them would easily intimidate lesser prey. But we were not lesser; we were PC. 
 
    “And you will be in a moment if you don’t tell me what I want to know,” Casey said as the familiar echo of his shotgun cocking filled the silent room. I could feel Kierson’s body coil beside me, preparing for a fight. 
 
    “Azriel may have been cowed by your methods, but I am not,” the creature continued as though unaffected by Casey’s threat. He was not as wise as his previous leader. 
 
    “What new arrivals have we had in Detroit lately?” Casey continued, ignoring the gargoyle’s reply. 
 
    “I do not answer to you—” 
 
    Casey aimed his shotgun and blew out the window next to the gargoyle. Shards of glass rained down upon him in warning. “You do if you want to live. Now, anyone new in town we should know about? Any talk of hunting a certain immortal, maybe?” 
 
    “The Soul Keeper?” he asked, though it was clear from his mocking tone that he already knew the answer. That and the serpent’s smile he wore. “Someone like that, you mean?” 
 
    Another shotgun blast rang out through the building. This time, it grazed the beast’s cheek, and it hissed in response. 
 
    “Tell me what you know before my aim improves,” Casey warned. “You won’t get another chance.” 
 
    “There is an arrival you should know about. A troublesome one—for you.” 
 
    From the way the creature grinned at Casey, it was clear that his message carried a weight I did not understand. But my brother did. Seconds later, he was on high alert.  
 
    “Where is he?” Casey asked. “Where is the Dragon?” 
 
    The gargoyle laughed, a raucous, shrill sound that nearly forced me to clamp my hands over my ears.  
 
    “In a hurry to meet your end, immortal warrior?”  
 
    Casey reloaded his gun and cocked it. “Where. Is. The. Dragon?” he asked again, his words barely more than a clipped growl.  
 
    “Here,” a voice boomed from behind us. I turned my head to find a monstrosity of a man lurking in the doorway. I had not heard him approach—not an inkling of his presence at all—and judging by the surprise on Kierson’s face, neither had he. But Casey’s countenance held nothing more than smug satisfaction. The similarities between him and Oz in that moment were undeniable.  
 
    The Dragon’s expression mirrored Casey’s. He took a step out of the darkness toward us into the crack of blue-white light that stretched across the room. Casey tossed his shotgun aside and reached into his coat to withdraw a blade.  
 
    “I feel like maybe you didn’t fully understand my message the last time I saw you.” He gestured with his knife to the silver-white scar that transected the Dragon’s throat. “I thought I made it pretty clear that you needed to fuck off and never come back.” 
 
    The Dragon cocked his head. “Is that what you really wanted?” 
 
    “If removing your firebox wasn’t clear enough, then you’re dumber than I thought.” 
 
    “But you never really loved me for my brains, did you, Casey?” 
 
    I could see Casey tense at his reply. Kierson too. Flanked by my silent brothers, both at a loss for words, I stepped closer to the emboldened Dragon. I did not appreciate the threat in his tone, the way in which he’d carefully thrown out that comment. He had done it to shock them both. It was his turn to be surprised. 
 
    “I do not see much to love.” With my hands on my hips, I cocked my head to mirror his behavior. The gesture seemed to enrage him, a flash of bright orange lighting his eyes before it faded away, leaving a less-than-human golden hazel hue in its wake. 
 
    “Playing for the other team now, Casey?” the Dragon taunted. “I must say, I hadn’t expected that, but she is rather stunning, if not a little melancholy. You do enjoy all things dark, though, so that would stand to reason—” 
 
    “Shut. Up,” Casey said from behind me. 
 
    “I am not for Casey to play with at all. I am his sister. And I, like my brother, do not suffer those that offend or threaten the few I care for. So you see, Dragon, you and I now have a problem. One that cannot be put to rest peacefully.” 
 
    The burning fire within him once again showed in his eyes, but this time, the inferno remained. I could feel his desire to let loose the flame and incinerate me to a pile of ash. It was as if my body were preparing to accept it. Accept and use it against him. I smiled wickedly at the thought. “Tell me why you have returned here—why now—and I may permit you to live.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    I thought of Oz in that moment, his grace under such scrutiny, and channeled his haughty indifference. With a subtle shrug, I let my lack of reply say all that I had intended it to. 
 
    The Dragon’s swirling eyes of fire fell upon Casey. “Your sister is fucking insane.” 
 
    “She is, but no more insane than you for coming back here. Now answer the question.” The Dragon hesitated, his eyes darting back and forth between Casey and me. “We both know there’s no point in your pretending that you can take the three of us. Hell, I’m not sure you could take Khara on your own after what I did to you, but if you’re feeling lucky—or suicidal—you could try.” 
 
    It was then that I heard the clicking of nails on wood echo throughout the building. I looked over my shoulder to find an army of gargoyles descending upon us. The Dragon had done exactly what he had intended—lured us into a false sense of security and allowed his backup to arrive. It told me two things about him as a warrior. First, he had indeed been wounded badly enough by Casey that he was unable to take us on himself. Second, he was as cunning as my dark brother. 
 
    What a perfect pairing they must have been. 
 
    “I have no intention of taking you on alone, Casey. But I have every intention of sitting back and watching you pay for what you did.” 
 
    “You will not get the chance,” I said, my tone laced with warning. “I will scorch your eyes from their sockets before an ounce of his blood is shed.” 
 
    The Dragon stared at me as he rolled his shoulders, preparing for battle. The distinct sound of leather straining with the movement was undeniable. His skin began to darken, thickening with every second. His change was imminent, and I wondered just how difficult a foe he would be to slay. I had never seen a dragon before—and I had certainly never killed one. 
 
    “Kierson,” Casey said, the clipped nature of the word telling my brother and me everything we needed to know. We were greatly outnumbered, and I wondered if Casey had doubts about how lasting the damage he had done to the Dragon’s firebox really was.  
 
    “You take him,” Kierson replied. “Khara and I will deal with them.” 
 
    As if his spoken plan had been a signal, the gargoyles descended upon us with that frightening speed I had forgotten they possessed. Teeth tore through the flesh of my arm, waking me from my stupor. Without thought, I pulled my blade free of its sheath and drove it into the gargoyle’s eye, piercing its brain. It fell to the floor at my feet but was soon replaced by another. And another. And another. The wall of the Dragon’s minions seemed endless. And then there was the Dragon himself to contend with. The flap of leathery wings snapped through the room, creating a blast of wind that tossed my hair into my face.  
 
    “Casey!” I shouted over the cacophony around us.  
 
    “Keep killing!” he replied, his back now pressed to mine. “He’s bluffing. He can’t firebreathe anymore.” 
 
    “And if you are wrong?” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment too long. I could hear the beast’s deep inhale above us, sucking up so much air that it was impossible to breathe for a second. I reached behind me and pressed my hand against Casey’s side. With a mighty shove, I knocked him off balance and out of the way, trading places with him.  
 
    Just in time for a blaze of fire to strike me. 
 
    The flames licked at my skin, searing my exposed flesh as it burned through my leathers. The pain was indescribable, driving me to my knees. Death seemed a welcome alternative to it.  
 
    My brothers’ screams seemed distant as my mind turned inward, focusing only on the agony I felt. I could see nothing beyond the veil of orange enveloping me, but I knew the Dragon still hovered above, looming over his would-be kill. I had no doubt that he was admiring his work and the fear in Casey’s voice as he repeatedly called out to me, trying to reach me through the wall of fire consuming my flesh.  
 
    Then the pain abated. Slowly but steadily, the pounding fury coursing through my veins faded to little more than background noise—a dull reminder of what had just happened to me. My legs worked against their broken skin and tattered clothing, tearing them both in an effort to stand. As I uncurled my fiery body, I watched as the flames waned, then flickered. With a great inhale, they extinguished entirely.  
 
    Standing there before an array of stunned expressions, I looked up at the Dragon, whose eyes held none of their previous fire, and smiled. 
 
    “Your firebox is now mine to command, Dragon.” 
 
    I let those ominous words sink into the scaled beast’s mind. 
 
    “Khara?” Kierson said from behind me, concern plaguing his tone.  
 
    “Fear not, Kierson. All is well…at least for me.” With that, I turned to face the wall of gargoyles my brothers had been fighting. “If I were you,” I said, addressing the leathery horde, “I would run.” 
 
    Their eyes flashed to the Dragon, then back to me, uncertainty tainting the air around us, the stench of fear now as thick as that of burnt flesh. “Whose wrath do you fear more?” I asked, stepping between my brothers to approach them. Casey’s hand fell upon my arm. The sound of his sizzling skin preceded its removal, followed by a slew of curse words. “I will count to five,” I continued, my low, threatening tone enough to give even my brothers pause. “One…” The gargoyles in the back took a step in retreat. “Two…” Their new leader looked over his shoulder and snarled at the others. “Three….” I took a deep inhale just as the Dragon had done before he attempted to incinerate me. “Four…” The count was barely a whisper—a small escape of breath. Whether the gargoyles’ survival instincts were too strong to stay, or their loyalty to the Dragon was more easily severed than Casey had implied, they all scattered through the vast room, scurrying through every possible means of exit. Only one still stood before me, defiance raging in his black eyes.  
 
    He would die with that expression intact. 
 
    On the count of five, I unleashed unholy hellfire upon him, accomplishing what the Dragon had failed to do only moments earlier. As a continual stream of scorching orange flames shot from my mouth, I watched the silhouette of the gargoyle slowly disappear. By the time I was finished, there was nothing left but ash on the charred wooden floor. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Kierson said on an exhale. I turned to find him staring at me, jaw slack, eyes wide.  
 
    “Looks like your minions and your abilities have turned on you,” Casey said to the Dragon, who had resumed his human form.  
 
    “Not fully,” I added, stepping toward Casey’s former love, “but I would not suggest using that particular method of attack on my brothers or me again. I think you’ll find that I can fight fire with fire, quite literally.” 
 
    “What are you?” the Dragon asked, his words distant and detached. His expression held notes of both awe and disgust.  
 
    “I am the one you will explain yourself to. You will tell me why you’ve returned to Detroit and everything you know about those hunting my father to my satisfaction. Only then will I decide your fate. Prove yourself an asset, and I will spare you. Prove yourself difficult, and I will make you beg for the arms of the Underworld to embrace you.” I took a step closer to him while he stood stoically, too stunned to move. “But I should warn you—I am the Underworld. There is no escaping me. Do not endeavor to deceive me, Dragon. I think you will find that to be unwise.” I looked over my shoulder at my brothers. Kierson’s expression was still full of disbelief, but Casey’s was full of pride. “If you would like the honor of taking him,” I said to my dark brother. His malice-filled smile spread wide across his face.  
 
    “My pleasure, sis.” He walked over to the Dragon and grabbed him by the arm, the tip of a blade pressed to his back. “Move!” 
 
    The Dragon obeyed, and I followed them with Kierson at my side. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that…that you survived that. You’re not even burned anymore…” 
 
    “I am in as much disbelief as you,” I said, a small smile gracing my face. “These powers of mine are…surprising.” 
 
    “Yeah. You could say that.” 
 
    “I hope to have the opportunity to use these new tricks again soon, Kierson. Persephone seems an excellent target to practice them on.” 
 
    I turned away from him and increased my speed. The mere thought of my father’s bride made my blood begin to boil. The feeling coursed through me until I could finally put a name to it: Rage—unadulterated rage—overtook my body. The only comfort it gave was the knowledge that I could unleash it on the traitor to the Underworld. I would see that she paid for her betrayal. And unlike the Dragon, the offer of mercy would not be issued to her. An eternity would not be long enough to make her pay for what she did.  
 
    But it would suffice.
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    Casey threw the Dragon down on the couch in the living room and began his interrogation before the others even had a chance to ask questions. Kierson and I soon found ourselves fielding those while Casey did what Casey did so well: butcher and bloody his victims until they told him all they knew.  
 
    “So the Dragon is back,” Pierson said with a frown, looking at the scorched remains of my clothing.  
 
    “Yeah, and he wasn’t happy to see us,” Kierson added. He recounted the details of our evening at the Masonic Temple to Drew and his twin. By the time he finished, there was a look of shock on both their faces. Pierson, because he only then realized that Casey had once loved the fiery creature. Drew, because he was once again overwhelmed by the things he could not remember. The past he could not recall.  
 
    I placed my hand on his shoulder to draw his attention. When he met my gaze, I did my best to smile at him the way he once had at me.  
 
    “I often feel as you do now, Brother—confused and lost.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said softly, watching as Casey punched the Dragon yet again, “I don’t think I like it much.” 
 
    I squeezed his shoulder. “It gets easier—eventually.” 
 
    He forced a smile in return. “I’ll take your word for it, Sister.” 
 
    A noise so loud it shook the room rang out, and I turned to see the Dragon sliding down the wall, which seemed to disintegrate as he did. Only a gaping hole was left by the time his body hit the floor. 
 
    “Say that one more time and I will gut you where you lay,” Casey snarled, storming toward the Dragon. Kierson jumped in front of him to thwart his approach and was met with a blade to his throat.  
 
    “You can’t kill him for no reason, Casey,” he said as the dagger pressed against his skin. 
 
    “He attacked us,” Casey said, his nearly black eyes bottomless pits of anger and despair and wrath. “That’s reason enough.” 
 
    “Drew?” the Dragon called, his battered face turning to our once-fallen leader. “Drew, you can’t let him do this!” 
 
    “Oh, he can, and he will,” Casey said, shoving Kierson away. With a leap over the sofa, he was upon the Dragon. He drew back his arm, blade clutched tightly in his hand, prepared to end his former lover; one of what I could only assume were very few beings ever to command the affection of my dark brother. The brother whose pain was deep and haunting.  
 
    “Stop!” Drew shouted. Casey’s body was yanked back, his arm frozen in mid-strike. “Nobody is killing anyone until I understand what’s going on here.” 
 
    “Me as well,” Hades said from the top of the stairs. He made his way down to the crowded living room. He took one look at me and my fire-ravaged clothes, then the bleeding Dragon, and his expression darkened. “What is that thing doing here?” 
 
    “That is what I am trying to determine,” Drew replied.  
 
    “Determine what?” a voice called from the foyer as the front door closed. Seconds later, Oz appeared at my side. He took one look at the scene frozen before him and smiled. “Well, this should make for a great story…” Then his eyes found me and my burnt, disheveled appearance, and every ounce of amusement slipped away from his expression, leaving rage in its wake.  
 
    “Drew.” Casey bit out his name like it pained him. Given how hard he fought against his brother’s control, it may very well have. “I need you all to go and let me finish this.” 
 
    “Why?” Drew demanded. “Why must you kill him?” 
 
    “Don’t say it’s because of what happened at the temple,” Kierson added, “because that’s some bullshit. You two had a beef long before that—you made that very clear the night the Stealers came for Khara in the Heidelberg Project.” Casey looked over his shoulder and glared at Kierson. “It’s also very clear that something else is going on between you two…” 
 
    “Shut up, Kierson—” 
 
    “You don’t have to be angry about it—” 
 
    “SHUT UP!”  
 
    Oz leaned down to speak in my ear. “It seems I may have missed something in my absence,” he whispered. “Care to fill me in?” 
 
    I shot him a wary glance, then went to Casey’s side. With his arm still held in place by Drew’s command, I peeled the dagger from his hand. Angry eyes met mine, and for the briefest moment, all I found in their depths was pain. Pain and sadness.  
 
    “I do not know what drove you two apart,” I said softly, “but I do know that you have honor, Casey. More than you would like to admit. Do not let your feelings cloud your morality. That is a dark well to pull yourself from.” 
 
    “He needs to die,” he said, those words only for me, though the others easily heard them.  
 
    “Why?” I asked, stepping closer. Those dark eyes slammed shut as he tried to steady the rapid rise and fall of his chest. When they opened, they were dull and empty and belied the storm of emotions writhing just beneath his skin. It was then that I realized that Casey’s persona was a shell—a shell of the being he truly was—and nobody, not even his brothers, knew it. They were blissfully unaware of his depth, and their ignorance of who he was was killing him in a way that only I could understand. I knew all too well how your emotions could be turned against you and used as a weapon. So I had evolved into a being with very few, if any.  
 
    But that had changed once I met my brothers. 
 
    “Drew,” I called, never taking my eyes off my hurting brother, “let him loose. All is well now. I will see to that.” 
 
    Without question, Drew did as I asked and released Casey from his unseen bond. My freed brother and I just stood there for a moment, a silent conversation playing out between us as the others looked on, oblivious to the understanding he and I shared.  
 
    “This is not over,” he said, daring a glance down at the Dragon. 
 
    Sadness eclipsed the Dragon’s expression. “I know…” 
 
    I turned to the bleeding being leaning against the wall. “Who hunts my father?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I do not know the specifics, just that the gargoyles have heard much talk about him—none of it is good.” 
 
    “If you can be of no help to us, then you may go.” After the shock left his expression, he was on his feet, wiping the blood from his face. “But you would be wise to remember that the PC protects one another just as it does the balance between the worlds. Challenge one of us, you challenge us all.” He looked back to stare at me as he walked away. “And I think you now know what I am capable of. Say anything about what happened this evening or my father and you will bear the full brunt of my power without question.” 
 
    Without a word, he rushed out the door and disappeared into the night. 
 
    “Fuck, Khara!” Casey snapped before launching past me to bury his fist in the wall next to the hole his ex-lover’s body had left behind. “You should have let me kill him! Now he knows where we live!” 
 
    “He will not be back,” I said. “His desire to live is too strong for that.” 
 
    “And if he tells others?” Pierson asked. He dared a look at my father, then back at me, his implication clear.  
 
    “Is this decrepit home of yours not warded properly?” Hades asked, looking around at what he undoubtedly viewed as squalor in comparison to his home in the Underworld.  
 
    “It is,” Pierson replied, the irritation in his tone plain.  
 
    “I guess we will see about that.”  
 
    Silence pressed upon the room like a brewing storm. 
 
    “I’m out of here,” Casey finally said. He stalked to the front door and disappeared through it, leaving the rest of us behind. 
 
    “Well, that was an interesting call,” Kierson said, a hesitant smile on his face.  
 
    “Killing the Dragon will not make things better for him,” I replied. “He just does not know that yet.” 
 
    Oz looked down at me, mischief in his eyes, and I knew the night would not be over soon. 
 
    “I leave you alone for one hour—one hour—and I come back to a shitshow.” A wicked smile cut through his countenance. “Maybe I shouldn’t leave you at all…” 
 
    “Or maybe you need not bother to return,” I countered.  
 
    “And miss all this? I think not, new girl.” His hand wrapped gently around my elbow and he pulled me closer. “You and I need to talk. Alone.” 
 
    I looked to my brothers. “Perhaps you should find Casey before he does something he will regret.” 
 
    They merely nodded in response, then headed out the front entrance.  
 
    “That thing sure is getting a lot of action tonight,” Oz said as he watched the door swing shut behind them. 
 
    “I am going back to bed,” Hades said before he disappeared up the stairs, leaving Oz and me alone, yet again. 
 
    “What do you wish to discuss, Oz?” I asked as I headed to the kitchen. All I wanted was food and sleep and perhaps a shower to wash the ash from my body. All I seemed destined for was yet another showdown with Oz that I was in no mood for.  
 
    “I think a recap of your evening is warranted first.” He leaned against the counter as I pulled a container filled with some meat-laden meal from the refrigerator. It smelled edible enough, so I pulled out a fork and stole bites whenever Oz found himself at a loss for words as I told him the tale of all that had occurred at the Masonic Temple.  
 
    “Casey and the Dragon, huh? Never would have put that together…” 
 
    “Perhaps you are not as clever as you like to think, Oz.” 
 
    He walked over, his body so close to the exposed bits of mine, and plucked the fork from my hand. He placed it in his mouth and wrapped his lips around it, withdrawing it so slowly that I wondered if I might starve in the process. I tried to focus on my hunger and not the other sensation coursing through my body at the sight of his full lips working against the metal. 
 
    “Was it clever to take on the Dragon when you had no idea if you could beat him?” 
 
    “We had little choice, and I decided that if I could slay Zeus, then I stood a fair chance against a damaged dragon.” 
 
    His narrowed eyes and the set of his jaw silently argued with my rationale. 
 
    “And now he knows your gift.” 
 
    I leaned against the fridge, arms folded. “What of it? That knowledge is of no help to anyone. It’s a warning to stay away, little more.” 
 
    “Maybe…just don’t develop a false sense of security because of it. You have no idea when you might face an enemy immune to your power.” 
 
    “You are not,” I said, taking the fork back and mimicking the show he had made of sucking it clean. The intensity in his warm brown eyes as he bore witness was something to behold. The fire behind them was undeniable—the warm glow of lust igniting them.  
 
    “No,” he said, biting the word out as though it pained him, “I’m not.” 
 
    The pressure building in the narrow space between us grew until it felt as though it might explode, blowing the two of us apart. Oz retreated a step to lean against the counter once again. He folded his arms across his chest and stared as I took another bite of my food. This time, I did not bother with theatrics. The tension in the room seemed far too volatile for that.  
 
    “Where were you this evening,” I asked, my tone casual.  
 
    “I had to meet with someone.” 
 
    “About my father? Persephone?” 
 
    “No. About you.” 
 
    I let the fork linger by my mouth for a moment before I set both it and the dish aside. Oz had my full attention, as was undoubtedly his goal.  
 
    “Who did you meet about me?” I asked, leaning back against the refrigerator door.  
 
    “Kaine.” 
 
    “Kaine?” I repeated. “Why?” 
 
    “Because he made it very clear in the alley that the little stunt I pulled in the Underworld wasn’t going to stave him off forever, new girl,” he explained, “so I decided to go on the offensive rather than wait around for him to show up again.” 
 
    “What did you do, Oz?” 
 
    “What I needed to—I bought you more time.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    At that, he glowered. “However I needed to.” 
 
    “Ah,” I replied, feigning enlightenment, “we are back to that game again…how very unsatisfying this conversation will likely prove to be.” 
 
    “I don’t answer to you, remember?” 
 
    “How could I possibly forget? You lord that over me just as Deimos always did his power and position. For all that you despise him, you have much in common with my father’s second-in-command.” 
 
    “Tell me something, new girl, has Deimos ever sacrificed for you? Bled for you?” Answering his question would have done nothing to further my argument, so I remained silent, prepared to weather his storm. “Regardless of what I did to buy you time with the Dark Ones, that time isn’t infinite, and neither is my patience. I’ve said this before: you can’t play both sides. I won’t allow it. And trust me when I tell you, Kaine is not one you want to play with.” 
 
    “Neither is Deimos,” I added. That sentiment did little to improve his mood. “Tell me something, Oz: where am I right now?” I slowly closed the distance between us. “Am I not here with you?” 
 
    “Not by choice—” 
 
    “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Does that really matter now? Fate has set something in motion that I do not understand but will not turn my back on. Your presence in my life, though loathsome at times, has kept me alive until I was capable of doing so on my own. All I have ever asked of you in return was disclosure—a small request—and yet, even now, you cannot oblige it. So I will ask you once more: what did you do to buy me more time with Kaine and the Dark Ones?” 
 
    His jaw worked furiously, his teeth grinding hard. Oz was no fool; he knew if he did not handle the situation well, things between us would forever change. Judging by the set of his brow and the sharpness of his gaze, that was not an outcome he desired.  
 
    “I called in a past debt. Once the Underworld is restored, our time runs out.” 
 
    “And what then?” I asked, incredulity leaking into my tone.  
 
    “He’ll come to collect you—”  
 
    “Collect me?” I scoffed.  
 
    “I’m not actually going to let that happen,” Oz said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “But he has plans for you, Khara, and though I don’t know what, I know they can’t be good. Or noble. Or sane...” 
 
    “A weapon,” I mused aloud. “You said others would seek to use me as a weapon.” 
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
    “But I am not some insipid, powerless twit who can be owned or manipulated.” 
 
    “You don’t know what he’s capable of—” 
 
    “Nor does he know what I can do. Perhaps I should show him.” 
 
    “No,” Oz replied, his hand shooting to my arm. “If you ever encounter him, you need to keep your abilities hidden, do you understand?” 
 
    “No, I do not—” 
 
    “You have to trust me, Khara. You can’t.” Thinly veiled under all his anger and chaos was an urgency I could not unsee. A desperation that could not be ignored. “Not until I tell you it’s safe.” 
 
    I stared at him, so many things between us unspoken and yet palpable in the air.  
 
    “Help me restore my father’s reign and I will follow your directive regarding Kaine.” 
 
    His grip on my bicep loosened slightly and a ghost of a smile crossed his face. “I like how you added that little proviso at the end. You’re learning, new girl.” 
 
    I returned his expression. “I have an excellent teacher.” 
 
    His malicious smile returned. “I’m glad you’ve finally come to that realization.” 
 
    “Indeed. Now, if we are quite finished, I would like to get some rest.” He stepped back to allow me passage. “I will prepare a cot for you.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m ready to move in with you just yet,” he said, smile turning mischievous. “That’s a bit next level for me.” He made his way through the living room toward the stairs.  
 
    “Where will you sleep?” 
 
    “Sleep? There’s no time for that. Someone needs to stay up and keep watch over your father.” 
 
    “He is my responsibility—” 
 
    “I can babysit Daddy while you get some rest. Threatening unsavory supernaturals is rather exhausting for a newbie like you.”  
 
    He flashed me a final grin before disappearing toward the second floor. 
 
    I quickly retreated to the stony basement, wondering how well his presence would be received by my father. 
 
    My hopes were far from high.  
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    I awoke in the wee hours of the morning to the sound of bickering in the living room. I quickly dressed and made my way upstairs, concerned that yet another near-death fight could break out at any moment. When I arrived in the room full of arguing males, I could barely hear the knock at the door. They either did not hear it at all or did not care to see who was there. While they fought amongst themselves, I made my way to the foyer, the rapping at the door synchronized with the punctuated sound of my boots on the hardwood. When I finally reached the massive wooden door, I pulled it open to the most unexpected sight.  
 
    For once in my existence, I found myself unsure of how to react. 
 
    “It has come to my attention that you’ve been looking for me,” Persephone said tersely. “How convenient for me, given that I have been searching for you.” 
 
    The argument in the living room ceased in an instant. 
 
    “I think that an unwise decision,” I replied, forcing my words through a tightly clenched jaw. Anger had apparently won over my initial surprise at seeing my traitorous sister. 
 
    “Do you think me a fool?” she asked, looking past me into the house. “Would I seek out those who would wish me harm if I were, in fact, guilty of the crime for which they demand retribution?” I stared at her defiantly. “No, I think not, sister mine. What you should be wondering right now, Khara, rather than contemplating how best to kill me is: why am I here?”  
 
    Though I desperately wanted to dismiss her question as little more than one of her manipulations, there was an undeniable truth to it. To come to my brothers’ home was to deliver herself to a squad of executioners. Surely she knew this, if indeed she knew that we were looking for her. So why then had she come? To kill her without learning the motive for her actions would have been rash, an act of the heart, not the mind. Emotions may have coursed through my body, but they did not own me. My mind was far too strong for that. 
 
    “An excellent question, indeed, Persephone; one that I shall enjoy watching you answer as you stare down the blades of my brothers’ swords,” I said, stepping aside so she could enter. A wall of angry PC males awaited her entry. Just as she was about to pass, I caught her arm, gripping it tightly. “I suggest you make a compelling argument, Sister. And make it fast. The time for your games is over. Your family and your home have turned on you. You have nothing left. Now would be the time to throw caution to the wind and do something that I suspect will pain you greatly: tell the truth.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as my hand constricted her bicep, causing her pain. What I did not expect to find in her expression was fear; it flashed through her countenance as she stared at me, just as it had her mother’s when I visited her.  
 
    “Think of me what you will, Khara, but I would never have wished Hades harm.” 
 
    “I do not believe you,” I whispered, leaning in closer to her. 
 
    “You do not have to,” she replied, her normal arrogance returning. “As long as Hades knows the truth, that is all that matters to me. That is why I’m here. I need to find him.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I need to find him. He had not returned to the Underworld when I departed. He is vulnerable above. I need to know that he made it back safely and was able to quell the darkness brewing below.” 
 
    “And you need us for that,” I said, my words a statement, not a question.  
 
    “Yes.” The word slid past her lips like a serpent’s tongue darting out. “I need you to go back and find him.” 
 
    “No,” I replied. “I will not go back there.” My thoughts wandered to the call of the darkness she spoke of. The memory caressed my mind sweetly. 
 
    “You would leave him to his fate?” she hissed, thrusting her face into mine. Her features were pinched together in anger. 
 
    “No, dear sister. I am afraid that was your path. I—and my brothers—have kept him safe in the wake of your treachery.” 
 
    Her face went slack. “He is here?” 
 
    Before I could answer, she wrenched her arm from my grasp and ran through the foyer, pushing her way past my brothers and Oz into the main living area where Hades stood silent, an ominous sign indeed. I followed Persephone into the room and watched as she stared at her husband—the one whom she had betrayed. My gaze darted back and forth between my father and her, assessing their reactions. Hades stood stoically, a mask of indifference on his face. Persephone, however, shook lightly as tears rolled down her cheeks. She reached for him, walking toward him tentatively. When he made no move to reach for her, her hand fell, smoothing her silk skirt.  
 
    “I know what you must think,” she started, her voice cracking as she spoke, “but I assure you, my love, that I did not know anything about my father... about Zeus...” 
 
    “That’s very interesting,” Oz said from behind me, perched, as always, on the once-grand stairway, “because you shouldn’t have known about your father at all. Even now.” 
 
     Her expression tensed before anger overtook it. “When I wish to address you, Dark One, I will. Until then, I demand your silence.” 
 
    Oz laughed heartily at her command. “And when I want to take orders from a woman, I’ll let Khara know. Until then, I suggest you start spilling the details of your plan. My patience with you has grown extremely thin over the past few days, but my memory of what you did and who you endangered has not,” he said, stepping around me to close in on Persephone. “I don’t take kindly to those who waste my time and fuck up my plans. You have done both.” 
 
    “Oz,” Hades boomed, drawing the dark angel’s attention away from Persephone, “let her speak. She owes us all an explanation. I want to hear this.” 
 
    “My love, I know how it looks, how all of it must seem, but I can assure you that when I went to Khara and asked her to help me, it was because I feared for you. I would never wish you harm. You know this. I know you know this to be true.” 
 
    “The Dark One raises an interesting point, though,” my father countered, stepping closer to his wife. “If you had nothing to do with Zeus’ release—if you were truly ignorant of the consequences that would arise from your actions—then how is it you know of his emergence at all? You were below when all this occurred. No one has returned to tell you, and you have had no contact with anyone aware of his brief escape, so tell me, love, how did you know that he tried to kill me? That any of what happened had to do with him at all?” 
 
    The tension in the room grew so thick that I found it difficult to breathe without heightening the anticipation further. Persephone looked hesitant, her gaze dropping to the floor as she bought herself time to concoct an answer. It was not the gesture of an innocent being. 
 
    “I didn’t. Not initially,” she said softly. “But the second you left the Underworld, it was very apparent that something was wrong. Hecate came to me, greatly distressed. The gates to every field had opened upon your departure. She could not close them alone, and by the time the two of us endeavored to, it was too late. All who were kept behind the magical veils had been released to freely roam your domain. It was utter chaos.” 
 
    Hades stared at her, his desire to believe her story plain in his expression.  
 
    “What of Zeus?” he demanded.  
 
    “That was a detail that came to light once I was forced above.” 
 
    “Forced?” Oz interrupted, his tone laced with incredulity. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, shooting him a scathing look. “I did not run away, as you seem to assume. I was driven from the Underworld by a force I don’t understand. It was as though it spit me out. I could not have stayed, even though I wanted to. I was trying to restore order there, awaiting my husband’s return. Neither of those things occurred.” 
 
    “Nobody above would have known that Zeus had returned. Only those in this room were privy to that knowledge,” Pierson stated. “I’m quite certain you did not learn this from one of us.” 
 
    Again, Persephone squirmed inelegantly under the scrutiny she received.  
 
    “That is not entirely true,” I said, garnering a variety of hostile looks from the others in the room. Particularly from Oz. “Deimos knew of Zeus’ return, as did Hermes.” 
 
    “Hermes did not say that,” Oz countered. 
 
    “No, but he certainly did allude to that fact, did he not? He seemed all too pleased that there was going to be a reckoning; that punishment soon awaited us. Surely that was no coincidence.” 
 
    “Where is Deimos, Hades? When did you last have contact with him?” Oz asked my father. 
 
    “I have not seen him since Zeus banished him with his lightning.” 
 
    “Perhaps he is below, fixing this mess,” Persephone offered. 
 
    “So you are saying that it was not he who told you of Zeus?” 
 
    “Correct. It was Hermes,” she explained. “I did not wish to alert you to his presence if you did not already know.” 
 
    “And why would you not want us to know?” Casey drawled, wiping his blade across his pant leg.  
 
    “I did not wish for you to know because I planned to use him as a last resort.” 
 
    “If we didn’t help you,” Kierson interjected. “You were going to use him if we wouldn’t help you.” 
 
    “Yes, though it seems a moot point now, given that I have located who I wished to find.” 
 
    “There is validity to her story,” I added, though it was not without pain. Coming to Persephone’s defense was not high on my list of things I wished to do, but despite my desire for revenge, even I could not ignore the possibility that she was telling the truth. “When Oz and I returned to the Underworld to look for her, we found it as she has stated. It was chaotic. The souls were running rampant.” 
 
    “Aery could have told her about Zeus,” Casey said, clearly unconvinced of Persephone‘s innocence.  
 
    “No, she could not have, because she learned of it from Oz and me. Persephone was already gone by that time. Their paths would not have crossed.” 
 
    “So you’re trying to tell me that this bitch had nothing to do with what happened?” 
 
    “I’m saying that there appears to be a strong possibility that that is the case.” 
 
    “Motherfucker...” 
 
    Persephone turned hopeful eyes to her husband, silently pleading for his pardon. 
 
    “There is still so much uncertainty,” he said under his breath.  
 
    “Why are you here, my love?” she asked, pain in her voice. “Why have you not returned?” 
 
    His expression hardened. “I cannot,” he replied, turning away from her and storming toward the glass doors that led outside. He slammed them shut behind him, the whole room vibrating in his wake.  
 
    “What does he mean?” She turned, silently demanding answers from me. She looked then like the dark queen she was. A ruler of the Underworld. I found a small amount of solace in her reaction; she appeared truly angry at the injustice. 
 
    “He means that he can’t fucking go home,” Oz replied, now hovering over her petite form.  
 
    “That makes no sense. He is the Underworld and it is he. They are connected. One. They can no more be separated than you can from your soul,” she argued. 
 
    Oz smiled wide. “Bad example, Queenie. Try again.” 
 
    “Ugh,” she sighed, “you know what I am saying.” 
 
    “The Underworld has cast out its king and queen,” Pierson said as though he were working through a problem aloud. “What magic is capable of such a thing?” 
 
    “None,” Persephone and Oz answered in unison. 
 
    “And yet it has happened.” 
 
    “Does this mean we’re not going to kick her ass?” Kierson asked, sounding deflated. “I really was looking forward to kicking her ass...” 
 
    “There would have been nothing left for you once I finished with her,” Oz retorted. 
 
    “What makes you think you would have had a chance, Oz?” I asked him, hoping to keep him from further baiting Kierson. “It was not you whom she betrayed.” 
 
    His heavy gaze fell on me. “Close enough, new girl. Close enough.” 
 
    “We must fix this at once,” Persephone ordered, pulling my attention away from the Dark One. “His rule must be restored—” 
 
    “Yeah. We know,” Oz said, doing little to hide his irritation.  
 
    “And yet here you stand, doing nothing.” 
 
    “We were not doing nothing,” I argued. “We were hunting the escaped souls—and you.” 
 
    “Both of which have done nothing to help him.” Her eyes were murderous. “You have failed him.” 
 
    “As have you,” I countered. 
 
    Her expression fell in an instant. “Perhaps…” She looked out to the backyard where Hades stood staring at the dark night sky, undoubtedly pondering both his fate and his trust in his wife. “I need to speak to him alone,” she said, heading for the door.  
 
    I stepped in her path, blocking the way. “No.” 
 
    “If you would like to keep him safe, then you will let me pass.” 
 
    “It is because I wish to ensure his safety that I will not.” 
 
    She let out an exasperated sigh. “Fine. Send him with me,” she said, pointing to Drew. “Wait…shouldn’t you be dead?” 
 
    “Hades was able to return him after all,” I said. 
 
    “Draining what little remaining power he had in the process, no doubt,” she replied, her tone acerbic and sharp. 
 
    I looked to Drew, his unease with the situation plain in his countenance.  
 
    “Kierson will go with you—” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Casey shouted. “We all will. She makes one wrong move and she dies.” 
 
    “Those are the terms,” I said, staring her down.  
 
    Without argument, she hoisted her silken robes and made her way to the yard, followed by my four brothers and Oz.  
 
    “Are you coming?” Oz asked, looking back over his shoulder.  
 
    “I will be there momentarily. I have something I need to do first.” He hesitated by the door. “I can assure you, Oz, I do not need assistance in the bathroom.” 
 
    His eyebrow quirked in response. “I’ve helped you in the bathroom once before—” 
 
    “In it, yes, but not to use it.” 
 
    His irritating smile overtook his expression. “If you’re not out here in five, I’m coming after you.” 
 
    “I shall be sure to hurry, then.” 
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    I was exiting the bathroom off the kitchen when I heard the tap of pebbles against the stained glass window. I peeked through a tiny clear pane but saw nothing other than open lawn before me and the bright moon above. No one was there. 
 
    Confused, I opened the door, wondering if this had been Oz’s way of telling me my time alone was up. As I walked out, I heard the noise yet again. 
 
    I quickly made my way to the front door and slipped out into the night, prepared to deal with Oz. But I did not find him waiting. My eyes scoured the surrounding area for him but still found nothing. I could feel a presence, though—a heavy, assessing gaze on me as I stood on the front step, vulnerable to attack. I had felt that gaze before. It was impossible not to recognize the edge of madness it held. 
 
    “Hermes,” I called out, my words carried by the cold Detroit wind. “I cannot imagine any sane reason why you would deliver yourself to your end. Perhaps you could come out and tell me.” 
 
    “My end?” He laughed heartily. “Silly girl… you will not kill me. At least not tonight.” 
 
    “Perhaps not. But my brothers will once I alert them to your presence.” 
 
    “By then I will be gone, carrying with me the purpose of my visit. What a shame that would be, for you to not learn what I know.”  
 
    “And what do you know?” I asked the darkness, no inflection in my tone at all; nothing but bored indifference. 
 
    It was then that I saw the massive spruce tree across the street rustle just a touch more than the wind should have caused. A mischievous face popped out from the branches near the top, smiling down at me maniacally.  
 
    “I know many things, Princess of the Underworld. But today I will tell you only what I must. I shall keep the rest of my secrets to myself—for a rainy day, so to speak.” 
 
    “Come down from there and tell me, then. It is not as if I cannot fly up there to meet you if need be. You have no advantage from that position. Not with me.” 
 
    Irritation tainted his expression, souring it completely.  
 
    “But your brothers cannot reach me here, so here I shall stay…Princess.” 
 
    “As you wish.” I exhaled those words with the annoyance I felt, letting him know that my patience was far from infinite. “Tell me what you came here to tell.” 
 
    “I have a message—from Hecate.”  
 
    I steeled my features against the surge of surprise I felt. I suppressed every question begging to escape me and let him continue.  
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “She wishes to talk to you. Alone.” 
 
    “Where is she? Last I heard, she was unaccounted for in the Underworld.” 
 
    “She has come above. That is all I will say.” 
 
    “Why does she wish to speak to only me? She and I share no bond; no loyalty to one another.” 
 
    “She is loyal to your father though, is she not?” I left his rhetorical question unanswered.  
 
    “What information does she have for me that is important enough for you to risk bringing me this message?” 
 
    “She has news of the Underworld—and Persephone.” 
 
    The set of my features gave nothing anything away, though my heart raced in my chest, a thundering beat that I feared Hermes would hear even from that distance.  
 
    “I have seen the Underworld,” I replied, boredom thick in my tone, “and I have spoken to Persephone.” 
 
    “You will want to hear what Hecate has to say,” he continued. “Lives may depend on it.” 
 
    “So you say…” 
 
    “Will you meet her, then? Under those terms?” 
 
    “I will meet her, but I cannot guarantee that I will be alone. You have seen my dark shadow; he is nearly impossible to evade. I will not make a promise I cannot keep. If she can accept the inevitability of Oz showing up, then we have a deal.” 
 
    He cocked his head and stared down at me from his high perch. Amusement slowly bled back into his countenance. A game was afoot in his mind; that much was plain. But the players would remain a mystery for the time being. 
 
    “You shall hear from me soon, Princess…” 
 
    With that, the former messenger god took to the air, his winged feet propelling him into the dark of night. Just as he disappeared from sight, the door behind me opened. I turned to find Oz hovering in the entrance, his smug smile highlighted by the waxing moon above. 
 
    “This doesn’t look like the bathroom.” 
 
    “I was interrupted.” 
 
    “By whom?” he asked, leaning his shoulder against the doorframe. 
 
    I saw little point in lying, knowing that he would either badger the truth out of me eventually or follow me around until it availed itself to him.  
 
    “Hermes.”
His smile fell. “Does he have a death wish?” 
 
    “No, a message. From Hecate.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “Nothing. He told me that she wants to speak with me about the Underworld and Persephone. Alone.” 
 
    He scoffed his dissension. “You do realize that’s not going to happen, right?” 
 
    “I have had the pleasure of your overbearingness long enough to acknowledge that fact.” 
 
    “Good. So what did you tell him?” 
 
    “I told him to share that with her: that I could only meet with her if she agreed to your presence, either planned or uninvited. He said he would return with her response soon.” He remained in the doorway, his eyebrows pressed together, creating a crease above the bridge of his nose. I had never seen him look more thoughtful about anything in the time I had known him. “Something vexes you…” 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out what that old bitch could know that requires such secrecy.” 
 
    “Perhaps she knows the truth of what happened—about how to return my father to his throne.” 
 
    “If she did, why would she come to you? Why not go to Hades directly?” 
 
    “Perhaps she does not know where he is.” 
 
    “Maybe. But if Hermes knows, then she must.”  
 
    “Surely she must know that my father is powerless at the moment. She knew what was happening to him in the Underworld...” 
 
    “Either way, there’s no love lost between you and Hecate, so why trust you with whatever information she has?” 
 
    “Maybe she has learned of my power. That I destroyed Zeus. If she requires such power to restore the Underworld because she and Persephone could not, I would make an excellent ally.” 
 
    “Maybe…whatever it is, she clearly doesn’t want anyone else to know about it, and that’s never a good sign, new girl. Never.” 
 
    “And what of your secrets, Oz? You keep so much locked away in your mind. Things about my mother—my past. Is that an ominous sign?” 
 
    He pushed off the doorframe and stalked toward me, shrouded by the two massive black wings that had erupted from his back. Unfurling them to their full capacity, he all but blacked out the Victorian from my sight, cutting me off from my home. From my family. Was it a metaphor for what he had been trying to do all along? An attempt to isolate me from those who cared for me the most; the voices of reason that had my ear in his absence? Though my mind wanted to explore that possibility, his sudden, formidable presence only inches from my body made that almost impossible. I could not focus on anything but the Dark One.  
 
    “Are my actions ominous?” he asked, his voice so low that it was little more than a rumble in his chest. “If you were to judge me on those alone, would you be so quick to throw me in with the likes of Hecate—someone you have shown little more than disdain for? You find her treatment of her son loathsome. I wonder if you would feel the same about your mother if you knew the truth. Perhaps that is why I keep my secrets, new girl. Perhaps your worst-case scenario isn’t not knowing, but the harsh slap of reality that would accompany the truth.” His chest heaved in front of me, his body tight with anger. I lifted my chin a bit higher in response. His words had reached me, but I would not let him see that; see that I did hold uncertainty about what I would learn when I finally unearthed the truth surrounding my birth. 
 
    “And if that is to be my fate, I am sure you find solace in the fact that you will undoubtedly be there to witness it. My pain will be reward enough for your trouble, I am certain.” 
 
    His wings twitched with agitation as he leaned in close, his face only a hair’s breadth from my own. 
 
    “I am not interested in your pain, Khara…” I felt my body flare at the sound of my name on his lips. He pulled away just enough to look down upon my face and see the flush of rose in my cheeks. The corner of his mouth turned up in satisfaction. “But I am interested in finding out what Hecate has to say. Be sure to let me know when you receive word from Hermes.” He turned to head back toward the Victorian, carefully pulling his wings in tight behind him. “And don’t bother trying to hide that information from me. Let’s not play those games this time.” 
 
    He emphasized his point by slamming the front door behind him, leaving me alone in the quiet, abandoned neighborhood. There had been no need for his warning; I had already resigned myself to full disclosure in the matter. But Oz’s insistence on it was confounding. I could not help but think that he was testing me somehow. That my handling of the situation was a tipping point, though I had no idea why. Why now? Why this?  
 
    A cool breeze swept down the street, lifting my hair wildly around me, just as it had the night I had awakened in the alley when I arrived in Detroit. The night I had met my brothers. The night I had met Oz. So much had changed since that moment, and yet so much remained the same. Oz’s connection to me, and mine to him, was still a question mark amid an ever-changing sea of mysteries—including the possibility of amending his black wings. I needed resolution where he was concerned, or I felt my mind would never have the clarity needed to sift through the facts I was slowly amassing and find the answers I sought. Answers about my mother. Answers about my past.  
 
    For whatever reason, Oz appeared to be both the figurative and literal gatekeeper to those answers. If I needed to play by his rules to get what I wanted, I decided that, from that moment on, I would. I was the Princess of the Underworld, raised to navigate its tensions with a façade of bored indifference. I could appear to give Oz what he desired—my obedience—if it meant getting what I wanted in the end.  
 
    First, my father on his throne. 
 
    Then, answers about my mother. 
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    I walked inside to find my father sitting on the couch, a doting Persephone draped across his body, smiling at him like he was her world. Whatever suspicions he had possessed earlier had been washed away by their backyard conversation. I looked to my brothers for understanding but found none. Kierson and Drew looked confused. Pierson and Casey looked angry. Oz just looked tense. 
 
    “I see your concerns have been assuaged,” I said, fighting hard to keep the disbelief I felt from my tone. Hades looked at me, an apology in his eyes. Persephone, however, looked at me as though she’d won a war I had not yet begun to fight, a fool’s move given what Hermes had implied—that Hecate had information about her.  
 
    “Whatever has happened to the Underworld, it was not Persephone’s doing,” my father said. It did nothing to break the growing tension between his wife and me. “She is committed to helping restore the Underworld, as are you, my princess.” 
 
    “I am certain of that,” I replied, forcing a pleasant smile. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I wish to go back out to hunt the souls—to right my wrong.” 
 
    My father’s brow creased but I ignored it, turning my back on him to leave without another word. Oz fell in behind me, as I knew he would, and followed me outside. Before he could even ask, I offered the answer to his question. “We cannot wait to speak to Hecate,” I said as we stood in the middle of the seldom-traveled street. “Persephone has done what she does best, and my father has fallen victim to her charms once again.” 
 
    “So you want to leave him here?” he asked, looking back at the Victorian. “That seems like a shit plan, new girl.” 
 
    “My brothers will not leave him alone with her.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, pulling out his phone, “I’m going to make sure of that.” He typed a message, then tucked his phone in his pocket. “I told Casey to kill her if she made one wrong move. That’s an opportunity he can’t possibly turn his back on.” 
 
    “Good. Now, we need to go somewhere we will not be disturbed.” 
 
    A smug smile tugged at Oz’s mouth. “I know just the place.” 
 
    He took to the sky and I quickly followed him, sticking to the cloud cover until he descended upon a familiar sight: the old train station. The one where my brothers had slaughtered hundreds of Soul Breathers.  
 
    “I imagine it’s still empty,” he said, his amusement plain in his tone. 
 
    “I imagine so,” I replied, walking into the once-grand building.  
 
    “So now what?” he asked, casing the place to be certain no one else was there. “Are we just going to wait until Hermes shows up?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I admonished.  
 
    “Then care to share what you plan to do?” His question was a thinly veiled demand. I found it oddly amusing.  
 
    “Perhaps I’ll just show you.” 
 
    I walked over to him and reached for the dagger strapped to his waist as he watched me like a hawk. Just as I pulled it loose, he caught my wrist and held it captive. 
 
    “Worried I plan to use it on you?” I asked, staring him down.  
 
    He laughed. “You’d be dead before you got it free.”  
 
    He released my wrist, a silent challenge to try. Instead, I slowly pulled it free and pressed the tip to the palm of my hand. With a quick tug, the blade carved a path through my flesh. Blood welled in an instant.  
 
    “What the fuck—” 
 
    “Be silent and pay attention,” I scolded, dipping the tip into the puddle of red in my palm. “You might learn something.” Much to my shock, he obliged. “My father used to tell me about the gods: their strengths, weaknesses…predilections. I would listen to him for hours, drawn in by those vivid tales.” As I spoke, I scratched letters into the wall with the bloody dagger. With every pass, Oz looked on in abject horror. “I asked him once how the messenger of the gods could do his job—how he was always where he needed to be to do as the others bade him. He told me that they simply summoned him. All it took was his name written in blood.” I carved the final letter into the wood, the “s” a crimson serpent that would complete the task at hand.  
 
    “So that’s it?” Oz asked, genuine disbelief in his voice.  
 
    “No. Now I have to call him.” 
 
    “Call him? Like say his name?” 
 
    “What else would that mean?” 
 
    He shook his head and waved his hand, gesturing for me to continue.  
 
    “Hermes, I call you to me. Deliver yourself at once.” 
 
    For a moment, nothing happened, and Oz’s expression grew weary. “I think Hades was fucking with you—” 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, the messenger god dropped to the ground next to us, his eyes wide and wild.  
 
    “You called, Princess?” 
 
    “Bring Hecate to us now,” I replied.  
 
    He stared at me for a moment, everything from anger to curiosity passing through his expression.  
 
    “Say please…” 
 
    Oz’s wing whipped over my head, the tip of it landing just below the former god’s chin. Blood trickled down his neck, staining his white tunic.  
 
    “Please,” Oz growled, digging the sharp edge in a little deeper. 
 
    “Such abhorrent manners,” Hermes said, backing up a step. “And to think you were once a favored one.” His attention returned to me. “Stay here. I shall return in a moment.” 
 
    He disappeared in a flash, leaving Oz and me to await his return. I looked over to my dark companion, who was carefully cleaning the blood off his wing.  
 
    “Killing him would not have been helpful.” 
 
    “Which is why I didn’t.” 
 
    “Why did he call you a favored one?” I asked, trying to glean something from his reaction to my question. Not surprisingly, I was met with nothing.  
 
    “I have a reputation. Apparently, it reached all the way to the Oudeis. Lucky me…” 
 
    “Is it true?” I asked. “Your reputation…was it deserved?” 
 
    “Favored ones don’t fall from grace, new girl. That clear things up for you?” 
 
    “No…” I mused.  
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you need me to spell it out for you?” 
 
    “Your words and your actions are incongruent, Oz, which leaves me to wonder.” 
 
    “Wonder what?” 
 
    “If your fall was your own doing. If you willingly chose that outcome.” 
 
    He stared at me as he rubbed the stubble on his chin. It was clear that he was contemplating something, though I did not know what. Perhaps he was considering enlightening me. Or perhaps knocking me unconscious—for the second time.  
 
    Before I learned which was true, Hermes appeared a few yards away with Hecate. She looked haggard and forlorn. Her white hair was limp around her face, her robes in tatters. Whatever she had faced in her exit from the Underworld and her time above had been unkind. For a moment, I wondered if her power, too, had left her. The emptiness in her dull eyes mirrored my father’s.  
 
    “Princess,” she called, the urgency in her tone not lost on me. 
 
    “You wished to speak to me, Hecate. So tell me, what do you wish to speak about?” 
 
    She looked around as though afraid of who might overhear. “Have you news of the Underworld?” she asked. 
 
    “It is, as Oz likes to say, a total shitshow.” 
 
    “You have seen it, then?” She turned her attention to my dark keeper. “You have been there since the fall?” 
 
    “We have. It is as she says.” 
 
    Hecate’s mouth pressed to a grim slash across her face. “I see…”  
 
    “What happened to you, Hecate?” I asked, taking control of the conversation. She would learn nothing else until I was satisfied that she was an ally and not a traitor.  
 
    “I’m not certain,” she said, looking away. “It all happened so quickly. Your father left, and then the veils just crumbled in his absence. I alone could not restore them.” 
 
    “And the souls?” I asked. “What of them? Could you not control them?” 
 
    She shook her head. “There were too many at once, and too little power was left in the Underworld to call upon. Your father…his presence there has fed the Underworld for eternity. With that loss of power, there was only so much that could be done.” 
 
    “So you fled?”  
 
    “I saw no other choice.” She steeled herself against her shame and the beratement she expected to receive for her cowardice. “I had hoped to find you and Hades. I thought perhaps we could work together to fix what has been all but destroyed.” 
 
    I shot a look to Oz, whose expression was as closed as ever.  
 
    “What about Persephone?” he asked, staring daggers at Hecate. “Wouldn’t you want her to be there too? To lend her power?” 
 
    Hecate fidgeted with a shredded piece of stained grey robe. “I am not certain that is wise,” was her only reply.  
 
    “Speak plainly,” I snapped, stepping closer to where she’d tucked herself behind Hermes. “Why would it not be wise for Persephone to accompany us?” 
 
    “Because I do not trust her, Princess. All that has happened—all the pieces necessary to create this waterfall of chaos—seems too engineered to be an unfortunate coincidence, does it not?” 
 
    “Could I not say the same about you?” I countered. “About your involvement in the events leading to the fall of the Underworld?” 
 
    “I had a hand in it,” she replied. “I cannot deny that. It was with my complicity in Persephone’s plan that this all began. For that, I take responsibility. But you forget, I did not know that your father’s powers were weakened until after the deed was done; I only knew that something was amiss in the Underworld. It had been acting strangely, but that started when you disappeared inexplicably and Persephone took your place far sooner than normal. I thought perhaps that shift had caused the disturbance. But after you swallowed the souls of the Oudeis, I learned the truth—that Hades’ powers were waning.” 
 
    “Persephone said she did what she did to help him,” I argued, to see if it would sway Hecate’s stance against the queen. “She was trying to save him.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said, the hesitation in her voice clear. “Or maybe she was trying kill you…” The hardened stare of hers that I had long known slowly returned. “She knew that the souls had responded to you upon your arrival. She would have needed you gone if she wanted to rule on her own.” 
 
    “Then she failed.” 
 
    “Did she, though?” she asked, stepping out from behind Hermes, releasing her tight grip on his shirt. “She may not have killed you in the process, but she knew you would have to leave once you had assisted her—that the Dark One wanted you out of that place. Either way, she got what she wanted. She also knew exactly whom she was releasing when she emptied the Oudeis into you. The souls escaping as you crossed the Acheron was an added bonus because it put distance between you and Hades, and drove him above where he is even more vulnerable—and let a handful of vengeful gods loose in the process.” 
 
    “And you think what? That she will come for him above?” 
 
    “I think she will do what she has long done—use his true love for her to manipulate him.” My blood ran cold at her words because I believed them to be true. Persephone could manipulate him well enough to betray him. And I would have allowed it to happen. “She is power hungry and cunning, Khara. You never had the pleasure of seeing this because of your separation, but as the one who knows her best, aside from Hades, I can say without reservation that she is dangerous to anyone who gets in the way of what she wants.” 
 
    “And if what she wants is my father’s reign—” 
 
    “Then she will stop at nothing to get it.” 
 
    The mistress of the dead and I stared at one another for a moment, a moment of shared understanding. Whatever story Persephone had fed us—no matter how believable—was likely another of her insidious plans. There was too much plausibility in Hecate’s words for them to go ignored. She had little to gain and much to lose from turning on her queen, and she had done so regardless. For the sake of her king.  
 
    She had chosen her side.  
 
    As I already had.  
 
    “We must go,” I said, turning to Oz. 
 
    “We’ll be in touch, necromancer,” he said to Hecate as he walked away.  
 
    “We must return to the Underworld and attempt to rebuild it before she comes for him,” Hecate cried, lunging to grab my arm.  
 
    “She will not be a problem,” I replied, pulling out of her grasp. “We will be in touch soon.” I let my wings erupt through my backless shirt and strode up to Oz. “You know what we must do?” Oz nodded once. As soon as we were in the air, far away from the messenger god and the necromancer, I turned to face him. “She must die.” 
 
    “For the record, I believe I said that last time.” 
 
    His arrogant smile made me want to stab him. But a life without Oz was not a life I would soon be granted, nor was I certain I wished. For all his infuriating tendencies, there was a comfort in having him at my side. An ally as dark and cruel as I was capable of being. As unfeeling and practical as I.  
 
    I would need him to occupy my father while I brought Hades’ wife to justice.  
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    I stormed through the front door of the Victorian, the clatter of it hitting the wall echoing all around me. Drew rounded the newel post armed and ready for battle, but he lowered his weapons when he saw me climbing the stairs two at a time.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked as I passed him.  
 
    “Where is Persephone?” 
 
    “With your father. In his room…” 
 
    “Stay here,” I ordered, heading to the third floor.  
 
    “You might want to listen to her,” Oz said from close behind me. “But on the other hand, this could be amazing, so you probably shouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    “Both of you stay,” I yelled back at them. “This is between her and me.” 
 
    “My ass it is,” Oz replied, pushing past me to the door of his former room. I reached for the knob but was halted by his hand on my wrist. “Be smart, new girl. Some things can’t be undone.” 
 
    “Even death can, Oz. Perhaps I should kill her just for fun.” 
 
    I yanked free of his hold and threw open the door to find Persephone in her robes, straddling my father as he lay half-naked on the bed.  
 
    “What is the meaning of—” 
 
    Before Persephone could finish her cry of outrage, I snatched her by her long dark hair and ripped her from my father. She fell to the floor in a heap, but it did nothing to slow me. I dragged her through the door to the sound of her and my father cursing my name. Oz blocked my father’s way, allowing me to continue my trek with Persephone in tow.  
 
    Our descent to the first floor was not a graceful one, and by the time I threw her onto the couch, she had blood on her face and murder in her eyes. She started chanting in Greek, but my foot to her mouth seemed to break her concentration and, quite possibly, her jaw. She fought to free it from its dislodged position while I capitalized on the moment and pinned her to the floor, dagger poised to dive between her ribs, right into her heart—should she actually possess one.  
 
    “You are going to tell me how you planned to usurp my father, and you are going to do it now. And if I think for one second you are lying to me again, I will spear you with this blade and twist it over and over again until you writhe in pain beneath me and breathe your dying breath. Is that clear, Sister?” 
 
    “I already told you—” 
 
    “Ah!” I said, cutting off her lies at the head. “That sounds a lot like a denial, which is not what I want to hear.” 
 
    “Then you clearly do not seek the truth,” she hissed. “I didn’t lie to you before.” 
 
    “I have happened upon information that makes me think otherwise.” 
 
    “What information? From whom?” 
 
    “That is irrelevant. All you need to focus on is telling me how you did what you did and why, and I will make your death quick.” 
 
    “If you think I am lying, Sister, then call upon the one who can look into my mind and see which version of this story is true.” 
 
    “And who, pray tell, might that be?” I asked, pressing the blade hard enough to puncture the fabric of her robe and pierce her skin.  
 
    “He is your PC brother, Khara. Surely you know of whom I speak.” 
 
    I looked to Drew, who lingered on the staircase. He merely shrugged in response. But from a floor above, I could hear Oz’s laughter ring out. Seconds later, his heavy footfalls, as well as those of my father, grew louder as they headed to the first floor, where I sat upon Persephone, her life in my hands. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s what you want, Queenie?” Oz asked as he led Hades into the living room. My father looked pale and gaunt, and terrified at the sight of my bloodlust. He looked at me as though he were not seeing the daughter he knew; as if I were a wild animal about to gorge herself on his wife.  
 
    “Khara…” he called, walking toward me with care. “You must believe her.” 
 
    I ignored his plea entirely. “Who is this brother?” I asked, looking up at Oz. The amusement in his eyes sparkled in the dim light. 
 
    “This is going to be a treat.” He told Drew to text someone named Trey and have him bring someone called Muses to the Victorian, then walked behind me and sat down in the armchair. “You have no idea what you’re in for, new girl,” he said, that wicked smile as full of delight as his eyes.  
 
    I wondered exactly what I had just agreed to. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    It was not long before two males appeared in the living room out of thin air. The taller dark-haired one introduced himself as Trey. He was quiet and thoughtful but remote—awkward in a way. Oz had explained that Trey was able to transport others in the blink of an eye, and that was one way he served the PC. Technology was his other strong suit. But it was not him that I found my focus drawn toward, but his companion.  
 
    Muses. 
 
    It was clear in the set of his dark eyes that he was every bit of trouble Oz had implied. Every inch of his being screamed it. Black leather from head to toe that matched the kohl liner rimming his eyes. He looked nothing like the other PC brothers I had met, even Casey. Casey was dark in a menacing way, but Muses possessed a grace and beauty that undoubtedly belied his true nature—the perfect façade to lure in his prey.  
 
    With a glance in my direction, he smiled in a way that would have made Oz proud. A lesser being would have squirmed under his gaze, but I met his stare with one of bored indifference while I held the blade to Persephone.  
 
    “So this is the sister I have heard so little about,” he said, voice like silk.  
 
    “If you have heard anything at all, then it is more than I have of you.” 
 
    His serpent’s smile widened. “Oh, I think I’m really going to like this one,” he said, turning to Oz. “A lot.” 
 
    “She’s something, make no mistake about that, Muses. But a word of caution: don’t fuck with her, or she’ll kill you where you stand. She doesn’t have much of a sense of humor.” 
 
    His attention returned. “I shall have to see just how far I can push her, then, before she breaks.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Muses’ gaze fell upon Drew. “What’s this? No grand welcome for me, Brother? Where are your manners? Your sense of honor?” 
 
    Drew just stared at him blankly. Muses’ brow furrowed.  
 
    “You did not hear,” I said, my gaze snapping between Muses and Drew.  
 
    “Hear what?” he asked, no hint of amusement in his sharp eyes.  
 
    “Drew was brought back from the dead, released from the Underworld with my father’s help. But in this process, his memory was wiped clean. He has no recollection of who and what he was prior to his death.” 
 
    “But he’s retained his abilities,” Oz added, “which keeps things interesting at times.” 
 
    Muses looked to Drew. “You do not know me?” he asked. Drew shook his head. “Well, I fear that might be for the best. You and I had our…differences, as it were. Maybe now we will be more amicable.” 
 
    Drew’s expression fell. “I’ll be upstairs if you need me for anything.” 
 
    Oz opened his mouth to respond, but I silenced him with a glare meant to set his soul ablaze, had he one to incinerate. He merely laughed in response and reclined in his seat.  
 
    Persephone had remained quiet during Muses’ entrance, but she could not go forever that way. Once Drew disappeared, Muses had eyes only for her.  
 
    “It’s been a long time,” he said, a longing in his eyes that made me wonder.  
 
    I climbed off her to allow her to stand. But my blade and my wrath were never far. Hades made a move to join her, but Oz stopped him short. 
 
    “It has indeed, Muses. Tell me, are things better for you now, or are you still stuck in Sean’s shadow?” Her eyes drifted to me when she spoke of my twin, then back to Muses. Had it not been for the tension in his shoulders, I would not have realized how much her question had affected him. Judging by the smile on her face, the change in his body was not lost on her.  
 
    “Careful there, Queenie. I wouldn’t go pissing off the guy capable of rummaging around in your head just for shits and giggles,” Oz warned. “You never know what information he might force you to disclose…” 
 
    Persephone’s amusement fell away. “Some ground rules must be set before we begin,” she said as though she were in charge—as if we were still in the Underworld where she had reigned.  
 
    “The ground rules are simple,” I replied. “Muses will do whatever is necessary to convince me that you are not lying to us about your intentions. Anything short of that will result in your immediate death.” 
 
    Her lips pursed with irritation. “I wonder how your father will feel about that—” 
 
    “My father,” I said, not allowing Hades to speak, “will not be alive to care if your intention is to harm him or have others do it in your stead. So you see, Sister, I care not what he would think of your death at my hands. I would rather live for eternity in exile from the Underworld than know that my carelessness led to his demise.” 
 
    Whether it was the set of my gaze, the contempt in my voice, or the absolute lack of concern for how my actions could damage my relationship with my father, I did not know; but I did know that it was fear I saw in Persephone’s eyes, thinly veiled with anger. She was worried about what Muses could uncover in her mind.  
 
    Her life hung in the balance. 
 
    “Well, Khara,” Muses said, “before I can unleash you on the Queen of the Damned, I will need to know a few things about the information you need.” I looked back at him, and he gestured toward the kitchen. “After you, Sister…” 
 
    “Do not let her move,” I said to Oz as I passed. He moved to follow, and I wheeled on him, blocking his path.  
 
    “I can keep an eye on her from the kitchen,” he said simply. 
 
    “I do not need a babysitter anymore—” 
 
    “You so sure about that?” he asked, his gaze darting to where Muses waited. “Do not let him touch you, new girl. He can’t see what’s in your mind without contact.” 
 
    “Giving away my secrets, Oz? How very unsporting of you…” 
 
    “Can it, Muses. You lay a hand on her and we’ll have ourselves a problem,” Oz threatened. “We both know you don’t want that.” 
 
    “Do we?” Muses replied as he approached. “That would mean close proximity, would it not? To be in arm’s reach? And I think we both know you don’t want that.” It was Oz’s turn to go rigid. Muses smiled with wicked delight. “What secrets could I unearth in that time, I wonder…?” His gaze fell upon me as he moved closer. “What details of her life you wouldn’t want to expose—” 
 
    “Enough,” Oz growled. “Just do what you fucking came here to do and leave, Muses.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. There’s the warm welcome I’m used to receiving. Now, Khara, if you would be so kind…” He motioned for me to join him and I walked over, leaving Oz behind to brood alone. Muses’ taunt about my past had done nothing to affect me, but it had clearly rattled Oz. He walked back into the living room and loomed over Persephone—once he removed my father from his path. Silence filled the space in no time at all.  
 
    “So, Sister, do tell…what am I to learn from the queen?” 
 
    “The motives behind her actions in the Underworld are in question, most specifically her using me as a vessel to hold the souls of the Oudeis—whether she conspired with Zeus beforehand. Whether she meant for him to escape the Underworld.” 
 
    His eyebrow quirked with curiosity. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes. Whether she wanted to usurp Hades.” 
 
    “All right—” 
 
    “And if she loves my father or wishes him dead. If she wishes to reign alone.” 
 
    “You are wise to distrust her,” Muses said, dark eyes assessing me. “She is a wicked, wicked being.” 
 
    “That she is. But whatever your history with her, do not let it cloud your judgment or your focus. No matter how hard she baits you.” 
 
    “How sweet,” he replied, cocking his head to mock me. “My sister acts as though she cares about me. But you see, Khara,” he said, leaning in closer, almost close enough to touch, “no one in our family actually gives a shit about me—they want me for my gifts and nothing more. Do not fool yourself into thinking you are anything more than a weapon to them. Even Sean…” 
 
    He was so near me that all he needed to do was reach forward and my hand would have been his. I took a step back.  
 
    “I am perfectly capable of discerning the intentions of my brothers,” I said, retreating another step.  
 
    “So I see,” he replied, dark amusement flashing in his eyes. Then it disappeared. “Now, shall we harass the queen?” 
 
    Not awaiting my response, he headed toward the living room and sat down next to Persephone. The shift of her body away from him was almost imperceptible.  
 
    “Must you practically sit in my lap?” she asked, her annoyance plain.  
 
    He leaned in closer. “You used to love to sit in mine…” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed with anger or embarrassment; I could not be certain. She flashed Hades a sympathetic look, then turned to Muses, sitting up tall as though she were perched on her throne.  
 
    “Be done with this then be gone, Muses.” 
 
    “If you insist, your highness.” None too gently, he grabbed her face in his hands and pulled her to him. “Tell me about the night you released the souls of the Oudeis,” he said, staring into her eyes. Her body went slack, melting against his. She looked as though she had been drugged and could not have enjoyed it more. She stroked Muses’ face as he held hers.  
 
    Hades went rigid beside me. 
 
    “I could not let them hurt him,” she said softly. “The veils were weakening, and I had my suspicions that Khara was a vessel—a being capable of taking them in—so I placed them inside her.” 
 
    “Did you mean for Zeus to escape?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Do you love Hades?” 
 
    “So much…” 
 
    “Do you want to reign without Hades at your side?” Muses asked, gripping her face tighter. She winced from the pain, then smiled. 
 
    “All women of power wish to reign alone. It is our dream…” 
 
    “Would you kill Hades or order him killed to make that happen?” 
 
    “No,” she said, her eyes fluttering closed. “He loves me. He understands me. My needs…” 
 
    Muses looked to me for direction, but I had none to give. His eyes fell upon the queen again and he asked one final question. 
 
    “Have you ever tried to kill Khara?” For a moment, Persephone seemed to emerge from the sensual haze she had been lost in. Her eyes went wide and sharp, and fear creased her brow. When she didn’t answer, Muses yanked her to him by her head. “Tell me…” he said, voice teeming with warning. “Have you ever tried to kill Khara, either by your own hand or your order?” Her body began to shake like her mother’s, convulsing as Muses tried to pry the answer from her by force.  
 
    “Stop this at once!” Hades shouted, pushing past me, only to be stopped by Oz. 
 
    “You will tell me what I want to know, or I will take it from you,” Muses crooned as he stroked her face. “And you have already seen how unpleasant that will be.”  
 
    “Muses—” I cautioned, but he ignored me entirely. 
 
    “Tell me!” he shouted, launching to his feet to tower above her, her head still clamped viciously in his grip. 
 
    “Yes!” she cried before her eyes slammed shut and she collapsed against the couch. 
 
    Hades rushed to her side. The second he felt how limp she’d gone, he raged at Muses like a man possessed.  
 
    “What have you done?” he roared, lunging for him. Before he could grab Muses, Oz jumped in his path, his wings shooting out to block Hades’ approach.  
 
    “What needed to be done,” Oz replied. “Or were you not listening?” 
 
    “For the last time, Persephone poses no threat to me! She is not responsible for what happened.” 
 
    “You are right, Father,” I said, ducking under Oz’s wing to see him. “She is not. I was wrong about her intent, and for that I apologize, but I will not apologize for my methods, nor my need to be certain she can be trusted.” 
 
    The harsh set of his features softened slightly at my words. “I know you did it to protect me—that everything you have done was to keep me safe—but you must trust my judgment too, my princess. She is my wife.” 
 
    “And Khara is your daughter, is she not? If not by blood, by bond?” Muses asked, walking around Oz’s wings so he could stare my father down. “Maybe your judgment regarding your wife has left you blind to other matters, especially where Khara is concerned.” 
 
    Just as Hades opened his mouth to respond, the front door opened. Kierson, Pierson, and Casey flooded the living room, undoubtedly having heard the arguing from outside. Weapons drawn, they filled the space in an instant, prepared to fight whomever they deemed the threat. Between Oz, Muses, my father, and Persephone, they had a selection to choose from.  
 
    “I’m saying that however precious or harmless you think your wife to be, that does not negate the fact that she just admitted to trying to kill Khara, or at least cause her death.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Muses?” Kierson asked, his normally playful expression murderous.  
 
    “After a considerable amount of resistance,” Oz said, “Persephone disclosed the fact that she has attempted to kill Khara or have her killed.” 
 
    Not a body in the room moved except Persephone, who stirred on the couch, still dead to the world around her for the time being. Given what was about to go down, it was for the best.  
 
    “Say that again,” Casey growled, moving toward Persephone.  
 
    “The Dark One speaks the truth,” Muses added. “When asked if she had tried or ordered someone else to kill Khara, she said yes.” 
 
    “I’ll fucking flay her,” Casey muttered under his breath. He reached behind him and withdrew a thin crescent-shaped blade.  
 
    “You will back away from her or meet your end,” Hades said, pushing past Oz, who allowed him by.  
 
    “That bitch just admitted to trying to kill your daughter, and you’re defending her?” Casey asked, staring at Hades with hatred in his dead eyes. But hidden deep within them was also bewilderment, a lack of understanding for how someone who claimed to love me so much could so easily dismiss what Persephone had done. Casey did not know the depths of my father’s near-obsession with his wife; how it held him prisoner from reason. All bets were off when it came to her.  
 
    “I will hear her out on the matter before I decide anything for myself.” 
 
    Casey seemed to have lost his voice as his mind spiraled, but Kierson had not.  
 
    “Get. Out.” His words were little more than a snarl. The blind hatred I found in his stare made the hair on my neck stand up. “You don’t deserve Khara. You don’t deserve what she’s done for you. And I’m sure as fuck not going to continue to protect someone willing to forgive Persephone for what she just admitted to doing.” 
 
    “Kierson—” my father said, only to be cut off at the knees.  
 
    “There is nothing you can say to change my mind. Maybe you don’t love Khara like you should, but I do,” he said, looking to Pierson, then Casey. “We all do. She’s our family, not yours. Now get out!” 
 
    “Though I am inclined to agree with my twin,” Pierson said, “we cannot afford for the Soul Keeper to meet his end. We will honor our commitment to seeing him upon his throne once more, but once that is done, he will never return here again.” The quiet one’s shrewd eyes cut across the room to Hades. “There will be consequences if he does.” 
 
    Hades turned his worried gaze to me. “Khara…you know I love you…” 
 
    “I do, Father—” 
 
    “What would you have me do? How can I make this right?” 
 
    “You cannot,” I said, looking up at him. “I have always been a distant second where Persephone is involved. Nothing has changed. Nothing ever will. Our relationship is as it has always been…” 
 
    He looked at me as though I had struck him. “And what is that?” he dared ask.  
 
    “You are the warden I call my father. I am the ward you call your daughter. You love me, but I am not yours—not of your creation. And if the pact had never been, you could have had the one you truly wanted with you at all times.” 
 
    “No, Khara,” he said, swallowing hard. “That is not—” 
 
    “It is, Father. It always has been, and that is all right with me. I have always seen our relationship for what it truly is.” 
 
    Hades jaw clenched and his eyes grew glassy. “I never wanted to have to choose between you…” 
 
    “Then let me release you of your burden. Let me return you to your throne alongside your wife and be gone. I will be fine above.” 
 
    Without a word, he pulled me to him, his arms wrapped tightly around me. He held me until a heavy sensation tugged at my heart, the discomfort growing greater by the second. It cast a net around my chest and cinched it closed until I could barely breathe. I pushed away from Hades and excused myself, headed upstairs. Though I tried to remain calm, the pressure beneath my ribs made it nearly impossible. By the time I reached the rooftop, I felt as though I would burst.  
 
    I ran to the edge and collapsed to my knees by the ledge. A scream like the one I’d once let loose in the Underworld flew out of me, scattering a murder of crows nearby. But unlike in the Underworld, something else escaped. My cheeks grew wet as tears poured from my eyes. I pawed at them in disgust, trying to erase the stain they left behind, to no avail. Any thought of what had just occurred only brought more.  
 
    The crunch of gravel underfoot rescued me from my outburst, and I turned to find Oz staring at me across the expanse of roof.  
 
    “First time?” he asked, taking in my state. Without invitation, he made his way over and perched himself on the ledge.  
 
    “I do not understand this,” I said, wiping my face again.  
 
    He sat in silence, looking at me with careful consideration. “No,” he said quietly, “I bet you don’t.” Then, in a movement so gentle it was hard to comprehend, Oz reached over and wiped the last of my confounding tears away. “I think you’re becoming more susceptible to emotions than you would like to admit, Khara. If I’m right, you’re in for a wild ride until you get a handle on them.” 
 
    “If this is what sadness is, then I should like to avoid it in the future.” 
 
    “No. Not sadness,” he corrected. “Disappointment. Betrayal.” 
 
    “Whatever you choose to name it, it does not sit well with me.” A gust of wind blew across my face, helping to dry my cheeks. With a deep breath of resignation, I stood and looked at Oz. “I have always known that a day such as this would come—understood where I placed in Hades’ priorities—so explain to me why now, after all this time, it should have this effect?” 
 
    “Because, Khara,” he said, standing to join me, “knowing in your head and knowing in your heart are two very different things. Logic and feeling do not play for the same team. And logic, with very few exceptions, never wins.” 
 
    “I prefer feeling nothing to this,” I said under my breath.  
 
    Oz looked at me, his expression a mix of anger and pity. “No you don’t. You just don’t like the ramifications of emotional investment.” 
 
    “And what would you know of it?” I asked, squaring my shoulders to face him. My moment of weakness was long gone, and I needed to remind both him and myself of who I really was. Khara the unshakable. Khara the fearless. 
 
    “My reprieve from them is over now,” he said, hovering above me. “Thanks for that, by the way. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    He strode toward the window that led to his old room, leaving me alone to weigh his words. At first, they made no sense. Making him Dark should have deadened him inside, not the opposite. But what if it was not his change that had awakened him again? What if it was something else? Someone else? 
 
    I looked to that window and stared as though the answer were written on the clear glass pane, though in truth, I did not need it to be. It was plain that Oz blamed me for ruining his emotional fortitude.  
 
    I alone had unmade him in so many ways.  
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    “You okay, Khara?” Kierson asked as I descended the stairs.  
 
    “Of course. I just needed some space. Learning that my adoptive sister conspired to kill me appears to have that effect on me,” I replied, rounding the newel post to the living room. “What have you learned of this attempt in my absence?” 
 
    “Khara,” Persephone called. She stood, a trio of my brothers surrounding her, poised to cut her down if she made one wrong move—or perhaps none at all. “Please…I need you to understand…” 
 
    “What is there that could be misunderstood?” I asked, staring at her across the room. “You wished me dead.” 
 
    “Yes, I did, but it was not personal. I did it to be rid of my mother—to secure my time away from her in the Underworld.” 
 
    “But that makes no sense,” Pierson said, assessing her with narrowed eyes. “Every tale ever told—every document written about Demeter and you—says that you adored your time above with her.” 
 
    Persephone turned her gaze to him, the fire in her stare enough to set the room ablaze. 
 
    “Because all stories and texts are accurate?” she asked. Her acerbic tone made the rhetorical nature of the question clear. “My mother is a disease—a parasite. My time with her was torture. Feel free to have Muses rummage around in my mind to corroborate my story if you like. He’ll find it to be true.”  
 
    “Who did you recruit to put an end to me?” I asked.  
 
    She weathered my question unfazed. “I would rather not say.” 
 
    “Was it Deimos?” my father asked. Given how little he knew about my twisted relationship with Deimos, it stood to reason. 
 
    “No,” she replied as though the idea were ridiculous. “Deimos is obsessed with her. If he ever killed her, it would be for his own reasons and no one else’s.” 
 
    “Who then?” Hades pressed.  
 
    Persephone hesitated for only a moment before she submitted to her husband’s question. 
 
    “His brother, whose name I will not speak.”  
 
    Phobos… 
 
    A chorus of swearing erupted amongst the crowd. 
 
    “When was this?” Hades asked, the words escaping on a breath.  
 
    “Not long after the pact was made,” she said. 
 
    “How could you? How could you do such a thing? You knew I adored her…” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, scrambling over the couch toward him. It was a grotesque show of groveling that was beneath her and her station, but it was plain from the panic in her voice and the fear in her eyes that she was afraid she had pushed him too far. That owning the deed outright may have damaged their relationship in an irreparable way. “I called it off before he even learned who the target was,” she said, grabbing him by his shirt. His large hands encircled hers and pulled her away. “How can I make this better? How can I make you forgive me?” 
 
    “I need a moment,” he said, retreating upstairs as I had done only moments earlier.  
 
    Her dark eyes fell to me, full of regret and pain and guilt. “Help me fix this, Sister…” 
 
    “I cannot,” was my only reply. 
 
    “Maybe…” she said, clambering past the others to me, “maybe if we were to work together to fix the Underworld for him—to put him back on his throne—then maybe he would see that after I called off the assassination, I never once attempted to harm you. Desperation forced my hand, Khara, but in the end, I could not do it because I knew it would hurt his heart. He loves you so much, even though you are not his own. Help me fix this because I can see the hopelessness growing in his eyes with every hour he spends above, and it terrifies me…” 
 
    “And how would we accomplish this?” I asked, unsure that her plan was even possible. “You were unable to fix anything before you left. You admitted as much already.”  
 
    “But with you at my side—with your power and influence and the way the Underworld responds to you—we should be able to shore up the veils enough for Hades to return. Once there, his power should slowly restore.” 
 
    “You think it that simple?” I asked, unable to keep the incredulity from my tone. 
 
    “I believe that, if you were to bring me there, between the two of us, we would be able to return things to normal.” 
 
    I looked at her curiously. “But how, Sister? The veils were thinning when we were last there. Was that not your concern? That they would fall, and Hades would not be able to overcome what would escape? Is that not why you had me inhale the souls of the Oudeis—to protect him?” 
 
    Her expression darkened. “Yes…” 
 
    “Then I do not see how we will be able to restore things enough for him to return. If you were indeed expelled as you have stated, then it would seem as though you have little to no control over the Underworld, despite what your ego would have you believe.” 
 
    Her mouth puckered in frustration.  
 
    “Then perhaps, Sister, the task will require more of you and less of me. Are you willing to do what is necessary?” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied before Oz stepped closer. 
 
    “No. She’s isn’t.” 
 
    I glanced up at him, attempting to silence him with my glare. “Yes. I am. If it will help my father, I shall.” 
 
    “Sidebar, new girl,” he said, pulling me toward the basement door. He didn’t let go of me until we were alone in my room, the door slammed shut behind us and locked. Only then did he begin his long-winded rant. “I would ask you if you’ve lost your mind, but I feel like the answer is too self-evident to bother. Have you forgotten what happened the last time Persephone tried one of her little plans?” Before I could endeavor to answer, he continued. “You let the most depraved souls ever to exist out into the world. Not your best moment. So why in the name of the gods would you agree to do it again? And don’t say to help Daddy, because that shit is getting old. Your philanthropic intentions, though strangely admirable, are just shy of insane. This will not end well, Khara. You must know that.” 
 
    “He needs to return, Oz, and preferably sooner than later. I see no other way to accomplish this. Do you?” 
 
    His mouth snapped shut and his shoulders heaved as he tried to calm himself.  
 
    “We still have time.” 
 
    “Time for someone to assassinate Hades? Yes, a flawless plan, no doubt. Let us wait until he is weakened beyond repair. Perhaps we should just tie him to a tree outside and wait for someone to come kill him, just to speed things along,” I said, the heat in my tone palpable. His eyes narrowed. “If you think that my letting those souls loose was bad, then perhaps you should contemplate the state of things when the ruler of the Underworld dies. What then, Oz? What chaos do you think will ensue? Will it be worse than what I did?” His lack of response was answer enough. “We must at least try this. If we fail, I will be happy to oblige your admonishing outbursts.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’ll be returning to. The souls have been without a keeper for too long. The magic that holds them under will not hold forever.” 
 
    “Then it should not matter if we are unsuccessful. The outcome will eventually be the same.” 
 
    His jaw worked hard to contain his anger. “She could be trying to hurt you. Have you considered that?” 
 
    I steeled my gaze, stepping closer to him. “Of course I have. I am no fool.” 
 
    “Really? Because your actions say otherwise.” 
 
    “Promise me one thing, Oz: that if something should happen to me, you will keep Hades as safe as you would me if our roles were reversed.” 
 
    Silence permeated the room, weaving its way around us until it pulled tight. Then Oz broke it with three small words. 
 
    “I swear it.” 
 
    Then he turned and stormed up the stairs, taking the tension along with him. For a moment, I stood alone, preparing to return to the others and, ultimately, Persephone. We were headed for the Underworld, ready to restore order to those who required it.  
 
    And we could not afford to fail. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I left Hades behind in the care of the twins, Drew, and Muses—once he decided it was worth his while to stay. Casey, however, was adamant about going with us. Perhaps he felt he had something to prove after his last trip to the Underworld. Perhaps he felt he had failed me and needed to make amends.  
 
    Oz and I carried the others to the gates of the Underworld. The four of us stood before them for a moment before Persephone muttered something under her breath and started for the entrance. With a determined gait, she closed the distance in a matter of seconds. But the moment she set foot over the threshold, she was shot backward. I caught her before she hit the ground. The surprise in her eyes quickly bled to anger, then rage.  
 
    “This cannot be,” she said, dusting off her silk dress. She approached the gates again, chanting something as she did. Her arms raised, she once again attempted to enter, only to be cast out the moment her foot hit the ground beyond the gates. 
 
    The Underworld still would not have her. 
 
    “So much for that plan,” Oz said, his irritation plain.  
 
    “What treachery is this?” Persephone asked, walking up to the gates, halting just shy of them. “This is my home. My kingdom…” 
 
    “It is my father’s kingdom,” I said, “and it has forsaken him. It seems it has also forsaken you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    As she stared blankly at the home that would no longer have her, Oz brushed past, turning to look back at her once he had crossed the threshold. His haughty stare affected Persephone, her body rigid with anger. Then he looked beyond her to me. 
 
    “Time to go see what the fuck is going on down there, new girl.” 
 
    I turned to Casey. “Stay with her. If she tries to leave, kill her.” 
 
    My black-eyed brother smiled. “With pleasure.” 
 
    Once I joined Oz, we made our way into the Underworld, headed for the Acheron. With all the chaos that had occurred, it remained a constant. The vast river cut through rock, dividing the damned from the gates. What was not the same was what lay just beyond it—the mass of souls toeing the edge of the cliff, desperate to escape somehow. 
 
    Perhaps they would soon find a way. 
 
    “This should be interesting,” Oz muttered to himself. Then his black wings shot out wide around him. The souls stirring on the other side went still, as though they knew absolute death would befall them if they stood against the Dark One.  
 
    Just as it had the last time I was in the Underworld, a strange energy pulsed around me; like I could feel the heartbeat of my father’s realm coursing through me. The stronger it got, the clearer the souls became. What had started as inky transparent flashes of the dead slowly became clearer. More lifelike.  
 
    “Oh good,” Oz said dryly, “they’re glad to see you.” He grabbed me by the waist and pulled me to him. “Now isn’t the time to see if you can cross on your own.” Before I could reply, he took to the air, crossing the Acheron to land in the middle of the souls on the other side. He put me down quickly and surveyed the crowd. None of the souls moved. “I wonder if it could be as simple as you asking them nicely to go back to their rooms like good little children and them obliging so we could be done with this shit.” 
 
    Without replying, I did just that. The souls all stared at me, unmoving.  
 
    “Apparently, it could not.” 
 
    His grim expression turned to me, silently agreeing.  
 
    With wings still wide, creating a radius around us where the souls dared not tread, Oz cut his way through the crowd. Where he was headed, I was not sure. 
 
    “Aery,” I said, walking through the stony corridor. “We must find her.” 
 
    Together we stormed through the Underworld, our mission becoming clearer with every step. We needed the nymph’s help—if she was still alive. She, much like Hermes, was adept at tracking people. She was like a homing pigeon if given enough direction as to not be distracted along the way. If we could keep her from males in the process, she would be of much use. 
 
    “I told her to stay,” Oz said as we rounded a corner that led toward my father’s room. “For her sake, she’d better have listened.” 
 
    That hall was devoid of souls, which was unnerving to some degree, though it was, in fact, normal when my father was present. But he was not, so I had expected chaos to abound. Yet there, it did not.  
 
    Questions brewed in my mind. “Is it not quieter here than you would have assumed?” I asked as we approached my father’s chambers.  
 
    “I assumed it would be a clusterfuck,” he replied, “but nothing surprises me these days…” He pushed open the door to my father’s room. Inside, perched in a large wingback chair, sat Deimos, staring at us as though he had been waiting centuries for us to arrive. Oz’s wings snapped out around him, poised for a fight.  
 
    One he would not likely win.  
 
    As Deimos slowly stood, I stepped between the two ancient beings, attempting to thwart a war. 
 
    “What are you doing in my father’s chambers?” I asked, my tone indifferent. 
 
    “Waiting for him to return.” 
 
    Oz scoffed. “Or looking to replace him…” 
 
    “Which will never happen,” I added through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Where is he?” Deimos asked, ignoring us both. 
 
    “Not here,” was my only response.  
 
    “You’re going to be waiting for a while, big guy,” Oz said, staring the god of terror down. 
 
    Deimos’ dark glare shifted to Oz before settling back upon me.  
 
    “He is not dead. I would know if he were.” 
 
    “No, he isn’t, though you were no help in keeping him alive.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed as he stepped closer to me. His approach was met with the tip of Oz’s wing pressed against his neck, the bladelike feathers poised to slice it wide open. For a moment, I wondered if they could; if perhaps Deimos could fall at the hands of a Dark One like the souls in my father’s kingdom.  
 
    How convenient that would be.  
 
    “I tried to get to you when Zeus held you captive,” Deimos said, his voice so low and angry it was little more than a growl.  
 
    “And then you disappeared entirely.” His brow furrowed at my droll tone. “But that doesn’t matter now since Zeus is gone for good, never to return. I can’t help but wonder if you are disappointed by this news. If you were not somehow involved in the scheme to murder my father. You seem quite keen on taking his place,” I said, eyeing the room we stood in. 
 
    “My disappearance was not intentional,” he replied, looking down at Oz’s wing before taking a step back. “Zeus’ lightning affected me in an unexpected way, though I should not have been surprised. He was always stronger than the others—even Ares. I did not expect either you or Hades to survive his attack.” 
 
    “And yet we did, no thanks to you.” 
 
    The fact that Deimos had not called Hades my father was not lost on me. Though he should not have, Deimos knew of whom I had truly been born; that I too was a child of Ares, the god of war. But unlike Deimos, I was never intended to be. I was a secret meant to be kept hidden from Ares. My very existence depended on it. How Deimos and Ares had learned the truth was a mystery to me, but one I intended to solve. The pact that had kept my identity safe had fallen, prompting my appearance in Detroit, but it seemed as though Deimos had known long before that.  
 
    He and my real father both.  
 
    “How good of you to come looking for us. I am certain my father will delight in knowing that you have been sitting here doing nothing in his absence.” 
 
    Deimos’ features grew tight again. “I have not been doing nothing. After I ushered Persephone from the Underworld, I set about righting all I could.” 
 
    “You took Persephone out of this place?” Oz asked, glancing at me.  
 
    “Yes. Then I returned.” It was clear from his clipped tone that Deimos would say no more on that subject. But Persephone would—as soon as we were above. “You and I need to speak. Alone,” Deimos said, stepping closer. I heard Oz’s wings snap open. 
 
    “You can speak with him present or not at all.” 
 
    “Do you wish for him to know all that I do?” he asked, daring another step in my direction. Again, his approach was met with an obsidian feather at his throat. “Do you trust the Dark One enough for that? He betrays everyone close to him eventually. Giving him the noose to hang you with seems foolish, does it not?” 
 
    I wanted to refute his point, but I could not. Though Oz had not betrayed me, he had betrayed my brothers. I had no doubt that elsewhere in his past were incidents of Oz putting himself before everyone around him—perhaps even my mother. Trusting him implicitly was a foolish notion. And yet the moment my mind entertained the idea of Oz betraying me, the image of him trying to breach a cage of lightning—lightning that had bested Deimos—to reach me eclipsed it. 
 
    He had tried to save me. Because he had thought I was dying.  
 
    “If I wanted to hang her,” Oz said, pulling my attention back to the present, “I’d have let you have her. I wonder why I didn’t…oh yeah. Because you’re a shady fucker who has an agenda. The very thing you accuse me of having.” 
 
    “I have never been unclear about my intentions regarding Khara. I do not think you can say the same, can you, Ozereus?” 
 
    “Oh, I think I’ve made mine pretty clear as well.” 
 
    Deimos’ irritated expression fell to one of condescension. “We shall see about that.” 
 
    I looked back and forth between the two males surrounding me, so similar and yet so different. It was impossible to discern which lies held more truth and which truths held more lies.  
 
    “Where is Aery?” I asked, breaking the silent standoff in the room. 
 
    “She is here somewhere.” 
 
    Without another word, I started for the door.  
 
    “Skoteini vasilissa,” Deimos called after me. I turned to face him. “You know what will happen if Hades does not return to the Underworld, do you not?” I nodded once. “Then you should hurry. The souls grow bolder by the minute.” 
 
    I opened the door and stepped into the hallway. I did not know where I was headed, but I moved with a sense of renewed urgency. We had come to the Underworld to set things right; for Persephone to bind the souls to their realms so that my father could return. Every moment he remained above only weakened him further. I did not have time to bicker with Deimos or to worry about what Ares knew of me. I needed to find anyone who could help restore my father to his throne. Without it, he would perish.  
 
    And the dead would roam the Earth.  
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    We were halfway to the main hall when I saw a familiar sight. Dozens of my fallen brothers—former warriors of the PC—stood at the opening to the vast room. Though I did not know them all, those at the front of the group, I did. We had met when Kierson and Casey came for me in the Underworld.  
 
    “Khara,” Cass called, walking toward me. 
 
    “Brother…you are all right,” I said, a strange sensation coursing through me at the realization. Relief, perhaps. Aery had not seen my dead brothers when she reported to Oz. Though I did not know if souls could exterminate one another as Dark Ones could, the thought of harm befalling them had crossed my mind since we were last there. 
 
    I was glad to see none had. 
 
    He stopped just before us, his expression tense. “We are, but only because we have banded together. As you can imagine, we are not favored by the others here; they resent the special treatment we received from your father. We’ve dealt with many of them. Anyone from the Elysian Fields has been targeted. We survive because of our numbers and our abilities.” His brow furrowed as he stopped talking. His hesitation spoke volumes. 
 
    “I feel there’s a ‘but’ coming,” Oz said, shifting his weight beside me.  
 
    “But I fear that we cannot withstand them indefinitely. Hades must return.” 
 
    “We are working on that,” I said, emanating a confidence I did not feel. “Have you seen Aery? I need to speak with her.” 
 
    Cass’ eyes narrowed. “The nymph is nowhere to be found.” 
 
    “Because she’s dead or because she has abandoned this shitshow?” Oz asked, anger thick in his tone.  
 
    He shook his head.“I do not know.” 
 
    “Well, this has proven to be an epic fucking waste of time,” Oz said. “The people we need to clean this up can’t get here, and the second string is AWOL.” He turned his burning stare to me. “Your father really runs a top-notch operation down here, new girl.” 
 
    “Loyalty is hard to inspire,” I replied, eyeing him tightly. “It is even harder to retain.”  
 
    He could not keep the smug smile from his face. “I wouldn’t know…” 
 
    “We can help you hunt down the nymph,” Cass said. “If she is here, we will find her.” 
 
    “We should split up,” Oz said, surveying our surroundings.  
 
    “Be careful, Khara,” Cass said, his expression tight. “Trust nothing. If something approaches you, do what you must to stay safe. The souls…they crave something. I can feel it.” 
 
    “They will heed my orders, or they will pay,” I replied, looking back to find Oz smiling. “I’m sure the Dark One would be more than happy to slay a few just for entertainment.” 
 
    “I’ll try to keep it to a dull roar,” he replied. 
 
    “Meet us back here in an hour,” Cass said. Then he turned to the horde of PC brothers behind him and started shouting orders.  
 
    Oz pulled me aside. “Where should we start?” 
 
    I pondered his question for only a second because I had already formulated a plan. Though the Underworld was vast, it was not ideal for hiding. The fact that no one had seen Aery in all that time meant one of two things: either she was not there to be found, which I doubted given Oz’s warning the last time we had seen her, or she was in the only place that even the freed souls would dare not go.  
 
    “Follow me,” I said as I headed down a particular hall, one that led to a place where I had spent more time than I wished to recall. One I really did not want to ever see again. 
 
    “Care to fill me in on where we’re going, new girl?” 
 
    “You will see soon enough.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll play your little game,” he said, striding up beside me. A cluster of wispy black souls rounded the corner toward us. The moment their ghostly eyes saw us, they stopped. We, however, did not. We headed straight for them, undaunted in our task.  
 
    “Move,” I shouted as I neared the shadowy barricade. With only a moment’s hesitation, they parted for us, plastering their willowy forms to the stone walls to avoid my wrath and Oz’s wings of true death.  
 
    “If only you could get your brothers to behave like that,” Oz said with a laugh. “The Victorian would be a much more pleasant place to live.” 
 
    “They would argue the same would result if you were to leave,” I countered, headed for the final door at the end of the darkened way; the one so black it could not be seen until you were upon it. The one that led to a den of torture that made my skin crawl.  
 
    “Well, this looks all kinds of inviting,” Oz said as we stood before Deimos’ door. 
 
    “Just wait until you are inside.” 
 
    “Color me intrigued...” 
 
    With a steady hand on the knob, I turned it slowly and pushed the door open. The room was cloaked in darkness, not a glimmer of light to be found. I stalked back down the hall to an ever-burning torch and yanked it from the wall. With Oz watching, I made my way into Deimos’ room, fire dancing off the cavernous walls to cast eerie shadows along their surface.  
 
    “Do I even want to know?” Oz asked as he scanned the room, eyes wide with surprise. Every torture device they landed on seemed to draw him in further until he was standing before the bloodstained wall on the far side of the room, holding the iron shackles that hung from it. “Deimos…” 
 
    It was not a question; rather, a grim realization.  
 
    “Is any of the blood fresh?” I asked, ignoring his reaction. I was far too concerned with suppressing my own to bother with his.  
 
    He dragged his palm along the wall, then shook his head. “All dry. Doesn’t look like any of it is new from what I can see,” he said. “Bring the torch closer.” I did as he asked, and together we scanned the splattered wall for any clues it might reveal. “No. It’s old. If he had her here, it was a while ago.” 
 
    I turned from him, torch in hand, trying to remember where Deimos had once imprisoned me not long after I arrived in the Underworld. Just after his sick obsession with me began. Before I had learned the ways of survival I now possessed.  
 
    Oz looked on as I silently searched behind the whipping bench, quartering bed, and every other piece of furniture built for pain. When I could not find what I sought, I turned to him in frustration.  
 
    “I know it is here,” I said, voice tight. 
 
    “Maybe if you actually filled me in on what you’re doing, I could help.” 
 
    “I’m looking for a cell,” I said, thinking back centuries to try to remember where it was hidden. It had been so cleverly camouflaged that, at the time, I had not realized where he was taking me. Perhaps my mind had blocked that particular memory from ever being found again—a survival mechanism of sorts, though a highly inconvenient one given the current circumstances.  
 
    Oz said nothing in response. When I pried my searching eyes from the room and focused on him, he was staring at me, chest heaving with every ragged breath he took. 
 
    A bright white glow from his eyes illuminated the room. “Like a prison cell?” His voice was deep and full of malice.  
 
    “Yes, of course. What else would I have meant?” 
 
    With slow, controlled movements, he walked toward me, every muscle in his body coiled for a fight.  
 
    “And how do you know of this cell?” 
 
    “We do not have time to rehash—” 
 
    “How. Do. You. Know?” he asked, stopping to tower over me, his anger narrowly held in check.  
 
    “Because I saw the inside of it once, and though I never wish to again, I fear Aery may be trapped there. We must find it to be sure.” 
 
    “Is it in the wall or the floor?” he asked. The tension in his face made his words clipped and curt, as though forcing them out took far more effort than necessary.  
 
    “I do not recall. I was far too terrified at the time to think clearly.” 
 
    He inhaled deeply, letting it out in a long, harsh breath. The bright white of his eyes dimmed until it was a faint glow. “Check for seams in the wall. I’ll scour the floor for anything out of place.” 
 
    “We must hurry,” I said. “If we are caught—” 
 
    “If we’re caught, I want you to get the fuck out of here. I’ll deal with Deimos.” 
 
    The faraway look in his narrowed eyes when he spoke made me question if that was not the very outcome he wanted. 
 
    Instead of wasting time arguing with the stubborn Dark One, I did as he ordered and began searching the walls for any sign of a fissure in the stone. Anything that would indicate a possible door to a cell. Minutes passed like hours as we worked in silence, and I began to wonder if my ghost of a memory was a mere figment of my imagination—something I had dreamed up after a frightening encounter with Deimos in those early years. But my gut told me otherwise, so I continued. 
 
    “I’ve got something!” Oz called from near the wall of shackles. “The blood seemed to funnel toward this particular crack in the stone,” he said, pointing to what he had just described. He bent down and began pulling at the crack with his fingertips. 
 
    It did not budge.  
 
    “There must be a switch of some sort,” I said, looking at the wall of torture implements nearby. Most were marked and well-used, given the wear they boasted, but one in the middle was not. The steel mallet jutted out from the wall, its finish still gleaming. It called to me like a Harpy, and I walked over on guided feet. Without a thought, I plucked it from the wall. 
 
    The sound of grinding stone snapped me from my trance, and I turned to find Oz jumping away from the floor that moved beneath him. Those now-warm brown eyes looked to me, full of surprise. 
 
    “Well played, new girl.” 
 
    I ran to his side just as the stones finished revealing what lay beneath, and I nearly gasped at the sight. In the tiny room, merely four by four feet at most, lay a body so covered in blood and dirt that I barely recognized it. If it hadn’t been for Aery’s size, the delicate dragonfly wings on her back, and the fact that we knew she was unaccounted for, she could have been anyone.  
 
    “Aery!” I called as I tried to climb down to reach her. The stone that had covered her was at least five feet thick, so she was deep in the space. She didn’t stir when I called her, and I wondered if we were too late; if the nymph we had ordered to stay behind had been claimed by the Underworld—permanently.  
 
    “Here,” Oz said, taking my hands to lower me down. The space was so small that I struggled to find a place to set my feet without stepping on the limp form huddled on the floor.  
 
    “Aery?” I said, bending down to move her. When I rolled her onto her back to face me, she groaned. “She is alive!” I scooped her into my arms as gently as I could, avoiding her wings in the process. One had clearly been broken, its angle far different than the others. Each of them had been sliced, the delicate iridescent material intentionally cut. The damage was too clean to have been accidental.  
 
    “Hand her to me,” Oz said from above. He was sprawled across the stone floor, reaching down for the nymph. Once he had her, he disappeared from sight for a second before returning.  
 
    “How bad is she?” I asked when he returned. His grim expression was answer enough. “Get me out of here.” 
 
    He got down again like he had for Aery and hauled me back into Deimos’ room of terrors. I spotted Aery lying on the bed, her body far thinner and paler than I remembered it being. She looked like a barely animated corpse.  
 
    “We need to get her to the Victorian now,” Oz said, rushing over to her.  
 
    “Take her,” I said, following him out of the room. The two of us ran for the Great Hall, no longer concerned about being heard or caught. Deimos would not be pleased that his pet had been released, but I did not care. Rage coursed through me like the Acheron, spitting and searing my insides. Oz could return Aery to the Victorian, but I was not ready to leave. Not yet.  
 
    Deimos would answer for what he had done.  
 
    A fork in the corridor came into view, one path leading to the Great Hall, the other to my father’s chambers where we had found Deimos earlier. Oz started down one path, and I the other. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he called, turning to follow. 
 
    “To Deimos.” 
 
    “Oh no you’re not—” 
 
    “He has done this for a reason, Oz, and I intend to find out why.” 
 
    “She needs a healer now. Not later. And you’re not going to Deimos without me.” 
 
    “Find my brothers here. One of them surely has some measure of healing ability—” 
 
    “That’s assuming their abilities still work. Those brothers are dead, remember?” 
 
    “The Underworld has awakened, and its inhabitants grow stronger. That includes my brothers.” 
 
    Aery stirred in Oz’s arms, and I placed my hand on her head to calm her.  
 
    “If you want to go after Deimos, fine. But you wait for me—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His chest rumbled with irritation. “Khara—” 
 
    “You threaten the lives of others with my abilities, then insist that I need your help to do what needs to be done. Which is it, Dark One? Am I capable or am I not? Because you cannot use my strengths to your advantage when it suits your argument, then claim I am too weak to fight without you.” 
 
    His expression darkened, but I cared not. I was right and he knew it; that truth was written across his face, from the set of his jaw to the pinch in his brows.  
 
    “I am taking her to your brothers and then I’m coming back for you.” 
 
    “You will make sure she is being cared for and then you can do as you please. That is the deal.” 
 
    He hovered near me, his eyes searching my face for something. They fell to my lips for a moment before he cursed under his breath and sprinted down the opposite corridor that led to the Great Hall. I followed his cue and darted toward where we had last encountered Deimos. I threw open the door to find him standing there as though he’d known I would return.  
 
    My wings exploded through my back, sensing the threat he posed.  
 
    “We need to talk,” I said, walking toward him.  
 
    “Have you rid yourself of the Dark One?” he asked, amusement in his eyes.  
 
    “No. But I did manage to find a nymph.” That amusement fell to darkness in a flash. “Tell me, Deimos, why did you have Aery locked away in your chamber? There must be a reason for you to go to such great lengths, and do not endeavor to tell me it was for your pleasure. We both know she is not to your taste.” 
 
    “You know my tastes well,” he said, stepping closer.  
 
    “Too well.” 
 
    “Aery was a threat that I neutralized.” 
 
    “A threat to whom?” I asked, mimicking his slow approach.  
 
    “That depends on how you choose to look at it.” 
 
    “And will you tell me about this threat, I wonder?” I asked, staring into his bottomless eyes. “No, I do not think you will, for where would be the fun in that?” 
 
    Those eyes narrowed as he moved closer. “This is no longer about fun,” he replied, voice low and booming, bounding off the stone walls around us, its echo hemming us in. 
 
    “For me, it never was.” 
 
    He stood before me, contemplating something I could not fathom. “What will it take for you to give yourself to me willingly?” he asked. 
 
    “The impossible.” 
 
    He let out a growl. “Would you rather perish than live at my side? Because it may come to that.” 
 
    I pondered his question for a moment. For once, his words were not a threat. There was a weight to them that I could not ignore; an urgency he possessed when asking that warranted concern. 
 
    “Are those my only options?” I asked. 
 
    “They will be soon enough…” 
 
    “What danger is coming that you think will lead to such an outcome? What does Aery know that you wish to keep secret?” 
 
    His jaw flexed as he ground his teeth. There was a battle waging in his mind between what he wanted to say and what he should.  
 
    I decided to use the moment to gain answers of another sort. “Why did Ares send you to watch over me during my time with Demeter?” Anger flashed in his stare. The muscles in his jaw feathered and flared. “It is unlike you to blindly follow the directives of others, Deimos. It makes me wonder…” 
 
    “Because, when eventually given the reason, I agreed with his order.” 
 
    “The reason…” My words were a thinly veiled demand. 
 
    “He thought you were in danger.” 
 
    I stared at him blankly for a moment as I tried to gather my thoughts. From the moment I’d learned the truth about who my real father was, I’d been told that Ares would have wanted me dead had he known about me; that he had suffered no females born of him to live since the death of his daughter, Eos. This was fact—all my brothers swore to it. But when I looked into Deimos’ eyes, there was a hint of something buried there—concern. Fear. The terrifying demigod was terrified himself. What could hold such power over him was a mystery to me, but one I both wanted and needed to solve.  
 
    It seemed as though my life depended on it. 
 
    “He should not have known I exist,” I said, moving closer to Deimos. His body tensed at my proximity. His eyes went wide.  
 
    “No. He should not.” 
 
    It was clear from his tone that he had no intention of elaborating—provided he even could. 
 
    “Do you believe I am in danger?” 
 
    “I know you are.” 
 
    I pressed closer still. “From whom? You? Kaine? Ares…Oz?” 
 
    “All present a threat, but none like the one coming for you. One I am trying to stop.” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment, doing all I could to strategize—use his weakness to my advantage.  
 
    “You once told me that you had information I wanted, and that I could have it all if I just gave you what you desired…” 
 
    “I did,” he said as his hand lifted to encircle my arm. “That offer still stands.” 
 
    “I need more than this vague, empty promise. I need proof first—proof that you can give me the information I want before I agree.” His grip tightened with anticipation. “Name the threat Aery was imprisoned for knowing, and I will consider your offer.” 
 
    His menacing mask fell for a second, letting that fear creep into his countenance. For the briefest moment, I reconsidered my demand. If Deimos feared this enemy, then I should as well. But ignorance would do me no favors. The threat would not disappear because I pretended it was not coming.  
 
    “The threat, Deimos?” I asked again, steeling myself for his reply. “Aery will tell me once she is well enough, and then the answer will be no. Forever.” 
 
    “Phobos…” 
 
    That single word seemed to echo off the walls and down the hall, announcing his presence as if he were about to appear before us. For a moment, I wondered if he might. If speaking his name would conjure the ghostly demigod, then Deimos had done just that; brought forth the very entity he feared was coming for me.  
 
    Hunting me.  
 
    “Your brother? Has he not been missing for centuries—not a single sighting of him in that time?” 
 
    “That is true.” 
 
    I did little to hide the confusion I felt. We were far past the need for pretense.  
 
    “Then why would he be a threat?” 
 
    Deimos looked over his shoulder again before leaning in so close that his breath was on my ear, inspiring the terror his proximity always bred. But I could not deny that it was not the sole cause of the fear that prickled the back of my neck and snaked its way down my spine. The thought of Phobos did the same. 
 
    “Ares adored Eos in a way that I cannot explain. His love was parental but so intense. She could quite literally do nothing wrong in his eyes.” 
 
    “This is not the story I have been told,” I said, thinking of the explanation given to me by my brothers.  
 
    “Of course it isn’t. The truth has a way of being perverted given enough time and loathing for those it pertains to.” There was anger in his voice as he spoke—anger that his family’s history had been twisted into something it was not. “Eos was the perfect balance of beauty and destruction—everything Ares once admired about this world.” 
 
    “And then she perished,” I said, my mind working to grasp where his version of the story was headed.  
 
    “She didn’t perish. She was murdered.” Realization drove the breath from my lungs. Though I no longer required an explanation, he continued all the same. “Phobos loved her too. Perhaps more than Ares—more than he should have. It was that love that soon turned to jealousy. In a fit of anger and paranoia, he killed our sister. The moment he recognized what he’d done, his mind broke. He disappeared into the ether, never to be seen again.” 
 
    Until Persephone needed an assassin to eliminate me… 
 
    “And you think he will kill me because I am…what? An offense to her memory?” 
 
    “No,” he said, his hand slowly lifting to my face. “A replacement.” 
 
    I shook my head, knocking his hand away. “But Phobos is gone—” 
 
    “He was gone. He has returned.” 
 
    “If he wants me to replace Eos, then he is no threat, Deimos.” 
 
    His dark expression hardened. “He will be once you refuse him as Eos did.” 
 
    “I am not Eos,” I said, straightening myself against the truth pressing down upon me. “I am not your dead sister.” 
 
    “You are the balance between light and dark—life and death. Beauty and destruction…just as she was.” 
 
    “I do not believe it—”  
 
    “Phobos hunts you now, Khara. I know this because I have seen him with my own eyes. Ares was right to have me watch over you. He understands his children well.” 
 
    “When?” I asked, a dark idea forming in my mind. “When did he come back?” 
 
    Deimos pulled away to pace the room. “You are smart enough to already know that answer.” 
 
    It took a moment for his words to register. “When Oz spoke the words of the ancient rite and pushed me off the roof—the desperate move you yourself drove him to—that is when Phobos returned?” I asked. His pacing stopped. “So you are the reason your brother hunts me? You and your unshakable desire to have me—to torment me for eternity?” 
 
    “I could not have known that your birth would draw him out—I still do not fully understand it,” he said, more to himself than me. But then the moment passed, and a blast of anger shot through the space. “I may be to blame for this,” he snapped, lunging at me, dark eyes flaring in the dim light of the chamber. “But what I tried to do would have kept you from the position in which you now find yourself. This very fate.” 
 
    “Because the color of my wings would have kept him away?” I asked, the heat I felt in that moment clear in my tone.  
 
    His jaw once again worked furiously as he decided how to answer that question—if he would at all. 
 
     “You see my actions as entirely self-serving, which is how I have wanted you to see them from the beginning. I do want you for my own, Khara; make no mistake about that. I want to own you—to rule you. To do as I wish with you because that is my nature and I will not apologize for it. But what you do not see—what no one ever will—is that there is a small part of me that has also done things to keep you safe. You tolerate Ozereus’ methods and secrets because you believe he does it all for honorable reasons. Perhaps, just this once, you could extend that courtesy to me—believe that not all my intentions are dark and twisted…” He drew his finger down my cheek, following the sharp curve of my jaw to trail down my throat. “Phobos will kill you, vasilissa mou. And I simply cannot have that.” 
 
    My tongue felt heavy and limp in my mouth, both it and my mind failing me in that moment. Deimos had spent centuries trying to prevent the very situation I now found myself in, and though I would not have wanted him to have succeeded that night on the roof of the Victorian, I could not help but think that things would be so different if he had. Perhaps my father would still rule below. Perhaps Oz would have remained as he was. Perhaps Drew would not have been killed and would still remember. In one moment, the world as they’d all known it came crashing down—all because of me.  
 
    The invisible crown upon my head grew heavier still.  
 
    “He cannot come to you in the Underworld,” Deimos said, pulling me from the guilt setting in. “I have made certain of that, but above, you are vulnerable.” 
 
    “I have Oz at my side,” I pointed out, unsure that my argument carried much weight. 
 
    Deimos’ expression went darker still. “Yes. You do. And if you stayed below, you would have me.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed as anger spiked in my veins. “Are you suggesting that I leave Hades to whatever fate may befall him so that I can hide down here forever and avoid my own?” 
 
    “I will not lose another to Phobos’ madness,” he all but growled in response. 
 
    “Then deal with him.” 
 
    “I am not sure I can.” 
 
    I leaned forward and turned the terror he wielded without trying against him. “Then I will.” 
 
    With nothing left to say, I pushed past Deimos, headed for the Great Hall, where Oz and Aery would be waiting. I had no time for the faceless threat he leveraged against me. There were more pressing matters to attend to, like restoring the Underworld and returning my father to his throne. It was time to act like the princess he had raised me to be. Sacrifice was part of ruling, the ugly part that so many refused to acknowledge in their pursuit of power. But I knew it all too well and was prepared to make as many as necessary to undo the chaos my birth had created—my literal and figurative birth. The falling of the pact and the emergence of my wings had done little more than harm those who dared to care for me. 
 
    If the price to right those wrongs was my life, then so be it. 
 
    Father always said there were fates far worse than death.  
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    When I reached the Great Hall, Oz and Aery were nowhere to be found. My dead brothers informed me that he had taken her above for aid—that they had been unable to help heal her. I looked over to the river that held back the souls of the Underworld and realized that I had never once attempted to cross it alone. Oz had all but forbidden it, afraid I would plummet to my death; afraid I did not possess enough darkness to allow me safe passage. But Oz was not there, and I would not have Deimos return me. I could not afford to appear weak or incapable in his eyes.  
 
    I told my brothers I would return soon, then walked to the cliff’s edge. With my wings extended wide around me, I beat them twice to test their strength. All felt as it should.  
 
    I hovered just above the rocky ledge, my eyes fixed on where I wished to go. As my wings flapped, I could feel the souls approaching, an audience forming around me. Whether they were there to keep me from leaving or to witness my death, I did not know. And it mattered not.  
 
    “You will let me cross,” I muttered under my breath.  
 
    I snapped my wings and shot forward over the wide river that protected the Underworld. I felt its pull with every beat of my wings, like a tether holding me back. I struggled against it for a moment, my progress halted over the center of the Acheron. I was caught, and the harder I flew, the more entrapped in the invisible web I became. As I tired, the struggle sapping my energy every moment I remained, I dropped lower toward the flowing acid below.  
 
    “You will let me go!” I shouted, channeling whatever power I could.  
 
    The invisible barrier began to give way, if only slightly. 
 
    “I am the Princess of the Underworld and I demand that you let me leave!” I cried, my wings beginning to fail. The Acheron hissed and spat below me, anticipating its next meal.  
 
    Then, all at once, a loud sound echoed off the rocky walls. The tether snapped, and I surged to the opposite shore. I crashed, a cloud of dust and debris encircling me as I rolled. I slammed into something hard, stopping me. As I disentangled myself from my wings, that something hard moved. I looked over to find a pair of black leather-clad legs looming.  
 
    “Do you want to tell me what the fuck that was, or should I just lock you in your basement for eternity? Because you clearly lack the ability to make solid decisions on your own…” 
 
    Oz crouched down next to me, his scowl plain in the fiery light. 
 
    “You were not here when I returned,” I said, sitting up.  
 
    “Yeah, I was a little busy dealing with the nearly dead Underworld nymph.” 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    “She’ll live…maybe.” His caustic stare bore right through me as I struggled to my feet. “You on the other hand…” 
 
    “I managed just fine without you,” I argued.  
 
    “Clearly.” His mask of arrogance fell into place, hiding any other emotions he may have felt in that moment. “So tell me, what did Deimos have to say?” 
 
    “Not much,” I replied, not wishing to discuss the matter with him yet—not until I had spoken to Aery first and gotten a better understanding of what she knew.  
 
    “Really?” he asked, leaning closer. “He didn’t tell you what you wanted to know?” 
 
    “Deimos does as Deimos wishes. You know this.” 
 
    “That’s really interesting,” he said, leaning closer still, “because after I left Aery with your dead brothers, I came to get you. I heard everything...” 
 
    “You lie,” I said, dusting off my pants so I could avoid his piercing stare.  
 
    “Do I? You willing to bet?” No. I was not. “Cass just came and got me a minute ago—after they realized Thomas couldn’t help Aery. He told me to take her above.” Shadows played across his features, highlighting the harsh angle of his jaw. “You and Deimos sounded downright cozy when I left…” 
 
    “I do not believe you would have stood by and let me cross the Acheron unaided—”  
 
    “Maybe I wanted you to learn a lesson.” 
 
    “You would have let me perish? That seems unlikely, given your commitment to keeping me alive.” 
 
    “I never said I would have let you die. I said I wanted you to learn a lesson.” His frown deepened as he looked past me to the Acheron. “Unfortunately, you figured a way out of your situation.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I am terribly sorry you were unable to swoop in and save me like the white knight you are…” 
 
    His eyebrow quirked as he turned his attention to me. “I’m not sure the role of hero really suits me.” 
 
    I stepped closer to him, my chest brushing his. “Perhaps that is for the best, for I do not need saving.” 
 
    His muscles went taut against me. “Not today.” 
 
    Without another word, he turned and led the way toward the gates as though I did not know where to go. He did not speak to me again until we were nearly above. As soon as the gates came into view, he grabbed my arm and spun me around. It seemed as though his anger at what he had overheard had finally eclipsed his worry. 
 
    “Do you think Deimos is going to start shit with you and Ares? Or is he just fucking with you to get what he wants?” 
 
    “Though the latter is probable, I believe neither he nor my real father want the former.” 
 
    “Because Deimos is such a trustworthy guy?” he asked, leaning in even closer to me. “Would you trust his words over my own?” 
 
    There was a challenge in Oz’s reply. A dare. His questions were part of a test that, if I failed, I had no doubt would bring undesirable consequences. 
 
    “I trust his words in this instance only because they make sense.” 
 
    “And Phobos?” 
 
    “Of that I am less certain. Aery knows something that Deimos did not want to come to light. I fear he is covering something up—something we must learn sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Oz cursed under his breath. “Those two pricks are going to be a real problem.” 
 
    “So it seems.” 
 
    Another curse. “Were you going to tell me about this later, or was I going to have to drag it from you?” His anger flared like a flame.  
 
    “Given an opportunity—one more timely than when Aery lay dying at the gates of the Underworld—yes. I would have.” 
 
    A low rumble of frustration escaped him.  
 
    “Does Hades know about Ares? Have you told him?”
“No. Not yet.” 
 
    “Why? Worried you’ll stress out poor Daddy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    I cocked my head and stared at him. “Reasons. Is that not the answer you so love to give me?” 
 
    “One of them,” he said without pause, “but it works better when I do it.” He glared down at me, awaiting what I would say next, egging on the argument. There was something in his eyes that night—a spark, a light—and it grew with every step he took toward me. Every inch we grew nearer.  
 
    I stood firm against him. “I think evasive suits me just as well as you. Perhaps I am using my abilities to channel your surly, uncooperative nature and turn it against you.” 
 
    His brow furrowed.“I’m not a fan of that possibility.” 
 
    “It does not require your endorsement to be true.” 
 
    He bent forward, his lips at my ear, his warm breath on my cheek. 
 
    “Maybe there’s an upside to this.” 
 
    “That I can use it against Phobos when he comes to kill me?” 
 
    He pulled away, his expression hardened. “No.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I’m starting to find your defiance attractive.” 
 
    “That should make it far easier to tolerate, then.” 
 
    “Yes. And no.” He closed the distance between us again until my nose brushed against the light fabric of his shirt, the spicy scent of him impossible to ignore. “Yes, because I no longer want to throttle you when you refuse to see things as they are.” 
 
    “And the no?” I asked, my voice breathy.  
 
    “No, because what I feel right now is much harder to ignore.” 
 
    He turned and stormed away, his hands balled in fists at his sides. Fucking and fighting—the two things Oz boasted he excelled at—seemed to war within him as he retreated. Never once had his intentions been so clear. Never once had he been so close to acting.  
 
    And never once had I realized how much I wanted him to do just that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

   
 
    13 
 
      
 
    By the time we broke through the gates of the Underworld, my anger and frustration were in check, but my concern for Aery was not. I was not used to having such volatile emotions. It seemed, however, that they arose whenever my family was involved—whether by blood or by bond. Something about my connection to them made reason fail when danger was present.  
 
    Standing right where we had left them were Casey and Persephone, Aery lying at their feet.  
 
    “How is she?” I asked as Persephone crouched down beside her.  
 
    “I have done what little I can, but she needs someone with more ability than I possess. Sean or the Healer will be needed for this deed, the former being the more likely choice. He is quite protective of the latter and unlikely to hand her over to care for someone who is not PC.”  
 
    “Then we need to leave,” Oz said, but my dark gaze fell on Persephone, Deimos’ words ringing in my mind.  
 
    “We will, once she clears up something for me.” I stepped closer to the Queen of the Damned, eyeing her tightly. “Sister, is there anything you would like to clarify about your exit from the Underworld? Anything that perhaps you forgot to mention when you arrived? Or when Muses confirmed your story?” 
 
    Her eyes were steel, her stare unbreakable. She looked at me as though she were silently casting a spell, wishing any number of atrocities upon me. I had outed yet another secret.  
 
    “I see,” I said. “Perhaps I was confused when you said that the Underworld spat you out. That seemed to imply that you were ejected—not that you were escorted by Deimos.” 
 
    “It is not what you think,” she said, her voice low and guttural. Not at all the queenly demeanor I had grown accustomed to. 
 
    “I believe it is…” 
 
    “I lied. That much is true, but my reasons were sound, not the least of which was my desire to not frighten Hades. The moment I laid eyes on him, I knew things were far worse than I had even imagined. If he had known what really happened, his despair would have known no end.” 
 
    “And what is the truth?” I asked, stepping closer to her. Perhaps she could see the thinly veiled rage in my eyes, or perhaps she knew she was caught, but no matter the reason, she squared her shoulders and prepared to deliver the story of what had occurred that night.  
 
    Or at least her most recent version of it. 
 
    “When the veils fell, I was not cast out. Instead, I was turned on. If it were not for Deimos, I wonder if I would have even survived long enough to make it to the Acheron.” 
 
    I felt Oz step up to flank me. “You couldn’t control them either?” he asked.  
 
    She shook her head. “My commands barely affected them.” 
 
    He took a step closer. “Then why the fuck did you make it sound like you could waltz back in there and shut shit down?” Persephone’s gaze betrayed her, her eyes darting over to me before returning to glare at Oz. When he put the pieces together, his hand launched at her throat. “You were going to use Khara again, weren’t you? You were going to make her swallow all those souls so you could do whatever sketchy shit you had planned.” 
 
    Her reply stuck in her throat. Only strangled, garbled sounds escaped.  
 
    “Let her go,” I said, putting my hand on his arm. He turned and looked at me as though I had once again lost my mind. “She cannot tell us if you do not release her.” 
 
    His grip on her tightened.“I don’t need to confirm what I already know.” 
 
    “I would like to hear her say it.” 
 
    With a shove, he released Persephone. I could feel her anger wash over me like the heat from a flame, but she made no move against us. Perhaps she knew the odds were not in her favor.  
 
    “Yes, I planned to use Khara to collect the souls. I did not divulge this plan because I can never seem to get you away from the Dark One, and I knew he would not agree. I hoped that once we arrived in the Underworld and you saw the chaos, you would be willing to overrule his objections.” Her lips pressed to a thin line as she took a deep breath. “You seem to be the only one who can.” 
 
    “So you lied to spare Hades’ feelings and to trick Khara into agreeing to swallow the Underworld—that’s the gist?” Oz asked, though it was not really a question.  
 
    Persephone merely nodded. 
 
    “Do we trust her?” Casey asked from behind me. “Or do we kill her and tell Hades the souls got her?” 
 
    “I know what I’d do,” Oz said, “but it’s Khara’s call. If she sees a reason to keep her around, I’ll allow it.” He took a step toward Persephone to tower over her. “I’ll also put an end to this bitch if I find out she lied about anything else.” He flashed her a warning look. “And I mean anything.” 
 
    “She lives,” I said, casting Oz a glance as he turned to me. “For now…” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “Where are they?” I asked as Persephone and Oz rushed through the Victorian, calling for the others. It became clear within moments that they were gone. All of them—Hades, too.  
 
    “They wouldn’t have moved him unless it was absolutely necessary,” Casey said as if reading my mind.  
 
    “Where is my husband?” Persephone all but growled. Her composure was coming unwound by the second, and I feared what would happen if it was lost altogether. Above or not, she still had magic to call, and if angry enough, I knew she would.  
 
    “Save that wrath for whoever has driven them away,” I told her, taking her by the arm and leading her to the door.  
 
    “Fuck!” Casey shouted, frustration plaguing his features. He turned his attention to Oz. “One of two things happened here: they were either driven out or taken.” 
 
    “I know…” was Oz’s only response. He looked at Aery, still weak and unconscious in his arms, the question of what to do with her plain in his hesitation.  
 
    A squeak of the front door pulled our collective attention to the foyer. Casey charged, weapons drawn, and stopped short just before the door, blocking our view of what awaited him.  
 
    “I come in peacccce.” I knew that voice: that hissing lisp. I headed toward Casey and found him face to face with Azriel, the former head of the gargoyles—the one the others had claimed was dead. The one whose remains Casey had seen with his own eyes. 
 
    The gargoyle turned to me and smiled, exposing his undershot jaw full of teeth, save one; the snaggle tooth too large for his face. The one Casey had found in a pool of liquid remains just before the Soul Stealers attacked the Victorian. 
 
    Either the dead had arisen, or Azriel, far craftier than I would have guessed, had faked his own death. 
 
    “It isss good to sssee you again.” He bowed his head with respect, then looked to Casey, no hint of that smile still present. “Your brothersss have fled with the Sssoul Keeper.”  
 
    “Why?” Casey demanded as Oz and Persephone crammed into the tiny space with us.  
 
    “He hasss been found,” was the creature’s only answer.  
 
    “Where did they go?” Oz asked. The look on Casey’s face said he already knew.  
 
    “One of two safehouses,” he explained. “We will have to hit them both.” 
 
    “There isss no time for that,” Azriel said. “I cannot imagine they have long now.” 
 
    “Then we have to split up,” Casey growled, looking at the meager reinforcements we could provide, especially if we were to cleave in half. “We’ll have to leave Aery downstairs on her own for now.” 
 
    “Where are Khara and I headed?” Oz asked. 
 
    “You need to fly Persephone to St. Agnes School. If they’re not there, meet Khara and me at the Packard Auto Plant.” 
 
    “I’m not taking—” 
 
    “We do not have time for this,” I snapped, taking Casey by the arm. “Take the queen and search for them. I will see you soon either way.” 
 
    I was halfway into the yard before Azriel’s words halted me.  
 
    “Be careful, Princesss. The godsss will not be happy to sssee you…” 
 
    “Which ones?” I asked, ignoring the queen’s dumbfounded expression. That was a matter to deal with later. 
 
    “The onesss that essscaped the Oudeisss,” was his only reply. 
 
    The ones that were undoubtedly corporeal again. They had come for my father—to finish what Zeus started.  
 
    “Do not fear for me, Azriel. Fear for them because once I find them, they will taste eternal death.” 
 
    I turned to Casey, his dark eyes full of rage and vengeance, and smiled a wicked smile.  
 
    “Are you ready to end some gods for good?” I asked. He gripped the hilt of the weapon Deimos had given him for precisely that task.  
 
    “With fucking pleasure, sis.” 
 
    I grabbed hold of him and shot into the sky, Casey directing me toward our target. I could hear Oz shouting at me as we left, but the harsh late winter winds stole those words before they ever met my ears.  
 
    “How far?” I asked Casey.  
 
    “A mile, maybe. But if the boys bailed for cover there, then shit is bad, Khara. Really bad. Pierson has it warded and magically fortified, but not against the gods. There was no reason to. Ares couldn’t hurt any of us even if he wanted to, and the others that remained on Earth had no real power. He never could have foreseen this.” 
 
    “It is my fault,” I said under my breath, “and I intend to make it right.” 
 
    With a surge of fortitude, I flew faster than ever before, weaving through the clouds until Casey saw our destination. I shot through the air like an arrow with him in my grasp, headed right for the entrance to the building. He seemed sure that the wards would recognize us both, but I was not convinced, so I landed with enough distance to avoid being struck down by magic the second my feet hit the ground. Though I was certain I’d survive it, we had no time to lose. Every second they were embroiled in battle with the gods was a moment closer to death for them all.  
 
    We heard noises from inside, the muffled sounds of a fight somewhere deep in the massive building.  
 
    “There,” Casey said, running toward a wing of the old factory. I followed behind, arms and legs pumping fast. The windows along the way had all been smashed and broken over the years as the building slowly rotted from disuse. The battle noise grew louder as we approached.  
 
    “Can you get us through that?” he asked, pointing to a section of windows that had been torn out, frame and all, leaving an opening large enough for me to fly through if I tucked my wings tight in a freefall.  
 
    I did not bother to respond. Instead, I wrapped my arms around his chest and shot into the air, doing a quick loop over the building to position myself. The margin for error was narrow, and I knew I had only one chance to get this right. Once the others learned of our presence, we would no longer have the element of surprise on our side.  
 
    And we would need it to face the gods.  
 
    “Keep your arms in tight,” I said to Casey as we surged toward the tiny space. I said a little prayer to the gods we were about to slay that there would be enough room for us to make it. I clutched Casey tighter as we descended on the window. I felt my tucked-in wings scrape against the wood, but the pain only made me sharper—my head clearer. And I would need both, for what we landed amid was nothing short of a war.  
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    Drew, Kierson, and Pierson had tightened their ranks around my father, each brandishing a blade. From what I could tell, only one was a weapon Deimos had provided to kill those who had escaped the Oudeis. Closing in on them were four gods, taunting my father as they circled the group. Outnumbered and potentially overpowered, my brothers held their ground, prepared to fight to the death to maintain my father’s life so he could one day regain his throne. For the good of the world above, they did this.  
 
    And for me as well. 
 
    Because they loved me.  
 
    Casey and I struck the ground with such force that it shook, garnering the gods’ attention. They turned to face us, their expressions a mask of annoyance. Then realization dawned, and a mix of emotions twisted their features. Anger. Fear. Anticipation. 
 
    I let my wings snap wide, a show of strength as Casey and I stormed toward them. Though I had no weapon to wield, I trusted that Zeus’ lightning would be enough. It had bested him; I assumed it could defeat them as well. 
 
    “The vessel has arrived,” a beautiful female called, her voice as soft and melodious as her flowing blonde hair.  
 
    “Aphrodite,” I replied, my voice as poisonous and deadly as venom. I took in the others, making note of who had come for my father—and who had not. “I see Athena and Apollo have decided to join you in your quest to usurp my father. Artemis too. The warriors have teamed up to what? Take over the Underworld? Command an army of the dead to overtake the living?” I asked as we approached. “An unwise decision regardless of the reason.” 
 
    “Who is this petulant child?” Apollo asked, staring at me with disgust.  
 
    “She is the one that freed us,” Athena said with a beautiful smile that camouflaged the warrior she was. The deeds she was capable of committing in the name of war and self-interest.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” he replied, looking none too impressed. “Come to take us back, have you?” He turned his back on Kierson to approach me. “That will not be happening, little girl,” he said, “but I should thank you for releasing us before I end you. It seems only fair.” 
 
    “It’s new girl,” Oz growled from the window above where he perched, Persephone in his lap. “And if you touch her, I’ll give you eternal death.”  
 
    He jumped down, landing soft as a feather with Persephone. She scowled at the gods threatening her husband as though that alone could slay them. The fire behind her eyes made me question if perhaps it could.  
 
    “Hades,” she called, her voice calm and smooth and full of the power she held below, “what shall we do with them?” 
 
    “Do with us?” Athena asked, choking on a laugh. “You are no longer in the Underworld, Queen of the Dead. Your power here is not nearly as strong. Even we know this.” 
 
    “Care to test the veracity of that statement?” Persephone asked, drawing a blade from her robe. Athena’s gaze never faltered, and I realized that she did not recognize it for what it was: an instrument of final death for her and the others. Persephone began to chant under her breath, her guttural mutterings a call to the death magic she wielded. And though there were no dead to call upon—no sacrifices to fuel her—the blind rage in her eyes said all that was needed. That vengeance alone would spark her magic.  
 
    She lunged at Athena, blade raised to strike. The goddess of war met her blow with a sword of her own, and the battle ensued the moment the vicious clang rang out around us.  
 
    With the numbers in our favor, I assumed it would not take long to bring them down, but I was sorely mistaken because they were not alone. Out of an adjoining room, hidden by the shadows, came a small army of demigods—their former servants and devoted followers—and though I recognized none, it mattered not. Their numbers alone were staggering. If we did not dispatch them, we would surely fail.  
 
    Oz ran toward the mob, wings extended, at the ready to slice through them. But unlike in the Underworld, these souls were not without weapons of their own. Oz did not make it far before the crowd swallowed him up and he disappeared.  
 
    Casey had made his way to Kierson, Pierson, and Drew, and together they split their attention between Aphrodite, Apollo, and Artemis. Drew held a blade that could dispatch them forever and buried it deep in Aphrodite’s side. She withered into nothing more than a wispy black shadow, then, with a resounding pop, disappeared entirely. Artemis and Apollo didn’t hesitate, but rather fought harder against the twins. Pierson froze for a moment, a vision striking him at the worst moment possible. As Apollo’s blade was about to crash down upon him, Drew stabbed the god’s belly, then twisted the blade. Apollo, like Aphrodite, disappeared.  
 
    Two gods down. Two, and an army, to go.  
 
    Hades ran to my side and I ushered him closer, protecting him with my wings. 
 
    “Help her!” he shouted at me as he watched Athena slice through Persephone’s arm. Blood shot high in the sky, and I wondered how she hadn’t lopped it off. Persephone screamed and dropped her weapon, clasping her wounded arm to her chest.  
 
    Athena laughed. “Weak, just as I said.” She hovered above my adoptive sister as Zeus had over my father just before he planned to kill him. 
 
    Anger coursed through my veins at the memory, and I raised my hands to Athena and channeled it through my fingertips. Lightning blinded those nearby as it shot through Athena, her body jerking with white fire. I could hear the sizzle as it cooked from the inside. I stopped just before she died, then walked to Persephone. I hauled her up from where she sat on the ground and handed her weapon to her.  
 
    “Finish what you started,” I said, staring at her with eyes as devoid of sympathy as I felt.  
 
    She clutched the pommel in her hand, then drove the blade through Athena’s heart.  
 
    Seeing the futility in the battle, Artemis attempted to run, but I was having none of that. She had come for my father—threatened my brothers. She would suffer. 
 
    She ran toward the army, screaming for them to retreat. I followed her, launching myself into the fray, lightning shooting from my hands. Demigods flew from my path as I blasted them with electricity, but I was careful not to use it on her. No, I had other plans for the last of the gods brazen enough to come after my family—to try to cut my father down and claim his throne. 
 
    I still could not see Oz in the mass of fighters now confused as to their orders, but Artemis was right in front of me, headed for an exit. She crashed upon it, then bounced back. It was locked, and she was trapped. I heard my brothers behind me, their battle cries spurring me on as I stalked toward the cornered goddess about to meet her end.  
 
    She raised her weapon to me. “I will take you with me.” 
 
    “No,” I replied simply, “you will not.” 
 
    Stopping at the same distance the Soul Stealer had from me the night Oz threw me off the roof and my wings came, I called upon that feeling of darkness—of emptiness—that he had created when he tried to separate me from my soul. Then I turned it on Artemis. With a great inhale, I called her essence to me, draining her body of that which made it whole. Wisps of shadow spilled from her mouth, dancing through the air toward me as I called it forth. Her mouth twisted in agony as I pulled her soul to me without effort. Once I had it all locked away tight inside me, I walked over to her, her vacant eyes fixed on mine.  
 
    “Tell me how you found him,” I said, “and I will make this painless.” 
 
    She blinked twice, then opened her mouth. The name that escaped on her whisper made me cry out with rage.  
 
    “For your compliance,” I finally said once my anger released my tongue. I swiped my blackened wing across her body, freeing her head from her neck. It sailed through the air, an example of what would soon happen to any still standing. A bloodied hand snagged the severed head from the air. Oz looked at the goddess of the hunt’s face, then tucked it under his arm.  
 
    “Still keeping things entertaining,” he said, heading toward me, “but your lack of basic combat skills is a problem, new girl. You can’t always depend on your fancy tricks. One day, they might fail where a blade would succeed.” 
 
    He tossed me the head, and I let it fall at my feet.  
 
    “Perhaps,” I said, looking at the gashes in his shirt, “I will allow you to train me later—once your wounds have been attended to.” 
 
    He looked down at his bleeding chest, then back at me. “Aw, you care. I’m touched. Really. But I’m fine, no thanks to you. You could have busted out that lightning shit a little earlier, you know? Maybe my shirt would have survived this ordeal…” 
 
    I looked at the tattered fabric that hung from his torso. “I shall buy you another,” I said as I turned away. “Maybe two, if you ask nicely.” 
 
    His laughter followed me over to my brothers, Hades, and Persephone. My father clutched his bride like she was his lifeline that had nearly been severed. Whatever animosity he’d felt at her revealed secret had fallen away when he saw her take on a goddess for him. In truth, my respect for her had gone up tenfold in that moment as well.  
 
    “Thanks for the help, sis,” Kierson said, wrapping his arms around me. “We kinda got caught off guard.” 
 
    “He means we were totally ambushed,” Pierson corrected. “We narrowly escaped the Victorian only to be hijacked the moment we walked into this building.” 
 
    “It’s as if they knew where we’d be,” Kierson added, confusion in his voice.  
 
    “They must have,” Drew said, his voice quiet and meek.  
 
    “I guess the safehouse isn’t so safe now,” Oz said, coming to stand at my side. 
 
    “Neither is the Victorian,” Pierson replied. “The Dragon’s lips are looser than we’d bargained for.” 
 
    “It was not the Dragon,” I said. My statement garnered their collective attention.  
 
    “How do you know?” he asked, stepping closer. “How can you be certain?” 
 
    “Because I asked Artemis who betrayed us before I cut off her head.”  
 
    “It’s over there, if you don’t believe her,” Oz said, pointing in the direction of the severed head.  
 
    I shot him a sideward glance. “It was Demeter.” 
 
    Silence hung around us for a moment before Casey broke it. 
 
    “Then that bitch is gonna pay—once we find her. For now, we need to get back to the house. Pierson has some work to do…” 
 
    He shot his intellectual brother a dark look before heading for the door.  
 
    “Where is Muses?” I asked, only then realizing that he was neither at the Victorian when we arrived nor the battle. 
 
    “Who the fuck knows,” Kierson exhaled. “But that’s Muses. You can’t count on him for anything.” 
 
    “Except to be a selfish dick. That you can bet on every time,” Casey muttered under his breath. 
 
    Drew let out a little laugh and we all turned to stare at him. His smile slowly faded, and I would have given anything to see it return. 
 
    “We need to go check on Aery,” Persephone whispered in my ear. “I do not like that we abandoned her there. If others come in our absence…” 
 
    “Aery?” Kierson asked with surprise. “Aery’s here? She’s hurt?” 
 
    “She will be all right,” I told him, uncertain whether that was the truth. Kierson cared for the nymph, and I did not wish to hurt him with the news of what had happened to her—not until I knew her fate. 
 
    “We’ll go now,” Oz said, pulling me away.  
 
    “What of them?” I asked, yanking free of his grasp. 
 
    “We’re fine,” Kierson said. “Just go. We’ll meet you there. But make sure the place is secure before you walk into another trap!” 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Oz yelled back before kicking open a door and stomping through. He took to the air and waited for me to join him. The hazy grey clouds and night sky gave us cover on the journey home. Within minutes, we arrived at the same scene we had earlier: an eerily quiet Victorian.  
 
    “Aery!” I called, rushing to the basement door. Oz’s hand clamped down on mine as I reached to open it.  
 
    “Me first this time,” he said, nudging me aside. Blade drawn, he descended the stairs to where we had left Aery unconscious on my bed. 
 
    As I followed him down, my phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and answered just as Oz turned on the light to reveal a disturbing sight. 
 
    “Pierson,” I said, my voice hollow as I looked at the empty bed before me.  
 
    “My vision,” he said, sounding not at all himself. “It was of a dirt-covered, frail-looking winged female—” 
 
    “That’s Aery—” 
 
    “She is in trouble,” he continued.  
 
    I looked to Oz, who crowded my space, and found anger and concern etched in his features. 
 
    “Tell me everything you saw,” I said, heading up the stairs. “We must find her.”
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    “I don’t understand how she did it,” Pierson said, sounding confused, a foreign feeling for him, no doubt. “She could barely walk. She wasn’t dying—not yet, anyway—but something was clearly wrong with her—” 
 
    “Deimos tried to kill her slowly,” I explained. “We found her half dead.” 
 
    “I saw her walking through Detroit, her body dirty and frail…she barely looked capable of moving, and yet she just kept walking as if drawn to something…entranced somehow.” 
 
    “Where was she?” Oz asked over my shoulder as we stepped outside.  
 
    “She hadn’t gotten far from the house. She was headed east. That’s all I saw before her silent screams started and the vision went black.” 
 
    “What would possess her to leave?” I asked, the question aimed at no one specifically.  
 
    “Who might be the better question,” Oz growled, “and I have a feeling I know the answer.” He grabbed the phone from me and put it to his ear. “Tell us if anything changes,” he said before hanging up on Pierson and shoving the phone back into my pocket.  
 
    “What is happening?” I asked. Oz ignored my question, searching the area for a threat I could not see.  
 
    “My guess? Deimos’ brother. The name we don’t say aloud is happening.” 
 
    “But why go after Aery? How could he even know she is above?” 
 
    “All excellent questions, new girl. Maybe we should drag your second-string boyfriend up here and ask him. It’s his brother we’re about to go after.” 
 
    “Deimos told me he could not stop his brother,” I said, doing all I could not to think about the implications for Aery if Phobos had indeed caught her. 
 
    “Then let’s hope we can find Aery before he gets his hands on her, because I’m not about to deliver you to him, that’s for damn sure. If it’s a choice between you and the nymph, she will lose every time.” 
 
    “We shall see about that.” 
 
    I started running east, following the path Pierson had said she’d taken. With so little information to go on, it was difficult to gauge our progress, but we ran anyway. At least it was something—a chance of saving her.  
 
    “What do you know of Pho—” 
 
    “Don’t say it!” Oz shouted, cutting me off. “Do not say his name.” 
 
    “What do you know of Deimos’ brother, then?” I asked Oz just as we came to a dead end. Left or right—a decision that carried more weight than it should have.  
 
    “Not enough,” was Oz’s only reply before the answer we sought availed itself in the shape of a gargoyle flying toward us. 
 
    “Azriel,” I said. A spark of hope ignited in my chest. 
 
    “You mussst hurry,” he hissed. No further explanation was given.  
 
    “You know where Aery is?” I asked. 
 
    “Sssshe is sssafe for now, but the Dragon cannot hold her forever. Hisss grip on her isss deep. The nymph will die if it isss not broken.” 
 
    “Whose grip?” I asked.  
 
    The gargoyle looked at me with fear in his eyes and shook his head. “I will not ssspeak hisss name.” 
 
    Phobos… 
 
    “Take us there now,” Oz said, stepping toward the gargoyle.  
 
    The stony creature took flight, with us close behind. Fog seemed to roll in around us, shrouding us from sight. I could scarcely make out my surroundings and navigate them without injury. The way Azriel soared ahead of us, totally unencumbered by the haze, I wondered if this was how he had hidden when the others thought him dead; if it was how he lived now, cloaked in mist and shadow.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I shouted. “We need to tell the others.” 
 
    “Sssaint Agnesss Ssschool,” the gargoyle replied.  
 
    “Because once in an hours’ time isn’t enough?” Oz grumbled. “What is it with Catholicism and supernaturals? They’re like moths to flame when they see holy water and a cross.” 
 
    I quickly called Pierson and told him where we were headed. He informed me that they were not far away and would be there soon. 
 
    “So the Dragon is holding her there?” Oz asked, an edge to his voice that did not go unnoticed even in the rush of wind. He looked back at me. “If Casey and Kierson get there before we do—” 
 
    “They will kill first and ask questions after,” I said, finishing his thought. He was right, too, which gave me little comfort. We needed answers, not a pile of bodies. We had already amassed one of those at the factory.  
 
    Oz pressed the pace, flying past Azriel and out of his shield of mist. A minutes later, we arrived in the tight corridor next to the decrepit Catholic church-turned-school. The ruckus inside could be heard well into the streets.  
 
    “Keep watch,” I said to Azriel as I ran toward the entrance. I broke through the side door and followed the sounds of a fight echoing through the halls. When I found it, I was thankful we had arrived in time.  
 
    Oz already had Casey pinned to the wall, a blade at his throat as he struggled to calm my dark brother down. The Dragon was staring down the length of Kierson’s sword, my sweet brother looking more like Casey by the second. Hades and Persephone stood on the far side of the room, staring at Drew and Pierson, who held Aery tight as she fought to escape. Her eyes were wide and empty, her temperament feral.  
 
    Possessed was a fair assessment upon first glance.  
 
    “I will ask you one more time, Dragon,” Kierson growled, his voice devoid of its normal tone. His calm façade was unnerving to see—he looked not at all himself. His feelings for the nymph obviously ran deeper than I could have imagined. The Dragon was in grave danger. “What did you do to her?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” the Dragon said through gritted teeth. Then his eyes fell upon me, and his anger gave way to fear. 
 
    “Azriel said you were holding her,” I said, putting myself between Kierson and his would-be victim. “Holding her for whom?” 
 
    His reptilian eyes narrowed. “For you. For the PC.” 
 
    “Why would you do this?” 
 
    “Because Azriel told me that she had arrived at the house with you—that he recognized her as your ally.” 
 
    “So you’ve got your spy watching us?” Kierson asked, pressing the point of his blade to the Dragon’s throat.  
 
    “He is not my spy,” the Dragon growled, “but he knows that I have a vested interest in the PC, so he brought me that information. And when I saw the nymph wandering the streets, totally entranced, I knew what was happening. I grabbed her and brought her to the PC safehouse.” His beseeching eyes turned to me. “Where Casey and I used to meet…I was trying to help. To make amends…” 
 
    “Amends for what?” Casey shouted from across the room.  
 
    Sadness flashed in those inhuman eyes as he turned them to Casey. “For the one I could not help before.” 
 
    Confusion marred Casey’s expression. The Dragon’s gaze fell to where Pierson and Drew struggled against the petite nymph. It took a moment to realize who those sad eyes were for, but once I did, the pieces of the puzzle slowly began to fall into place. 
 
    “Drew… you speak of Drew,” I said. Everyone but Aery went still at my words. The Dragon merely nodded. “You were there when he died.” Another nod. “You know who struck him down…” 
 
    “I was, and I do.” 
 
    Kierson let loose his mournful wail and lunged forward. The Dragon retreated, the tip of the blade still at his throat, and I grabbed Kierson, pulling him back.  
 
    “Not yet,” I said in his ear, hoping to calm him. “It is not time yet.” 
 
    I held him in my arms as he breathed hard and wild, his anger and sadness warring within him. He loved Drew. He had mourned his death—not once, but twice, in a fashion. His elation at Drew’s reappearance had been cut short when the cost of his rebirth was revealed. Though none of my brothers would admit it aloud, waking every day to the new version of Drew was like reopening a festering wound. That pain would never end. That wound would never heal.  
 
    The Dragon would have to pay for his involvement, but not until I knew every detail of what had happened to my lost brother.  
 
    “I suggest you start explaining,” I said, my voice teeming with warning. “I cannot hold them all back forever.” 
 
    The Dragon steadied himself, then began. “I had returned to Detroit that night, having been to my birthplace to fix something that had been taken from me.” He glanced at Casey, still held back by Oz. 
 
    “Your firebox,” I said.  
 
    He nodded. “I had come to settle things with Casey, but instead, I happened upon his brother, embattled with one he could never beat. One I had thought no longer existed.” 
 
    “Pho—” 
 
    “NO!” the Dragon shouted. The fear in his eyes at the thought of summoning Phobos gave me pause. “I saw Drew prepare to slay him, only to watch him drop his blade and walk toward his enemy as though his will were no longer his own. As if he were a puppet on a string. A dog on a leash.” We all turned to where my brothers fought to keep Aery still. “So you see, I immediately recognized that thrall in her when she was walking through the city. I knew to whom she was headed, and I knew she was important to you…” 
 
    “You let that fucker cut Drew down and did nothing?” Casey seethed.  
 
    “No,” he replied, looking over his shoulder. “I did try, but the second I moved, a hand fell upon my shoulder and terror like I’d never felt in my long life ripped through my body.” 
 
    “Deimos was there.” My words were not a question, but fact. “He stopped you.” 
 
    I dared a glance at my father, but his countenance gave nothing away. 
 
    The Dragon kept his eyes pinned on Casey, silently beseeching him. But there was no mercy to be found from my dark brother. No mercy at all. He whipped a blade from his waistband and threw it with lightning speed, burying it in the Dragon’s neck.  
 
    “Fucking coward!” he roared, bucking against Oz’s hold.  
 
    “I had no choice!” the Dragon yelled back, yanking the blade from his scaly skin. He headed toward Casey, frustration and anger seeping from him. With flap of my wings, I flew over his head, landing in his path.  
 
    “Take another step and perish, Dragon. You should know I am not bluffing.” 
 
    “You don’t understand!” he said, frustration in his tone. “Deimos was crazed—totally unhinged—rambling about a girl who fits your description, saying he had to get back to her before his brother found her. I think that’s why he didn’t kill me. He wasn’t thinking right at all.”  
 
    “You should have come to us,” Pierson admonished. “We should have been informed.” 
 
    “That’s what you’re not getting about this—I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    “Because,” he said with a harsh exhale, “he said if any of the PC ever found out, he would kill Casey. Torture him for years before finally ending him.” The Dragon looked past me to his former lover and explained, “I couldn’t let that happen… you must know why. And Drew was already dead. I saw no point in having you meet the same fate.” 
 
    “Where did he go after that?” I asked, drawing his attention.  
 
    “He muttered something about the gargoyles, then left. That was it, I swear.” 
 
    “Deimos used your gargoyles against us before your return,” I said. “They were all too eager to help him succeed at his endeavor.” 
 
    The Dragon’s eyes narrowed. “And what was that?” 
 
    “To turn me Dark.” 
 
    Again, Hades said nothing—didn’t flinch—at my words. 
 
    The Dragon looked at my black wings and frowned. “Looks like he succeeded.” 
 
    “No, he did not. And his brother will not either, if I have any say in the matter. But for now, we need to help Aery. How do we break this thrall she is under?” 
 
    The Dragon shook his head. “I was hoping he’d know,” he said, pointing to Drew.  
 
    “Yes, well, his fucking brain is fried now, thanks to you letting him die,” Casey snarled. “So no dice there.” 
 
    “Her mind seems connected to mine somehow,” Pierson mused. “Perhaps I can hack into this magic and pull her free.” He stared at her for a moment, then called his twin over. “Kierson, I need you to hold her. You care for her—perhaps that will be to our advantage.” 
 
    Kierson did as asked and rushed to Aery, crushing her in his arms. While the twins worked in silence with Drew hovering nearby, the rest of us looked on, helpless. The sound of a cell phone blaring was a welcome break in the silence in the eerie church.  
 
    “Where the fuck are you?” Casey shouted into the phone. “Get to the St. Agnes School on Rosa Parks Boulevard now. We’ve got a problem.” He hung up without another word. “Fucking Muses….” 
 
    “Will he be of any use?” I asked, uncertainty thick in my tone.  
 
    “It can’t hurt to have him here,” Casey said, though he looked equally unconvinced. “Worst case, he can pull what happened from her mind. Hopefully that will be of use to us in case…” 
 
    His words trailed off, and I waited a moment for him to finish. Then the weight of them finally registered. I followed his gaze to where Pierson stood beside his twin, the two of them doing all they could to pull the nymph from her dark place—from where Phobos held her mind captive.  
 
    The sound of a door slamming jarred me from my thoughts. Everyone in the room wheeled on their feet, weapons drawn, ready to kill whoever dared to come for us—again. Muses appeared just as Casey let loose a blade. It flew at his head, and he managed to bat it away just before it embedded in his face. 
 
    Muses’ angry expression quickly dissipated when he took in our collective state, blood-covered and weary. He knew something was amiss.  
 
    “I was told there was a problem,” he said, surveying the room, holding a white plastic bag in his hand.  
 
    “Deimos’ not-so-dead-or-missing brother has returned, and he’s hijacked Khara’s little friend from the Underworld’s mind,” Casey said, rushing toward Muses.  
 
    Muses looked over to the twins and Aery, then back to Casey. “I leave to find some decent food in this city and this is what I miss?” 
 
    “No,” Oz said, expression smug as ever, “you also missed the war we just had with a few formerly dead gods and their mini army.” 
 
    “And the hideous lisping creature in the alley?” Muses asked. “What of him?” 
 
    “That is Azriel,” I said plainly. “He is Casey’s informant. He alerted us to Aery’s whereabouts.” 
 
    “Aery?” 
 
    “The entranced Underworld nymph.” 
 
    He looked over at the Dragon. “And who is—” He cut himself off, shaking his head. “You know what? It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “I am getting nowhere with this,” Pierson said, frustration in his voice and expression. “Whatever connection she tapped into to show me the vision, I cannot access it.” 
 
    “We can’t just fucking leave her like this!” Kierson shouted. “She’s half dead as it is. If we can’t break this thrall, she’ll never get better. She’ll waste away trying to get to him.” 
 
    “Let me try,” Muses said, handing Casey his plastic bag full of food. He sauntered over to Aery without an ounce of urgency and took her face in his hands. Her dull eyes looked right through him, focused on everything and nothing at once. “Interesting…” 
 
    “What?” Kierson asked. He paced as though he could outrun his agitation. Whether it was with the scenario as a whole or the leer in Muses’ eyes as he looked over Aery, I could not be certain. Perhaps a bit of both.  
 
    “It’s as if her brain is stuck on a specific frequency—one that cannot be interrupted by anything of this world.” 
 
    “In English, Muses!” Kierson growled, his pace quickening.  
 
    “Simply put, it is as though she isn’t processing any external information—like her brain is jammed, and all she hears is whatever he is saying or doing. I don’t fully understand what magic is at play here.” 
 
    “So she’s fucked?” Kierson asked.  
 
    Muses’ smile widened. “Now, now, ye of little faith. Give me some credit.” Kierson rushed to Aery’s side while Muses explained. “If I can interrupt his signal somehow, we should be able to pull her from this trance.” 
 
    “But what if he just puts her back into it?” Casey asked, wandering over for a better vantage point.  
 
    “If he does, then I suppose we keep repeating the process until he gives up.” 
 
    “Or comes looking for her.” The Dragon’s observation was unappreciated. 
 
    “He’s trying to tie up a loose end, I imagine,” Oz said, coming to stand beside me. “Once he realizes her mind has been set free, he’ll know it’s too late—that she’s already informed us of his presence.” 
 
    “Then he must think Deimos is his ally—that he would not tell us what he did.” 
 
    “What he told you, new girl,” Oz corrected. “He didn’t tell me shit.” 
 
    “If you two could keep your flirting to a minimum for the next few minutes, it would be greatly appreciated,” Muses said, staring over his shoulder at us. “Now, if you’d be so kind, I need to focus.” He turned back to Aery and stroked the side of her face. “If you can hear me,” he whispered to her, “this may hurt.” 
 
    His grip on her turned violent in an instant, his fingertips digging into her skull. Kierson lunged at him only to be dragged away by Pierson and Drew. Like it or not, Muses was likely Aery’s greatest hope to be freed from Phobos’ thrall. Kierson’s observation of what would happen to her if he did not was too accurate to think about.  
 
    I did not want that fate for her. 
 
    The group looked on in silence as Muses’ arms shook and his brow sweat. The concentration he poured into her, searching her mind for whatever bound it, was draining him by the second.  
 
    “Almost…have it…”  
 
    “He does not have the strength for this,” I said aloud to Oz.  
 
    “And you don’t have his powers, so stay put and wait,” he replied. 
 
    “No,” I mused, “I do not. But perhaps I could…” 
 
    I ran to Muses’ side and pulled him from Aery, much to the dismay of everyone watching. I ignored their shouts as I grabbed Muses by the face, his body limp with exhaustion, and stared into his eyes.  
 
    “Pull something from my mind,” I said. He looked at me through half-open eyes.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do whatever it is that you do to me,” I explained. “I can help you if you do—” 
 
    “No way!” Oz yelled, storming toward us. “That’s not happening. There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell you’re letting him rummage around in your head. Not even to help Aery…” 
 
    “It is my mind and my friend, not yours. So I will make this decision without your input, understood?” 
 
    “You cannot let him in,” he cautioned again. “You don’t understand what he could do.” 
 
    “And you do not understand what will happen to Aery if we do not stop this madness,” I replied, my words curt and sharp. “If letting him do whatever it is that he does to me will help, then I am happy to let him, consequences be damned.” 
 
    “Oh, they could be, new girl,” Oz all but growled in response. “They could be…” 
 
    While we argued, Muses appeared to regain some of his strength. He looked at me with keen eyes, as though he had awakened from a thrall all his own.  
 
    “You are sure about this?” he asked. Through his mask of amusement, I could see the hint of surprise poking through. It was clear that few if any volunteered for such a deed. 
 
    “Do what you must. Once you have, I should be able to help.” 
 
    Without further request, he grabbed my face, as I held his, and closed his eyes.  
 
    “Show me the day you were born,” he said softly, looking at Oz behind me. The Dark One cursed and lunged for me, but the Dragon and Casey caught him before he could pull me away.  
 
    I simply closed my eyes and tried to do as Muses bade me. 
 
    “Interesting…” Muses said as I felt the press of whatever magic he possessed against my mind. It was a soft caress of sorts—a silent request to enter. I let out a breath and held still as he sifted for whatever he sought. Moments later, a vision of my mother looking down at me flashed in my mind, the tears in her eyes so clear I could practically feel them as they spilled down her cheeks onto my face. 
 
    “Please keep her safe,” she said to someone I could not see, my infant focus solely on her—the one whose blood ran in my veins.  
 
    “I swear it,” a male voice replied. “With all that I have, I will see her safe.” 
 
    A rush of cold washed over my head, and I sucked in a breath as though I had not for years. My eyes shot open to find Muses staring back at me, disbelief in his eyes.  
 
    Before he could say a word, I rushed to Aery. “Now tell me what you want me to do.” 
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    Muses came to my side and resumed his grasp on Aery’s head.  
 
    “However he’s holding her, it’s jamming my ability to get past it. I can find it and isolate it, but I cannot break it. If I push too hard, I fear I may damage her.” 
 
    “Then all would be for naught,” I said.  
 
    He nodded. “Once I get hold of the frequency again, I need you to step around it, so to speak. To cut it off.” 
 
    “All right,” I replied, having no idea if I could accomplish the task he’d set forth, but determined to try. If she died as a result of our efforts, then at least that death would be quick. Wasting away in the clutches of Phobos’ magic sounded like a torture I would not wish on many—apart from the being himself.  
 
    Without delay, Muses resumed his attack on the faceless evil who held Aery’s mind hostage. With my hands placed over his, I could feel the energy pouring out of him as he tried to inspire his way past Phobos’ magic. The output was immense, and I wondered how he was still standing after all he’d already done. For a warrior as lithe and sleek as he, he was far more formidable than many would have thought. 
 
    “Now, Khara!” he said, grunting out the words between ragged breaths.  
 
    With the feeling fresh inside of me, I reached out with that power into Aery’s mind. Though expecting to hit a wall of sorts inside, I was still surprised at the feel. I found the barrier that Phobos’ thrall had placed around her brain, then Muses’ hold on it, like fingers prying open a door. He held on by fingertips alone, but the tiny breach was there. With all the grace I could muster using an ability not truly my own, I slid through that crack to find a glorious network of flashing lights and electrical impulses.  
 
    But I had no idea how to navigate them.  
 
    Muses had told me what he wanted, and my brain seemed to oblige his request. But we had made no such request of Aery, so I did not know how to reach her.  
 
    “Aery,” I called aloud as I searched the inner workings of her mind for some clue.  
 
    “Not out here,” Muses said from beside me. “In there—you must tell her in there.” 
 
    I fumbled for a way to do as he’d commanded. “Aery!” I shouted with my mind, wondering if that was where the connection truly lay. “Follow my voice. You have to come to me so I can break you out.” 
 
    “Khara?” Her voice was weak and thin and barely audible, but I heard it ring through my mind as clear as a bell.  
 
    “Do you see the breach?” I asked. “Can you follow my voice somehow?” 
 
    “I can’t see you!” she shouted back. 
 
    “I can’t hold this much longer,” Muses said, his voice strangled as he fought against Phobos’ power. 
 
    “I cannot see you either, Aery, but your voice grows stronger. Keep coming this way,” I said, pressing my forehead to hers. “Run now!” 
 
    “It’s slipping!” Muses shouted.  
 
    “Run, Aery!” 
 
    Flashes of memories started to show themselves the longer I stayed, and I hoped that meant we were taking back control. 
 
    “Khara…” Muses warned.  
 
    Then an idea occurred to me.  
 
    I slipped back toward the opening that Muses grappled to maintain and pressed my newfound ability against his, trying to force it open wider; to push Phobos back. Immediately, I felt the brutal force Phobos applied. I gasped as I tried to break that barrier open, wedging my mind into it even further.  
 
    But it would not budge. 
 
    “We will not yield!” I shouted through our connection, my voice resounding through Aery’s head. “You will let her go, Phobos, or I will hunt you as you hunt me, and I will find a way to end you so full of pain and destruction that you will beg for mercy yet find none.” 
 
    The press of the barrier hesitated, as if the magic were unsure—like it understood my threat.  
 
    So I pushed further. “Release her now!” 
 
    My voice boomed, and the crack in the wall flew open. I felt Muses rip it wider still, his grip on it far stronger now. He pulled and pulled until there was nothing left but the remnants of an energy that did not belong—a smudge on her mind that might never disappear. I felt my mind come back to my body, and I staggered away from Aery, breathing hard. Strong arms caught me as my legs gave way, holding me against a solid body. 
 
    “Did it work?” I gasped, forcing my eyes to focus. One look at Aery was answer enough.  
 
    She stared at me, her hollow, vacant eyes now sharp and full of disbelief. They darted back and forth between Muses and me. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kierson asked her, stepping into her line of sight. One look at him and her gaunt face lit up, as much as it could. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, throwing her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Yes, Kierson,” Muses drawled, “thank you so much for holding her here until I arrived and little more.” Kierson did not bother to respond. Muses looked over at me. “You see the thanks I get, Khara?” 
 
    “I did not do it for praise,” I said, pulling out of Oz’s grip.  
 
    “I heard you,” Aery said, looking over Kierson’s shoulder at me. “I heard you calling me. Your voice…I’ve never been so happy to hear something in all my life.” 
 
    “You should thank Muses for that, too, since he seems desperate for adulation,” I said, shooting him a sour look. “He used his power on me so I could in turn help by using it on you. If it were not for his hold on the power of Deimos’ brother, I could not have gotten you out.” 
 
    She turned to Muses, who stood only paces away, working to slow his breathing. Much to Kierson’s dismay, she disentangled herself from him and walked over to Muses. She took his face in her hands and kissed his lips. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, staring into his eyes with such intensity that he nearly pulled away from her.  
 
    Hades stirred, drawing her attention. Her eyes went wide, a sheen overtaking them in seconds. Even in her weakened state, she hazarded a shallow bow to her king.  
 
    “Rise,” he said, nearing us.  
 
    She did as he asked, smiling at the knowledge that he was well—or at least alive. 
 
    Then she turned to me.  
 
    “I do not require the same sort of thanks as Muses,” I said to her. She hesitated for a moment until my words fully registered in her addled mind. Her smile widened and she let loose a laugh that rang through the church. 
 
    “I like it,” she said, walking toward me. “Playing hard to get suits you, Khara.” 
 
    “Does it ever,” Oz muttered under his breath as the nymph approached.  
 
    “Then I shall thank you like this,” she said before she wrapped her frail arms around me and pulled me close. “What you have done for me—I owe you a life debt.” 
 
    “That will not be necessary—” 
 
    “And yet you shall have it,” she countered, heat in her tone that I was unaccustomed to from the flighty nymph. It was so easy to forget that she was deadly in her own right. That she was a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    But just as quickly as her fierceness had come, it left, leaving behind the wasted shell that we had rescued from the Underworld. Whatever rush of adrenaline she had experienced after being pulled from Phobos’ thrall had worn off, and she wavered on her feet, her eyes fluttering closed. Kierson caught her before she hit the ground.  
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” he asked, holding her tight to his chest.  
 
    Hades stormed toward her. One touch of her skin and his eyes went wide. “She’s dying…” 
 
    “We need to get her home,” I said. “We will explain everything there.” 
 
    “Here,” Oz said, reaching to take Aery from Kierson. My brother gripped her tighter. 
 
    “Let us take her,” I said gently, stepping in front of Oz. “We will keep her safe, Kierson. I swear it.” After a moment’s hesitation, he placed her in my arms with such reverence that I felt a tug at my heart. I handed her to Oz, and he raced out the door without a word. “Get home as quickly as you can,” I said to them. “We may need all the help we can get to heal her.” 
 
    As I strode to the door, I stopped just before the Dragon, who stood a few paces from the group. “Though this may not have any bearing on the tension between you and my brother, thank you for saving Aery from her fate.” 
 
    He looked at me, golden eyes flaring. “I just want to make things right.” 
 
    I looked back at Casey’s shadowed expression. “I am not certain that you can, but your efforts are appreciated by some of us. And they will not be forgotten.” 
 
    What remained of our party left the Catholic church together, passing Azriel in the alley outside. He ran quickly into the building, presumably to check on the Dragon, while I took to the sky and my brothers loaded into their SUV. At the speed Kierson peeled out down the street, I wondered if they might not beat me there. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I ran into the Victorian to find Oz hovering over Aery as she lay on the couch, skin pale and pasty and cool to the touch.  
 
    “She looks worse,” I said. Her hand was like ice; her forehead, clammy. Whatever Deimos had done had only been made worse by his brother’s attack on her mind. I wondered how much time she had left if we could not figure out a way to heal her. 
 
    “Let’s hope Hades knows what to do,” Oz said, looming over us both. “We’re going to need her if we hope to fix his realm…we need all the help we can get.” 
 
    The others arrived just as Oz spoke those words. They rushed into the house in a flurry, calling for me as they did.  
 
    “We are here,” I yelled. I looked down at Aery and realized we had not had a chance to fill them in on our latest Underworld adventure—on just how dire the situation had become. 
 
    Hades led the charge into the living room, followed closely by my brothers and Persephone. 
 
    “What happened to her in the Underworld?” he asked, voice full of concern and frustration; the former for Aery, and the latter at himself. 
 
    “Deimos had her locked away in his bedroom,” I explained. 
 
    “In a hole in the floor of his bedroom, to be exact,” Oz said, correcting my oversight. “I’m assuming he tortured and starved her in the process, which is why she looks like this.” 
 
    To that, my father said nothing.  
 
    “But she can be healed, right? I mean, she was just wide awake and coherent, talking about life debts,” Kierson said, panic rising in his voice. I turned to find him staring at her fading body. Then those deep blue eyes, so full of pain and longing, fell on me. “Khara…?” 
 
    “I do not know, Kierson. But we will try.” 
 
    “Her power is driven by what she is—by what fuels her magic,” Persephone said, joining her husband. “She is a being of sex and desire, albeit a darker one than some. Deimos surely starved her of those by locking her away…” 
 
    “Could it be that simple?” I asked, looking at my longtime ally in the Underworld—my friend. “Could that be all it takes?” 
 
    “Well, she’s not exactly in any shape for sex,” Casey said, “so that’s not going to work.” 
 
    “But love might…” Kierson’s voice was distant and hopeful as he spoke those words, then rushed to the couch. He scooped Aery up in his arms with a reverence utterly foreign to me and carried her up the stairs, careful not to jostle her any more than necessary. He disappeared, leaving the rest of us behind. 
 
    Pierson quickly lost himself in a book, undoubtedly looking into ways to ward against the remaining gods, while the rest of us sat in silence, wondering if whatever Kierson was doing upstairs was helping the dying nymph. Even Oz had nothing off-color to say; it was a rare moment indeed.  
 
    “I think it’s working!” Kierson shouted from upstairs, the hope in his voice so thick it pained me to hear it.  
 
    “No fucking her until she’s conscious,” Oz yelled up at him. “Consent is a thing now, apparently…” 
 
    Muses looked up the stairs, then at Oz, and finally at the room as a whole. “Is now a convenient time to fill me in on all that happened?” 
 
    “Not really,” Pierson said without looking up from his books. 
 
    “The gods that Khara let out of the Underworld came for Hades. Shit went sideways. We killed them all. The end,” Oz replied. “Oh, and Deimos tried to kill Aery because she knew that his batshit brother is back and after Khara.”  
 
    To Muses’ credit, he did not let the surprise he must have felt show in his face. “I think I need to put in for a transfer,” he said, plopping down on the couch next to me. He pulled a white box full of noodles from his takeout bag and began eating them. “Detroit is way more interesting than Chicago.” 
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    Once the chaos of Muses’ briefing finally settled down and it was clear that Aery was on the mend, I escaped to my bedroom. All I wanted was to close my eyes and slip into the darkness that only sleep provided. I was weary, both mentally and physically. Concern for my father—as well as my brothers—grew with every hour he was above. Our trip to the Underworld and subsequent fight with the returned gods had only heightened that worry.  
 
    If his rule could not be restored, he would perish. It was as simple as that. And I wondered how many others would fall in our attempt to stop that from happening. 
 
    I heard the subtle creak of the basement door as it opened; the fall of boots on the wooden stairs soon followed. I turned to see Oz lingering on the final step, arms folded tight across his chest as if he were trying to withhold his emotions.  
 
    “Do you think it’s true?” He pushed off the wall and hopped off the final step, headed toward me.  
 
    “Do I think what is true?” I asked, letting my confusion taint my tone. 
 
    “That Demeter sold Hades out? Sold you out?” 
 
    “She resents and fears me, Oz. And her misguided attempts to reunite with her daughter would be much easier if Hades and I were dead, would they not? Who better to accomplish that task than bloodthirsty gods and goddesses who had nothing but time to dream of vengeance? She would have had to do no more than mention his name before a legion of newly undead showed up here, ready to off the King of the Dead and his adopted child; the one capable of putting them back in the Oudeis.”  
 
    “Do you still believe Persephone? That this is not all some elaborate ruse concocted by her and her mother to be rid of you both?” 
 
    “It is not a ruse.” 
 
    “You can’t know that—” 
 
    “I saw the look in her eye when she went after Athena. The ferocity was great and terrible and exactly what I felt in that moment. She did what I would have done—was going to do—to save my father.” 
 
    “You trust her?” 
 
    “I trust that she loves him. Beyond that and what Muses has confirmed, I cannot be certain.” 
 
    His brow furrowed as he stared me down. “And if she betrays that trust? If she kills your father or ultimately leads to his demise, what then?” 
 
    I felt my blood begin to boil at the thought. “If she so much as looks at him sideways with a hint of menace in her eyes, I will flay her alive, then relegate her to the Oudeis to live for eternity as a skinless, screaming beast.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth curled, and his brown eyes brightened. “I could get used to this protective vibe you have going on, new girl. Vengeance suits you.” 
 
    “It feels as though it suits me,” I replied. “I have come to the realization that I have no love for traitors.” The way his expression fell at my words piqued my curiosity. I moved closer, and his body went rigid. “Betrayal offends me on a level I do not fully understand, but I feel it deep within all the same.” 
 
    “I betrayed your brothers, remember?” 
 
    “Only because you endeavored to keep me safe,” I said. “We have been over this before.” 
 
    “You are evolving, Khara… what didn’t bother you before might now. I just need to know that you’re not going to come after me in the middle of the night for something I did in the past.” 
 
    I stepped nearer still. “I can make no promises, Oz, for you insist upon keeping your secrets. The longer it takes for them to come to light, the more volatile my reaction may be. Perhaps you should just share them all now to ensure your safety…” I looked on as he contemplated my words. His lips pressed to a thin line to keep those secrets from spilling forth, and I knew that he would once again tempt fate. “I see,” I said, warning in my tone. “I hope you do not live to regret this decision.” 
 
    His eyes lingered for a long moment as I turned and walked away, my silent dismissal clear. Even with my back to him, I could feel his piercing stare. I may have been done with our conversation, but it seemed as though he was not.  
 
    I started to disrobe, unfazed by his attention, until I was almost bare. I looked back at him to find his gaze even darker than before.  
 
    “I should like to get some sleep. It has been a long day. Tomorrow promises more of the same.” 
 
    “Then go to bed,” he said, his voice tight. He made no move to leave.  
 
    “Is there something else you wish to discuss?” I asked, turning to face him. “Something you would like to tell me?” 
 
    “Discuss? No. I don’t want to discuss anything right now.” 
 
    “Then why do you remain?” 
 
    I stood two feet from him, looking up at his shadowed face. His expression told me nothing more than it normally did.  
 
    “Why are you naked?” 
 
    I cocked my head at him. “I am not naked. And how else should I sleep? Fully clothed with knives strapped to my thighs?” 
 
    A wry smile crept across his face, his amusement plain. “The knives could make it interesting…” 
 
    I moved closer still, our bodies nearly touching. I could feel the heat emanating from him—could hear the wild beat of his heart. 
 
    “They could make it deadly,” I countered. 
 
    He leaned into me. “That too.” 
 
    “Shall I go get them, then?”  
 
    His eyes flared with hunger and his breathing deepened. “I think that kind of fun would only be broken up by your brothers,” he said, pulling away from me slightly, “and I don’t like to be interrupted.” 
 
    “Surely they would trust that I can handle you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you can,” he replied, regaining his hubris. 
 
    “Is that why you never follow through, Oz? Are you so certain that I cannot weather your storm that you keep me from it?” 
 
    His expression hardened, his eyes narrowing. “Something like that.” 
 
    I leaned into him and lifted my chin. “There is nothing you can do to me that I cannot take.” 
 
    The quirk of his brow told me he was far less certain of that than I.  
 
    “Go to sleep, new girl. We’ve got shit to do and your shitty adoptive mother to find. You need to be ready.” He turned and walked toward the stairs, never looking back. “Don’t make me come drag your naked ass out of bed.” 
 
    “Try, and you might find yourself wearing my knives.” 
 
    The steady fall of his feet on the stairs stopped. “Maybe that’s my plan.” 
 
    With nothing left to say, he opened the door to the first floor and stepped through, leaving me and my dark, wandering thoughts behind.  
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    I emerged from the basement to be greeted by the embrace of the healed nymph. Aery launched herself at me the second the door opened—I had not even closed it behind me when her arms wrapped around my neck and her body molded to mine.  
 
    “Thank you, Khara,” she whispered in my ear. “Thank you…” 
 
    “You would have done the same for me,” I replied, my arms drifting up to her waist. I gently pried her from me to look her over. Her pale white skin had regained its normal glow and her crystal blue eyes were as bright as ever—possibly brighter. She looked radiant and well, and all of that was owed to Persephone and Kierson. Without the former’s speculation and the latter’s feelings, Aery would have wasted away to nothing. “Besides, I think I am not the one worthy of your thanks.” I looked over to where Kierson sat staring at us.  
 
    Aery followed my gaze and smiled. “Oh, I’ve already thanked him… a couple of times.” 
 
    She winked at me, then joined him on the couch while the others groaned.  
 
    “Do I have to fuck you back to life to get you to look at me that way, new girl?” Oz asked as he descended the stairs. His sentiment was ruined by the amusement in his expression. He had not truly meant those words for me; he’d only wished to anger Kierson with them. And it had worked. 
 
    “I did not fuck her back to life, you asshole,” he yelled, launching to his feet. He stared Oz down as he rounded the newel post. “I know you have zero idea what love is, but it isn’t fucking.” He dared a glance my way before glaring at Oz again. “Maybe that’s why she’ll never look at you that way. You wouldn’t know how to love her if your life depended on it.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s good that it doesn’t,” Oz replied. There was ambivalence in his tone but murder in his stare. Kierson’s words bothered him on some level—struck a chord deep within that still resonated. “So did we get the lowdown on Deimos yet, or were you waiting for Khara and me?” 
 
    Aery’s expression went blank for a moment, and I wondered if she were having one of her episodes. Had it not been for the way she fidgeted with the hem of her shirt, I never would have known that fear had paralyzed her for a moment. At least until Kierson sat next to her and took her hand in his.  
 
    “Tell them, Aery… they need to know.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, his hand still wrapped around hers, and began to tell a tale that sent shivers down my spine. A tale of Phobos’ return, a hunt for the ultimate prize, and a fearsome brother who wished to keep it all a secret for now. Aery had trusted Deimos with her vision, and he’d beaten her within an inch of her life and imprisoned her for it, but only after he’d pulled every vague detail about what she’d seen from her.  
 
    I knew Aery’s visions well—she had shared many with me over the centuries. They were never crystal clear; never certain. They were a mix of feelings and words and pictures left for her, and whomever she entrusted with them, to discern. Over time, she and I had gotten quite adept at deciphering them, but Deimos lacked that ability altogether. She had turned to him out of concern for me and the Underworld, and for her loyalty to both, he had nearly killed her.  
 
    My blood boiled slowly. 
 
    “A love once lost is found again,” she said, pulling me from my devolving thoughts. “He wants Khara, but I don’t know why or for what.” 
 
    “Deimos thinks he wants me to replace Eos,” I said, taking in the blank faces of those in the packed living room, “though his intentions after he takes me appear to be up for interpretation.” 
 
    Aery nodded in agreement. “I didn’t see anything beyond him coming for you. I’m sorry, Khara.” 
 
    “It is because of you that I learned he is a factor. You have nothing to apologize for,” I said. “Deimos told me that he is doing what he can to deal with his brother. For now, that may be all we can do unless he shows himself.” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” Casey growled. “I know where this conversation is going—we’ve heard it before—so I need you to hear me when I tell you that you are not handing yourself over to that psycho, got it? Get that shit out of your head now, because it ain’t happening.” 
 
    I looked at his harsh face—a face that promised pain and suffering to all that looked upon it—and felt no malice at all. The anger that had coursed through my veins only moments earlier began morphing into that sharp chest pain that I detested. That and the tears that had accompanied it only the day before.  
 
    “I will not endanger you if it comes to a choice between your life and surrendering to Deimos’ brother, or Kaine, or anyone else, for that matter. And you will never convince me otherwise.” I looked around the room, reaching deep inside to find that spark of anger yet again. “None of you, do you understand?” My eyes fell upon Oz last. His steady expression gave nothing away. “Now, do we have a plan to find the other gods and Demeter? Because I for one would like to focus on the threat we can actually do something about.” 
 
    “Muses has brought up a valid point,” Pierson said.  
 
    “Which is?” Oz asked. 
 
    “No matter what we do, Hades will remain a target until he is returned to the Underworld. We cannot keep him at the Victorian. It’s not safe…” 
 
    “We could harbor him at the warehouse in Chicago,” Muses offered, “but I wonder how long that would work before he would need to be taken somewhere else for refuge.” 
 
    “The souls of the Oudeis seem to be hanging around Detroit,” Kierson added. “We think it’s because he’s here.” 
 
    “Or they are here for me,” I argued, though it sounded weak to my ears. 
 
    “We contemplated that, Khara,” Pierson said, standing to face me, “but there is only one way to test that theory.” 
 
    “You must split us up.” I finished his thought for him, the words painful to speak aloud. “You are asking me to trust brothers I have never met to protect Hades as I would.” 
 
    “Yes we are, though they would know what is at stake beyond your feelings.” 
 
    I looked to my father, but he gave nothing away. 
 
    “No,” I said plainly. “I will not do it.” 
 
    “Khara—” Kierson started before I cut him off. 
 
    “NO!” I shouted, the word ricocheting off the walls like a stray bullet. The look on Kierson’s face told me it had struck him hard; right through the heart. “I need to think about this…there has to be another way.” 
 
    Before anyone could attempt to make me see reason, I walked out the front door, headed for nowhere. I needed space to think. My newfound emotions clouded my judgment; I needed distance from those who evoked them to find a solution to the problem. Though I wanted to argue—had argued, in fact—Pierson was right. My father could not stay in Detroit any longer, certainly not until the Underworld was secured. And I knew that I could not go wherever he went because I was needed not only to hunt those that hunted him, but also to fix the mess my leaving the Underworld had left behind.  
 
    “Penny for your thoughts, new girl.”  
 
    Oz walked up beside me as I strode aimlessly down the road.  
 
    “My brothers are right,” I said. 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “And yet I cannot concede to their wishes.” 
 
    “Because you love your father.” 
 
    “If I love him, I should do whatever it takes to keep him safe, even if that safety is not ensured by me.” 
 
    “Yes. You should.” 
 
    I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to stare at Oz. He had not yet said anything condescending or smug, and I wondered if it was a new way of taunting me. Sharp but earnest eyes met mine, and I wondered if the world was about to implode; if hell had frozen over, as Kierson so loved to say.  
 
    “Why did you follow me?” I asked, my tone laced with my growing annoyance.  
 
    “To make sure you didn’t nuke some poor vagrant sleeping on an abandoned front porch because you thought he might be Dionysus sleeping off a bender before coming to kill your dad.” 
 
    A smile broke through his serious expression and I groaned in response, then started walking again, desperate to escape his attempts at humor. 
 
    “I’m in no mood, Oz.” 
 
    “In the mood or not, we need a plan for your father.” 
 
    “That is precisely why I am walking—to clear my mind and find a solution.” 
 
    “I have one, but you won’t like it. Hell, I’m not sure I like it, but if I can find a way to make it happen, it should work. The gods won’t be able to get to him there—none of the things that go bump in the night will either. Well, unless you consider me one of those things…” 
 
    “Say what you wish to say and stop blathering on,” I snapped at him. The warmth in his eyes died in an instant. 
 
    “We could hide him in the in-between…” 
 
    For the second time since we had left, I stopped dead. “Are you suggesting we deliver him to Kaine for safekeeping?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    “And why on Earth would he ever agree to this?” I asked.  
 
    “Because he offered to in the alley—” 
 
    “Which we did not agree to for myriad reasons, all of which are still valid.” 
 
    “So are his motives…” 
 
    Oz stared at me, a knowing look in his eyes that begged me to see what was so obvious to him. That Kaine would gladly take my father if, in exchange, I would willingly hand myself over to him when it was all over.  
 
    “We promise him me in return for keeping Hades safe until he can return to the Underworld.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And do we intend to follow through with our end of the deal?” 
 
    The black of night swam in his eyes for a moment. “Not a fucking chance.” 
 
    “He will expect a trick of this nature and plan for it.” 
 
    “Probably. A problem for another day.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say yourself that we can’t outrun him forever? That we will eventually have to deal with him? This plan does not seem to help that outcome.” 
 
    “Do you have any better ideas?” he asked, knowing full well I did not. 
 
    “My father will not agree to this.” 
 
    “Your father won’t know the details.” 
 
    “Persephone will have to go too. After last night, there is no way she will leave his side.” 
 
    “Fine. I think Kaine will do just about anything to get you.” 
 
    “Why does he want me so desperately?” I asked, stepping closer to read every inch of his reaction.  
 
    “I don’t know, but I have no intention of finding out.” 
 
    “His wrath will be epic,” I said. “You have betrayed him once and used up whatever leverage you had with him. All that is left for you is death, Oz. You are a traitor to your kind in his eyes.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…that’s also a problem for another day.” 
 
    “It would not be if I made this deal with him alone—behind your back, so to speak.” Oz looked at me, his expression dubious. I elaborated in an attempt to assuage his doubts. “Kaine would not believe for one moment that you sanctioned this plan, given that your every other action has been to keep me from him.” 
 
    He continued to stare. “Go on…” 
 
    “Kaine’s retribution will be for me and me alone if I betray him—” 
 
    “Which you will—” 
 
    “Because you were not involved.” 
 
    He shook his head but said nothing, his mind working to find fault with my plan when there was none to be found. 
 
    “If I’m not there, I can’t intervene—”  
 
    “I am certain I can negotiate this alone.” 
 
    “Your dark charms and perky tits won’t be enough to negotiate with...” 
 
    “I have a plan,” I said, a wry smile overtaking my countenance. “Trust me.” 
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    We returned to the house and I immediately proceeded up the stairs to the roof, Oz’s words assaulting my mind. Do not let him near you. Do not let him touch you. And do not, under any circumstances, let him take you away. To maintain the illusion that he was not aware of my meeting with Kaine, he waited downstairs to keep the others busy while I sold my soul to the Dark Ones.  
 
    Except, judging by the blackness of the wings extending wide around me, I already had. 
 
    I looked to the sky, just as Oz had instructed, and waited. My wings were a beacon, he had explained; they would attract Kaine’s attention, especially because they belonged to one who had not yet joined his ranks. I hoped that Oz was right.  
 
    The wind whipped my dark hair around me as I waited for Kaine. Moments passed like eternity, each causing my confidence to wane ever so slightly. If I could not do this alone, our problems would only grow in number. And Oz’s fate with Kaine would grow even more contentious—and deadly. 
 
    I squared my shoulders and faced the horizon, looking every bit the dark princess I was. If Kaine did show, I needed to look formidable enough for him to agree to my terms. Then, off in the distant sky, I saw a speck of black that grew larger every second. It approached at a daunting speed, with a sense of urgency I could not comprehend.  
 
    Kaine soon landed on the far edge of the roof, the hint of curiosity in his stare unmistakable as he folded his wings behind his back.  
 
    “Stunning…” he said under his breath, the wind carrying the sentiment to me.  
 
    “I have a proposition for you,” I said as I approached. “You have made your intentions regarding me very clear, but you wish for my allegiance without earning it, and that is something I cannot oblige. I am not a trusting soul, Kaine. Surely you can appreciate my predicament.” 
 
    “You want me to earn your trust? Your loyalty?” 
 
    “Yes. I do.” 
 
    He hopped off the ledge to the roof on silent feet and took a casual step toward me. But there was nothing casual about it; it was methodical and calculated and everything that Oz had warned me about.  
 
    “What would you ask of me?” 
 
    I sidestepped out of his path, circling the perimeter of the roof. “You offered my father refuge. Provide it for both Hades and his wife until I can stabilize the Underworld and return him to his throne. When that is done, I am yours.” 
 
    He stopped to assess me, his shrewd eyes searching for a trap. “And what of Oz?” 
 
    “What of him?” I replied, evading his question. 
 
    “He will not let you go.” 
 
    “He does not own me, no matter how much he believes he does.” 
 
    “You looked rather intimate together in the Underworld…” 
 
    “Things are not always as they seem, Kaine.” 
 
    “No,” he said softly under his breath, “they are not.” Then his ice blue eyes narrowed, and he took a step toward me. “Does he know you’re here—meeting with me?” 
 
    A mirthless laugh escaped me. “If he even thought that I would do this, he would have strapped me to a chair and locked me in the basement. He will be livid when he learns of my treachery. He always is…” 
 
    Kaine’s interest was piqued. “You have betrayed him before?” 
 
    “We constantly betray each other in one way or another. It is his nature to be secretive, and it is mine to do what I must to survive. Those two traits do not make for a good pairing.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re doing here? What you must to survive?” he asked.  
 
    “I am doing what I must to ensure that the man responsible for raising me is safe.” 
 
    The heat in my tone was clear as I spoke, and it appeared that Kaine had taken the bait. Or maybe he just wanted me to believe he had. 
 
    He took a step closer, looking me over. “Your wings…they were not this color when I saw you last. Tell me, what did you do to change them?” 
 
    I smiled at him again, this one full of lust and longing. “I sucked the soul out of Artemis after she told me of Demeter’s treachery.” I dared a step nearer, close enough for Kaine to reach out and touch me should he have wanted to. Oz’s warnings rang through my mind, and for a moment, I wondered if they had been for my benefit or his own. Did he fear I would use Muses’ ability on the Dark One and learn something I shouldn’t? Or that he’d whisk me away, never to return? “I liked watching her die—the feeling of her power draining from her body into mine. Why do you think I haven’t released it yet?” I asked. His eyes widened and his lips parted. “I want to keep her prisoner…” 
 
    “I will do as you ask,” he said, his hand reaching for my face. I retreated just out of his grasp. “You will deliver Hades and Persephone to the in-between today, and I will keep them there, unbothered and unharmed, until the Underworld is fit for him to return. Once he is in charge of his realm again, you will come with me by your own free will—or by force. Either way, you will be ours.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Good. Now, I shall leave so that you can make arrangements. I don’t imagine Oz will be kind when you share this news. Be sure you are armed when you break it to him.” 
 
    I whipped a blade out from behind my back. “I am always armed,” I said, my monotone delivery belying the anger I felt growing inside, “and I am not afraid to use them.” 
 
    A smile as venomous as Oz’s spread across his face. “I look forward to seeing you soon, Khara.” 
 
    He launched into the air at a speed that blew my hair straight back. For a moment, I watched him disappear, wondering if he would keep his word—if he would protect my father as he had promised. But it was too late for second thoughts. The deal was done and could not be undone.  
 
    I made my way inside to let Oz know that things were set with Kaine and the Dark Ones. He would be the one to deliver the news to my brothers to minimize suspicion regarding my involvement and the leverage used to secure asylum for Hades and Persephone.  
 
    I did not look forward to the fallout.  
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    There was far less arguing than I had expected—a welcome surprise, indeed. 
 
    Once all objections had been overruled, my father looked at me, concern in his eyes, and asked, “Is this what you want, Khara? What you think is best?” 
 
    “It is,” I replied. “The gods cannot reach you there, as Oz has stated. Deimos can reach you if necessary.” 
 
    “And if Kaine doesn’t keep his word?” Casey asked, staring at me across the room.  
 
    “His end goal will keep him in line—he would not dare risk it by harming Hades.” 
 
    “Kaine is many things, but a fool is not one,” Oz added to strengthen my argument.  
 
    “And what exactly is his end goal?” Casey asked, dark eyes burning with assumptions.  
 
    Silence settled in the room, everyone processing the possibilities, until Muses broke the quiet. 
 
    “It seems my presence is needed in Chicago,” he said, looking down at his phone. When he raised his gaze, it fell upon me. “I do wish we had more time together, Sister. There is so much about you I would like to learn…” 
 
    “Another time,” I replied, stepping aside to let him by. He reached for me, but I evaded his touch, just as I had Kaine’s.  
 
    He frowned at the gesture. “Do your best not to let them poison you against me,” he said as a serpent’s smile overtook his face. “I’d prefer the chance to do that myself.” 
 
    Without so much as a goodbye to the crowd, he disappeared through the front door. 
 
    His exit proved a fortuitous distraction, derailing the conversation at hand. 
 
    “I’d say I’ll miss him, but…” Kierson did nothing to hide his delight at Muses’ departure, a sentiment that seemed to be shared by everyone else present. 
 
    “When do we leave for the in-between?” Hades asked Oz, who had inched closer to me as Muses passed. 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    Hades gave a tight nod then took his leave, disappearing to the second floor with Persephone right behind him.  
 
    “I must continue to work on the wards in the interim,” Pierson announced, headed for a shelf full of ancient-looking books.  
 
    “Oh! I can help with that,” Aery said, jumping up from the couch. “I’m an excellent researcher.” 
 
    Pierson shot her a dubious look but did not object. Kierson, however, looked very ready to on her behalf. 
 
    “I need to track down Azriel,” Casey said, heading for the door. He looked back to where Drew stood, looking lost as always, and motioned for him to come. “Let’s go, Drew. Maybe something will jog a memory loose in that brain of yours.” 
 
    They disappeared, leaving only Oz and me without a pressing task. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said, leading me to the wall of windows facing the backyard. “You and I have some training to do.” 
 
    “Training?”  
 
    “Yes. Training. The kind that doesn’t involve your fancy soul-sucking abilities or lightning fingers because I’m not so sure that they’ll work in the in-between, and like I said before, if you rely solely on them, it’s going to backfire at some point. I’d prefer it not be with Kaine.” 
 
    He shut the door behind us, leaving us alone in the barren, fenced-in yard. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I asked, watching as he pulled blades from places I scarcely believed could conceal them.  
 
    “Hand-to-hand combat. Sword skills. Maybe some knife throwing just so you can bring Casey down a peg or two…” 
 
    “And you feel this is necessary?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue, then thought better of it, knowing that the others—most importantly, my father—could hear us from wherever they were in the house. Letting loose our real concerns about the plan would get it shut down in an instant.  
 
    “Your training is lacking, new girl.” 
 
    “It has also been minimal.” 
 
    “You fought just fine at the Victorian that night against the Stealers.” 
 
    “And you imbued me with the strength of our kind—whispering the ancient words of battle.” 
 
    “Maybe you retained those abilities as you have the others,” he observed. “Only one way to find out…” He held a sword up to me in challenge. Mine rose to meet it. “Just to be safe, you might want to focus on those words right about now.”  
 
    With a wry smile and a flash of his sword, he knocked mine from my hands, sending it flying across the yard. I launched myself after it, knowing that Oz would show me no mercy in our training—just as he had said the Dark Ones would show us if our arrival in the in-between was indeed an ambush of some sort.  
 
    I dove into a roll and landed next to my weapon, snatching it up as I spun around to parry his blow. His eyes gleamed with something, the light of the sun reflecting in them as we sparred. 
 
    “Not too shabby, new girl.” 
 
    “Perhaps I just stole your skills,” I countered. 
 
    He paused for a moment, his sword still pressed firmly against mine, seeming to consider what I had said.  
 
    “Maybe. Let’s put that theory to the test.” 
 
    He shoved me away and drew back his sword, ready to attack. I looked deep within until I found the void. I could practically feel Oz’s power there, begging to be used. Begging to be unleashed. I had not expected that I could call upon the strength and skill of the one currently attacking me, but it seemed true all the same. 
 
    Judging by Oz’s reaction, he had already come to that conclusion. 
 
    “Still keeping things entertaining, I see,” he drawled as he lunged for me. 
 
    I dodged his blow by the narrowest margin. “I suppose that means you will be keeping me around. For now.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, the slice of his blade at my head his only response. We battled for what seemed like an eternity, from the backyard to the rooftop of the Victorian, neither one of us making any gains on the other. We were far too evenly matched for that.  
 
    Our breathing was labored by the time he called for a break in our training, sweat dampening both our brows. I cast my sword aside and drew my sleeve across my forehead, Oz watching me like a predator. Something about me seemed to fascinate him. Intrigue him. Perhaps even arouse him.  
 
    I pushed that last thought out of my mind and strode toward the far edge of the roof, prepared to fly down to the yard. Distance proved the best medicine when it came to Oz. His effect on me had only increased with time, and I found myself thinking less and reacting more in his presence. Nothing good would ever come of a union between us. A tentative alliance served us best. 
 
    At least until I could get the answers I wanted from him. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” he called from behind me, his dark tone wrapping around me like a shadow.  
 
    “Unless you wish to continue this madness, which seems pointless at best, I am leaving.” 
 
    “You’ll leave when I say you can leave. You have no idea what we’ll encounter in the in-between. I need you to have your shit together.” 
 
    “It is now and will remain so,” I replied. He shook his head in frustration. “As long as you also have your shit together, all will be well. Do not worry about me. Worry about yourself, Oz.” 
 
    “I don’t worry, new girl. Ever.” 
 
    I turned to face him, my head cocked to the side with curiosity. His words were a lie and I knew it, even if he did not. He seemed to believe what he had said.  
 
    How quickly he forgot. 
 
    “Was that not worry on your face when you reached for me in Zeus’ prison of lightning—when you and I both thought I was dying?” His expression hardened. “And was that not worry in your countenance when you watched me fall from this very roof when the Stealers attacked?” Anger flared in his eyes, but he remained silent, staring at me. “If you had not been concerned for my safety, you would never have done what you did that night.” 
 
    “I had my reasons,” he seethed. 
 
    “Then why apologize for your actions?” His lips pressed into a narrow line that slashed across the plane of his angular features. “I remembered your words when I was in the Underworld. That you hung over the edge of this rooftop as you allowed yourself to be overwhelmed by the enemy—no doubt a tactic to buy me time—and screamed after me as I plummeted. So you see, Oz, I know that you have worry—have fear, in fact—where I am concerned, and it is very, very real.” 
 
    He schooled his expression to the measured indifference I had grown to expect from him as he stalked toward me, his sword still gripped tightly in his hand. He was only inches away when he finally halted, towering over me as he stared me down with those hooded, violent eyes. Whether it was the truth in my words or the boldness of them, I could not be sure, but what was certain was the rage that rolled off Oz as his chest heaved in my face.  
 
    “What about you?” he asked, leaning in closer.  
 
    “Have you forgotten?” I lifted my face to meet his menacing expression. “I fear nothing.” 
 
    “You will,” he said, his voice low and full of warning. “You will…” 
 
    “When I meet Kaine again?” I asked. He said nothing in response. “You lord your alleged knowledge of all things over me without an ounce of evidence to support the illusion that you know anything pertinent at all. So tell me, why should I continue to ally myself with someone who can give me nothing? Do nothing for me?” His body tensed for a moment, then went eerily still. “Perhaps Kaine will prove more forthcoming when we visit the in-between. Surely he must know something if you fear our next meeting—”  
 
    “I do not fear your meeting.” His words were little more than a growl.  
 
    “Yes, yes, your lack of concern is evident in the tautness of your features and the sweat on your brow.”  
 
    My attempt at sarcasm was not lost on him.  
 
    “Do not confuse fear with anger, new girl. That would be a deadly mistake. The kind you only get to make once...”  
 
    “Would it now?” I asked, pressing my chest against his. “What a battle that would be...” 
 
    I closed my eyes and tipped my head back, my face tilted to the heavens, then inhaled deeply. I could feel a smile spreading slowly across my smug expression. The feeling I had—the knowledge that I was getting to Oz—was unlike any I had ever felt. It was heady and satisfying, and in that moment, I understood Oz in a way I had not before. His surly behavior was every bit as much of a weapon as his wings.  
 
    Perhaps even more so.  
 
    “You want a battle?” Oz asked, his voice so low and hoarse that I could hardly make out the words. I opened my eyes to find his hungry and pinned on me. My lips, more specifically.  
 
    He moved with unparalleled speed, his mouth crashing upon mine with a burst of pain that was not entirely unwelcome. The exterior wall soon bit into my back, the rough edges of the brick carving my flesh wherever it was exposed, though I hardly noticed. The weight of Oz pressed against me overrode all other sensations. The need I felt was foreign and all-consuming.  
 
    There was nothing gentle about his touch. His hands ripped at the fabric in his way while his lips devoured mine. The feral nature of his behavior was so unlike the carefully contained power I had always seen him exhibit. Control was everything to Oz, both over himself and others. And though it was clear that he sought to control me in that moment, he was doing so with an abandon I could not comprehend.  
 
    When my mind returned to the present, my shirt was in tatters around my waist. His hand twined in my hair, pulling it to angle my face in a more advantageous way. He did not want part of me—he wanted everything he could get. I returned the favor, raking my fingers through his hair until I had a fistful of it. I craned his neck back to the point of pleasure-less pain, separating his mouth from mine in the process.  
 
    “This will not be on your terms, Ozereus. Not all of it.”  
 
    At that, he laughed. ”Then let the battle begin...”  
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    He pulled his head up against my grasp, smiling a devious smile. I bought his distraction like the novice I was and soon found myself flying through the air. I hit the roof hard but rolled to a crouch with some measure of grace. Unfortunately, he was already on me before I could stand. He sacked me, driving us back toward the roof’s open edge—the one he’d pushed me from before. I was sprawled on my back, my hair dangling over the side as he held me in place. The familiar look of satisfaction in his expression was maddening.  
 
    And confoundingly erotic.  
 
    As if he could sense what I was thinking, he covered my body with his, resuming the intense kiss I had broken only seconds earlier. For a moment, I played along, arching my body up against his. The act seemed to fuel his desire, driving the aggressive pace with which he kissed me. His hands roamed freely over my exposed flesh, not-so-gently claiming whatever he wanted along the way. But he would not be the only one to claim things that day. Our battle was far from over.  
 
    As one of his hands claimed my breast and the other my pants, I seized the opportunity to turn the tides. I cupped his face in my palms, playing into whatever fantasy he was living out, drawing him deeper into it. When I felt his body relax just a fraction, I pulled my right hand from his face and drew back to slice my elbow across it. The force of the blow knocked him to the side, and I capitalized on the momentum, pushing him further in that direction. I landed atop him, straddling his waist. Anger and lust flashed in his eyes as he looked up at his half-naked conqueror.  
 
    Then I punched him again to keep him down.  
 
    “You do not control me,” I said in a husky voice that matched his. “You may try, but you will fail. I yield to no man... not anymore.” Before he could speak, I grabbed the neck of his shirt and tore it in two, the sound of the ripping fabric echoing around us. The perfection that lay below never ceased to unnerve me.  
 
    “I don’t want you to yield,” he replied, pulling my gaze away from his chest. “I want you to fight.” He shot up and wrapped his hand around the back of my head, pulling me down to him. His hold was painful and unbending as he captured my mouth in his, his tongue forcing its way in. The more I struggled to get out of his grasp, the more it appeared to arouse him. I could feel the length of him beneath me, throbbing against the leather of his pants, begging to be freed. I shifted my hips on top of him and felt the rumble of his moan travel through my body, awakening something dark and wanting within me. Something that would not be denied for much longer.  
 
    “I will not fight fair,” I said, pulling my mouth away just long enough for the words to escape.  
 
    Again, I felt a rumble course through me, his laughter shaking then caressing every inch of my body.  
 
    “There is no other way to fight.”  
 
    To meet the challenge in his words, my hand drifted behind my back to a dagger strapped to the waist of my pants and pulled it free. In a flash, it was pressed against his manhood. His body went still in response.  
 
    “You have asked me before to trust you,” I said, pulling away to loom over his body. “I did that once, and you threw me off a roof. When I chose not to trust you the next time, you punched me in the face and knocked me out. So tell me something, Oz,” I said, digging the tip of the dagger into the leather of his pants. I could feel it giving way beneath the blade, but I held firm. “Do you trust me? Would you put your future in my hands?” His brown eyes went wide, then narrowed to slits. He practically hissed through a clenched jaw as I pressed the blade a little harder to his groin. “You take and take and take, Dark One. But do you give?”  
 
    “Oh, I can give, new girl. Lie down and I’ll show you.”  
 
    I returned his earlier laughter with a near cackle of my own. ”You will give me what I want,” I replied, expertly hooking the leather of his pants on the tip of my dagger before slashing through the waistband. Not a drop of blood was spilled in the process. His trust would not have been misplaced had he given it.  
 
    I sliced down the length of both legs until he was fully free of the leather. Lying naked beneath me, Oz growled. Whether it was one of lust or warning, I cared not at all. I planned to win the battle at any cost.  
 
    Once free of the blade, he shot up to grab me, but I put it to his throat just before his body reached mine. ”Lie. Down,” I said, pressing the edge of my dagger against his neck just enough to make it bleed a scant amount.  
 
    “Unless you’re prepared to finish me off, I think I’ll stay where I am.” The defiance in his gaze was absolute, a challenge in the quirk of his brow. But the upturned corner of his mouth spoke to something else entirely—something dark and mischievous that delighted in my actions.  
 
    While we stared one another down, his fingers slowly grazed along my thighs, making their way to the waist of my pants. They brushed my core as they slid up to the buttons that separated Oz from what he so clearly wanted. My traitorous breath caught in my throat as he unfastened the final one, then slid the leather lower on my hips.  
 
    “Looks like you’ll have to move that blade if you want to get these things off,” he said, pleased with his perceived victory.  
 
    “Perhaps,” I replied, reaching my left hand behind my back to free the other dagger from its sheath. Just as I’d done with his, I hooked the leather of my pants and slit the waist wide open. From there I carved my way down each leg until the destroyed leather fell away, leaving me bare. The blade at his throat never faltered. “Perhaps not.”  
 
    I sat back down upon him, our naked bodies touching. Again, his eyes went wide. I cast the blade in my left hand aside, keeping the other pinned to his throat. Then I reached down between us and took him in my hand, squeezing tightly enough to draw another hiss from him. Positioning him perfectly, I drew him inside of me, slowly sliding down the length of him until our bodies touched again.  
 
    The warmth that spread through me was undeniable. I had never felt anything like it before. Sex had been little more than a tool for me in the Underworld—another weapon. It was not something to be enjoyed. To desire.  
 
    But now with Oz, desire it, I did.  
 
    My hips moved with a rhythm all their own. There was no thought, no calculation, only instinct. With my dagger still pressed to Oz’s throat, I claimed him; and though things were far from on his terms, there was a hint of satisfaction in his stare not born of sexual satiation. Something about my actions on the rooftop that day pleased him in a way I did not understand.  
 
    His hands snaked around my waist, drifting lower. He pulled me closer to him, even as the blade I held to him dug deeper into his flesh. He was lost to the need that wracked both of our bodies. We were little more than animals in heat, the lust between us taking over entirely. 
 
    Wanting more of him, I cast the dagger aside and raked my nails down his back, cutting through his flesh—his scars. He bit my shoulder in return, drawing blood. As it trickled down my arm, I bucked harder against his hold. Wild and untamed, I rode him with the reckless sense of freedom he had once tempted me with. And in that moment, I understood why he had sought it so ardently. I would have killed to relive that feeling a thousand times. Perhaps worse.  
 
    I could feel the tension building in me as Oz’s kisses brutalized my mouth and body. I would be bruised and sore when it was over, of that I had no doubt. We had been to war with one another; one that felt as though it had been brewing for far longer than was possible, given the short time I had known him. And the moment that we climaxed, he yanked my head back with a fistful of hair and nipped the exposed flesh of my neck.  
 
    “You may have won this battle, Khara, but our war is far from over.” He released my hair only to capture my mouth with his yet again, kissing me with a fierceness that stirred a warning somewhere deep within me. The second he pulled away, I was met with the same smug expression he had worn the day I met him. “If you ever think of employing this tactic to gain information from me, I’ll make you regret it.” With that, he set me aside and stood up to survey the remnants of our clothing that lay like carnage around us. Then his eyes fell back on my naked form still lying on the rooftop. His gaze ran over me like a harsh caress, and my insides warmed. But when he spoke, they cooled all too suddenly. “And if you ever use this tactic to leverage information from others, I’ll make you regret it even more.”  
 
    Oz stalked toward the window that led to his former room, his arrogant swagger impossible not to track—especially when naked. Not wishing to be dismissed, I followed him, climbing through the small window. I entered what proved to be yet another battle. My father stood alone in the middle of the space, staring at Oz as he seethed with anger. When his eyes fell upon me, that anger fell to disappointment. 
 
    “How could you, Khara?” he asked, his voice hollow and cold. 
 
    “We had a matter that needed to be settled,” I replied, my voice as detached as his. 
 
    “And you needed to settle this matter naked?” The incredulity in his tone was noted, as was the cruel twist of his features. 
 
    “So it appears.” 
 
    “It’s not like I haven’t seen it before,” Oz added, refueling my father’s anger. “Four times, to be exact…” 
 
    “You are not helping,” I said, walking across the room to the exit while Oz made a show of grabbing a pair of pants off the floor and slowly pulling them up. His eyes tracked me like I was prey, following every movement I made with decided interest.  
 
    “Khara, you must—” 
 
    “I must find clothing that hasn’t been shredded by a blade, Father. Once I am dressed, perhaps then we could resume this conversation, if you feel it necessary.” 
 
    I heard Oz snort at my reply. Then I heard footsteps headed toward me. Whose they were, I could not be certain.  
 
    Still fully undressed, I stalked through the halls of the house, headed for the sanctuary of the basement. I encountered none of my brothers along the way, a small blessing in and of itself, but I could feel my pursuer behind me. As I reached the basement door, he finally spoke. 
 
    “Looks like the Princess of the Underworld disappointed Daddy…” 
 
    “Making poor romantic choices is hardly something he can judge me for,” I countered, descending the stairs. The hollow sound that echoed through the basement with every step soon multiplied as Oz followed me down.  
 
    “Romantic choices? That’s an interesting euphemism for what that was.” 
 
    “I excel at diplomacy.” 
 
    “Or denial.” 
 
    “Oh no, dear Oz. Denial is your specialty, remember?” I hazarded a glance over my shoulder to find him glaring at me, undoubtedly catching my reference to our earlier discussion about fear. He buttoned the top of the pants he’d procured on his pursuit as if they offended him. “And my need for diplomacy only increased thanks to your commentary. I wonder if you might ever learn to hold your tongue.” 
 
    “I only stated the truth.” 
 
    “You have not seen me fully bare four times. You said what you said for a single purpose—to enrage Hades further.” 
 
    “You’re right about my motives…” 
 
    I paused for a moment, the drawer that squeaked as I pulled it out falling silent.  
 
    “But?” I pressed.  
 
    “But I was not lying.” 
 
    Not wanting to face him without something covering me, I reached in the drawer and grabbed a long black sweater. I pulled it down over my head, then turned to face him as I arranged the hem just enough to cover myself. His eyes betrayed him as they darted to that hem and back to meet my gaze. 
 
    “You saw me in the shower when you tried to warm me after the Stealer attack,” I said, recounting the memory. 
 
    Oz held up a finger. “That’s one—” 
 
    “And after your ridiculous ploy to thwart Kaine in the Underworld.” 
 
    Another finger went up. “That’s two—” 
 
    I racked my brain to think of any other occasion when he had seen me naked. “When I came to you as you slept that night—” 
 
    “That’s three,” he said, holding up as many fingers. “You’re on a roll, new girl.” 
 
    “I’m not on a roll because today is the only other time.” 
 
    “Wrong.” Anger bled through his amusement as he spoke, and I could not discern why his mood had darkened so quickly. 
 
    “Then explain, for I have no memory of this other alleged naked encounter.” 
 
    His lecherous smile turned sharp and feral. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Because I was unconscious?” I asked, thinking of the night in the Underworld when he had rendered me so. I’d woken up naked, wrapped in a giant black wing of death. Perhaps that had not been the only time he’d employed that tactic. 
 
    “No.” That word was a growl of warning. “I may be many things, Khara, but a rapist is not one.” 
 
    Something about the weight of his gaze and the power of my name on his tongue made plain the fact that he was not lying. Though I could not deny the small sense of relief I felt at his denial, my confusion was still rampant. 
 
    “When, then?” 
 
    His eyes traveled my body again before his arrogant smile reappeared. “Maybe that’s a story for another time.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” he countered, amusement in his voice. 
 
    “No,” I repeated, heat in my tone. “You will tell me now. I tire of your secrets.” 
 
    “And I tire of your demands.” 
 
    “If you do not tell me, then I will be left to assume that you are both a liar and a rapist, for I cannot recall another instance when you have seen me nude.” 
 
    He crossed the room in a blur of motion, stopping to hover above me, our bodies pressed together as he stared down at me. 
 
    “I have seen you naked without your recollection because it was so long ago that you could not possibly remember—unless you can vividly recall the day you were born. And before you ask, I have kept that information to myself to keep you safe. In fact, everything I have ever done since that day was in an effort to ensure your safety. I made a promise to someone, and I have spent an eternity keeping it at the expense of my position, my honor, and my wings. My life was glorious before that moment, and I traded that in the second I made that promise. And despite what Kaine says, I never betrayed your mother’s faith in me. So you may not like me, my motives, or my actions, but you do not get to judge them. Ever. If it weren’t for me, you would not be alive to judge them at all.” 
 
    As quickly as he was upon me, he was gone, disappearing up the stairs to leave me alone in the darkness of the basement. Alone with my rampant thoughts. And alone with the newly acquired knowledge that Oz, my seemingly reluctant ally, had given up his place with the Light Ones to keep me safe from Ares. 
 
    Because he promised my mother he would. 
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    There would be no time to discuss the implications of what Oz had said. The hour to take Hades and Persephone to the in-between was upon us. Once I was properly attired, I made my way upstairs to find Persephone arguing with my father.  
 
    “I still cannot believe you have agreed to this,” she said to my father, frustration in her tone.  
 
    “We have few options, my love.” 
 
    “Trusting the Dark Ones is nothing short of pure lunacy.” 
 
    “Perhaps…” I said, interrupting them. 
 
    “And what of Deimos?” She stepped closer to me, and I felt the tension in the room rise. My brothers stood, their bodies taut. Casey drew his blades. “He has abandoned your father to his fate on Earth, and he can easily travel to the in-between. Your deal with Kaine will have no bearing on the god of terror. Unless of course, Sister, you were smart enough to include that in your deal.” 
 
    “No harm is to befall my father while he is entrusted to Kaine, by his own hand, the Dark Ones he rules, or otherwise.” 
 
    “He cannot kill Deimos,” she said plainly. The challenge in her tone was clear.  
 
    “He will not need to.” 
 
    “And how can you be certain of that?” 
 
    “Because Deimos wants the same thing as Kaine. He too knows he will not have it if he harms my father.” 
 
    I could see the question burning in her eyes—her desire to know what precisely I had that either of them could want so badly—but it soon faded to understanding. She kept her realization to herself. Persephone was no fool. She knew if my father understood exactly what had been leveraged for his safety, he never would have conceded to the idea. And like it or not, she knew Hades was not any safer on Earth. 
 
    “Perhaps I have misjudged you, then, Sister. You are far more suited to the Underworld than I had been led to believe.” 
 
    “It is my home,” I said. “I learned much in my time there.” 
 
    “As it is mine,” she replied. “And I wish to return there. Soon.” 
 
    Persephone and my father made their way out the door, ready to travel to the in-between; prepared to leave me in charge of restoring his reign and her ability to return.  
 
    I hoped I would not disappoint them. 
 
    I hoped we were not making a terrible mistake.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I did not know what to expect when we broke through the clouds. Perhaps I expected what humans would have seen: a vast expanse of sky. Instead, I was greeted by a realm of dullness. There was color, but everything looked drained, as if it were slowly having the life leached from it.  
 
    Oz continued along, unfazed by his surroundings. There were mountains in the distance, which made me think the in-between really was another realm, something in a dimension other than Earth. He slowed when we reached the foothills surrounding a snow-capped mountain. He placed my father down before landing. I did the same with Persephone. 
 
    My feet had just touched when Kaine and some of his Dark Ones strode out of a cave. He surveyed our group quickly before focusing all his attention on me. With brisk steps, he closed the distance between us.  
 
    “My men will get the king and queen settled inside,” he said by way of greeting as he gestured to the mountain behind him. Two of the Dark Ones moved forward to escort Hades and Persephone to their temporary home. Just as they reached them, I shot my arm out.  
 
    “I do not know you, Kaine, or your honor, so allow me to be very clear about something before I leave here today.” His head cocked to the side with curiosity. “If anything happens to either of them while in your care, I will bring the lightning of Zeus and the fire of the Dragon and anything else I can down upon you until all that is left of this world is ash and blood.” 
 
    The slightest twinkle of amusement shone in his clear blue eyes as he stared at me, arms folded across his chest.  
 
    “I should love to learn how you are capable of those things, Khara. Perhaps you will tell me when this is all over.” 
 
    I stepped closer to him. “Provided you do not make me show you first.” 
 
    His mouth curled slightly at the corner. 
 
    I took the gesture as agreement with my terms, and I lowered my arm to allow Hades and Persephone to be taken away. My father looked back over his shoulder at me, concern furrowing his brow. Persephone simply glanced back and nodded, an acknowledgment that she knew what was at stake and would protect my father as well. But who would protect her from her mouth, I wondered? 
 
    “Time to go, new girl,” Oz said in my ear. His hand on the small of my back made my mind flash to what we’d done on the rooftop. Blood rushed through my body.  
 
    Kaine looked down at Oz’s hand, then at my face. The amusement he had just shown fell from his expression in an instant.  
 
    “I am afraid she won’t be leaving with you,” he said, looking at Oz. 
 
    Oz’s fingers dug into the leather of my jacket. “The fuck she won’t.” 
 
    “I will leave with whomever I choose,” I said, ignoring the tension in Oz’s body.  
 
    “I need to speak to you—alone,” he explained. “Oz will only interfere.” 
 
    “Though I must agree that is one of his specialties, if I can promise that he will wait here so you can tell me whatever it is you must, will that suffice?” 
 
    Oz growled in frustration. 
 
    Kaine frowned. Then his sky blue eyes fell to me again. “He will not abide—” 
 
    “Not a fucking chance—” 
 
    I held up my hand to silence them. To my surprise, my father’s trick worked well on both. Perhaps I had absorbed that trait unknowingly. Or perhaps neither wished to incur my wrath. 
 
    “What is this about, Kaine?” 
 
    “I know who hunts you.”  
 
    I looked up at him, the hazy grey sky behind him as ominous as his words.  
 
    “Who does not?” I countered. “You hunt me. Deimos hunts me. The fallen gods hunt me. You will have to be more specific if you wish to bait me, Kaine. Fear is not a tool that can be used to manipulate me,” I said, turning to Oz. “Ask him. He will be all too glad to tell you.” 
 
    “Her brothers don’t call her batshit crazy for nothing,” he said, a smirk tugging at his lips. “It’s part of her appeal, maddening though it may be.” 
 
    “I speak of the one whose name you dare not utter,” he said, drawing nearer. “I know he searches for you. He has come close to finding you once already.” 
 
    “Perhaps Kaine could be of use,” I said to Oz, pulling away from him.  
 
    “Or perhaps this is a trap.” 
 
    “I am, and have always been, far more transparent than you, Oz,” Kaine said. “Do not suspect your traits in me, for you will not find them.” 
 
    “Her mother might disagree,” Oz said, his voice so low it was barely audible. His anger wound around him like a snake, coiled and ready to strike Kaine down at any moment.  
 
    As if on cue, Dark Ones emerged from the mountains, spreading out around us, though careful to keep their distance. One shake of Kaine’s head kept them at bay. I wondered how quickly they would attack if given a nod instead.  
 
    “Do your best not to start a fight in my absence, Oz,” I said, turning to face him. “I would hate to have to rescue you.” 
 
    He choked on a laugh. “Do your best not to buy his bullshit. I’d hate to have to save you from yourself—again.” 
 
    “They will do nothing to him while we are gone.” My words were not a question; not a request. My demand was clear from the tone of my voice to the set of my brow, and Kaine, in his infinite wisdom, noted it immediately.  
 
    “If he does nothing, they will do nothing.” 
 
    “Then take me somewhere and tell me your secrets so that I can go do what I must to save my father.” 
 
    Kaine gestured to a valley in the distance and I started toward it, looking back to where Oz stood.  
 
    “Do try to behave, Ozereus.” 
 
    His dark laughter followed me as I walked away. “Can’t promise that, new girl.” 
 
    “Then do your best not to get killed in the process,” I said, looking over my shoulder. “We still have unfinished business, you and I.” 
 
    His body tensed at my words.  
 
    He never did reply.  
 
    Kaine moved to place his hand on my back where Oz’s had just been but I slipped out of reach. With a frown, he led the way through a break in the mountains to a valley of dust and decay and darkness. How very fitting. 
 
    Once we were out of sight and earshot of the others, Kaine stopped and stared at the surrounding dullness. 
 
    “You wished to tell me about the one who hunts me?” I prompted, taking a sideward step to put distance between us.  
 
    “He is a problem,” he replied. “One I am working on a solution for.” 
 
    “Deimos said the same, though he lacked confidence in his ability to do so. Why will you succeed if he cannot?” 
 
    Those blue eyes looked greyer in the dim light between the mountains. “Because he is not me.” 
 
    “How very unhelpful—and arrogant. Remind me how you and Oz are so different again, because I seem unable to see it in this moment.” 
 
    “Oz’s motives have always best served him.” 
 
    “And yours?” 
 
    “Mine are for the greater good.” 
 
    “But whose greater good, I wonder…” 
 
    A faint smile crossed his face before disappearing. “You are nothing like her, you know—your mother. Yes, you are strong and sure, as she is, but she is also uncertain and vulnerable. I see nothing of those traits in you.” 
 
    “You presume much,” I said, folding my hands together behind me. “You do not know me.” 
 
    “I know more than you think. I have been watching you for some time to see if my suspicions were correct.” 
 
    “Watching?” 
 
    “Checking in on you, in a sense. In the Underworld…in Detroit…” 
 
    The sly twinkle in his eye took a moment to register. Once it did, realization crashed upon me like a bolt of Zeus’ lightning. 
 
    “You knew who my mother was before the covenant was broken…you knew who I was before you took me from the Underworld.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Your mother’s lapse in judgment with Ares led to the birth of one of the greatest powers the world has ever known: your twin, Aniketos, or Sean, as I’ve heard him called more recently. But I always wondered how virtually none of his mother’s capabilities, save his meager ability to heal, were passed along to him. I could not make sense of it, since all the PC express so much of their mothers’ powers. Sean had no wings—no ability to fly. It made me curious. 
 
    “Then I saw you one day in the Underworld; this dark-haired goddess with emerald eyes and an emptiness within her. When I asked Hades about you, he cleverly evaded the question, but made it clear you could never be mine.” 
 
    “When you took me from Hades, he shouted at you—he said to take me where ‘he’ could not find me—that you owed him that much.” 
 
    Kaine laughed at my words, the loud tenor of it reverberating off the rocky walls surrounding us.  
 
    “He did indeed…” he said between amused outbursts. Then, as if a switch had been flipped, any shred of humor left him, and he stared at me with keen eyes. “He did not wish for Ares to find you—the fool.” 
 
    “Is that why you took me to Detroit—to my brothers? To keep me safe?” I asked, uncertainty crawling along my skin, making me itch. Kaine shook his head. “Did you take me there because of Oz?” Again, he shook his head. “Then why?” I asked, stepping closer to him. 
 
    “To finish what she started,” he replied, as if those words made sense to anyone other than him. Seeing my confusion, he continued. “I wanted to see your wings brought forth in the color they should be, so I placed you in the city that could ensure that. There is no tastier treat to a Soul Stealer than an Unborn…” 
 
    “So that was your plan all along? To make me like you?” 
 
    His amusement reappeared. “Of course. Why else would I have taken you there and not kept you for myself?” 
 
    “Perhaps you should have given me to them—perhaps they would have succeeded.” 
 
    At that, his expression soured. “It seems fate intervened on your behalf…” His gaze fell to the dark appendages tucked behind me. “And then on mine.” 
 
    “These are temporary, Kaine. Do not forget that.” His hand drifted up as if to reach over and touch the down of my wings, and I stepped away from him. “I think it is time for me to return.” 
 
    A mask as indifferent as Oz’s slid into place, hiding every emotion he felt.  
 
    “Do what you must. I will keep your father and his bride safe until then.” 
 
    I started back the way we had come, unease settling upon me like grey had the in-between. When Oz finally came into view, I tensed at the proximity of the Dark Ones. They were far closer than when we had left. And their weapons were drawn.  
 
    “There you are,” he said, giving the two nearest him a menacing glare. “I was just telling them that I was going to go look for you if you didn’t come back soon.” 
 
    “They seem pleased by that idea,” I replied. 
 
    He smiled at my droll response. “Did you learn everything you could have ever hoped to?” 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    “She learned what I wished to share with her,” Kaine replied on my behalf, no doubt to irritate Oz. 
 
    “Great. She can fill me in on the way home.” 
 
    “This is her home—” 
 
    “Not yet,” Oz said, cutting him off. 
 
    Kaine’s smile grew wide. “It will be.” 
 
    “Enough!” I shouted, heading toward Oz. The Dark Ones surrounding him took a step back, allowing me to pass, as though I were concerned about their presence. “Let us go.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Oz said, his hand sliding into that same spot on my back. “Let’s do that.” 
 
    Moments later, I followed him through an unseen portal back into the skies of Earth. We flew in silence, his jaw working furiously to contain the myriad questions that begged to escape. How mad it must have made him, being forced to stay behind—to have no control over a situation. I would have thought that his greatest fear had it not been for our sexual encounter only hours earlier. Perhaps that was the exception to the rule. 
 
    Perhaps Oz liked me in control of his body.  
 
    “Kaine is the one who took me from the Underworld and left me in Detroit,” I said, drawing his attention. “He hoped the Stealers would taint me.” 
 
    He bit out a laugh. “I wish that surprised me…” 
 
    “Would it have worked? Without my wings having been birthed first?” I asked, trying to puzzle out the details.  
 
    “I suppose it’s possible, given your age and resilience, but I don’t know.” 
 
    “Then I do not understand his plan—” 
 
    “He knows me,” Oz growled. “He was betting that the tiny shred of decency I possessed before I turned Dark would take pity on you and birth your wings in an attempt to keep you safe.” 
 
    “He said he had always suspected that Celia had more than one child.” 
 
    “I’ll just bet he did. Kaine’s smart—and he knew your mother well.” 
 
    “How well?” I asked, daring another glance in his direction. 
 
    “In the biblical sense…” 
 
    “And now he wishes to know me that way as well?” 
 
    Oz shook his head. “He wants you for something, but I don’t think it’s that.” 
 
    Silence fell upon us once again as we weaved our way through the thickening clouds. 
 
    “He did not give your secrets away, if that is what you fear,” I said, looking over at his strained profile. My words did nothing to alleviate it. “Nor did he touch me.” 
 
    The creases around his narrowed eyes eased slightly.  
 
    “I figured you’d fry him if he tried, but…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “Old habits die hard, new girl, and you’ve admitted to fucking Deimos before to get the answers you desired.” 
 
    “Did you not just warn me off those behaviors today?” 
 
    “I did.” The newly relieved tension made its way back into his features. “But you’re not really keen on listening to me.” 
 
    “Perhaps that trait has evolved as well.” He turned to look at me, and I quirked a brow at him. “Besides, I no longer need to fuck answers out of anyone, thanks to Muses.” Oz went deathly quiet. “Fear not, Dark One. I, unlike you, would not endeavor to use such methods without permission—not unless forced to, of course.” 
 
    “Mind-raping is a bridge you can’t uncross, Khara,” he said, unwilling to meet my eyes. “There’s a reason the others dislike Muses. He’s earned their hatred.” 
 
    “I do not require a lecture on morality from you,” I countered.  
 
    “Good. Let’s keep it that way.” 
 
    With a great flap of his wings, Oz shot out in front of me, cutting through the clouds with grace and assuredness. But something lagged behind: an air of discontent. A wake of uncertainty. Something was amiss inside the Dark One, enough so to give me pause. Whether it was the thought of my fate with his kind, my possession of Muses’ gift, or the job we were tasked with to return my father to the Underworld, I could not be certain, but something had shaken the unshakable. 
 
    And that did not bode well.  
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    I followed Oz as he flew past the Victorian, headed to an unknown destination. It was not long before he descended, landing on a street in the Heidelberg Project; the one where Zeus had attempted to torture then kill both my father and me. Had it not been for my ability, he would have succeeded. Oz and I had not really spoken of that night since it happened, but as he stood on the very spot where Zeus had blasted me with lightning inside his electrical cage, I knew why we had come. 
 
    “I could never understand why you care for Hades so much,” Oz said, his voice distant as he stared at the spotted house beyond the vacuum graveyard. “He’s not your true father. By your own account, he wasn’t always there for you when you needed him most, whether you truly realize that fact or not. He’s married to a devious bitch whose reputation is nearly as sullied as my own. And he’s the King of the Dead. How could an angel be so loyal to someone so unlike her own kind?” He grew silent for a moment, and I looked on as his gaze fell to the scorch marks on the road created by Zeus’ lightning cage. Then his narrowed eyes fell on me. “Then I watched you stand against the god above all other gods to keep him safe, and nearly die for your efforts.” 
 
    “And what did you discern from my actions?” I asked, slowly closing the distance between us. “That I am ‘batshit,’ as Casey says?” 
 
    He barked out a laugh. “I already knew that, new girl. We all did.” 
 
    “Then why are you sharing this with me? What profound knowledge did you gain from that day?” 
 
    His lips pressed to a thin line. “That you are so much more than I expected. More complicated than I could have ever imagined.” 
 
    I cocked my head at him. “That sounds dangerously like an insult wrapped in a compliment, Oz.” 
 
    He did not acknowledge my words. “I feel like we have history with this neighborhood,” he said, turning away from me to look at the street full of bizarre homes. “I saved your ass here.” 
 
    “And I stabbed your arm in there,” I countered, looking at the spotted house Kierson had stashed me in when the Soul Stealers attacked us. 
 
    I felt the weight of Oz’s gaze and turned to find him staring at me with a wicked smile. 
 
    “I still need to have a chat with Kierson about that.” 
 
    “I saved my own ass here as well, as you noted only moments ago,” I added, thinking of how I’d taken Zeus down. 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Something vexes you,” I said, the hard set of his jaw giving away his trepidation.  
 
    “What will happen if we fail…if we cannot return your father to the Underworld?” he asked, eyes boring into mine. “If he never reigns again…if he doesn’t survive this ordeal.” 
 
    “He must,” I said without faltering. “He cannot die…” 
 
    Oz’s expression darkened. “I know. But what will you do if he does fall?” 
 
    I looked at his hardened features for a moment, doing all I could to find the true meaning behind the question. When I did, a feeling I could not name washed over me.  
 
    “You are not only concerned about what will happen to the Underworld,” I said. Something shone through his sharp gaze—something I had seen when he tried to free me from my cage of lightning and failed. “You are concerned for how I will take his death.” 
 
    His expression gave nothing else away. “I’m concerned that this plan of ours is shit, and if he dies, you will take his place in the Underworld.” 
 
    “Would that be such a terrible fate for me?” I asked. “To rule in his stead if Persephone cannot?” 
 
    “You are not meant for that place,” he said, words clipped.  
 
    “The dead may disagree with you.” 
 
    “The dead are wrong…” 
 
    Silence fell upon us again, and I took that moment to really reflect upon his irritation. Why the idea of Hades’ death bothered him as it did. I did not believe it was the chance I would be forced to rule the Underworld that angered him; it was something else entirely. 
 
    “Would you be so concerned if I was not to be tethered to the Underworld if he died?” I asked, fishing for the answer he withheld.  
 
    He clenched his teeth. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “This is not about the Underworld at all,” I said, daring a step toward him. “This is about what would happen to me in the wake of Hades’ death. You do not wish for me to feel grief at his loss. Feel pain.” 
 
    “I wanted you to feel pain on the roof before we left for the in-between,” he said, pinning narrowed eyes on me. He masked his true feelings with a fearsome countenance, but I saw right through it. He could not hide the truth from me. I knew him far too well for that. 
 
    “When we were training or when you were inside me?” I asked. 
 
    His wicked smile returned. “Both.” 
 
    I met his approach with the same steely indifference with which he had met mine more times than I could count.  
 
    “Do not fool yourself, Oz. You forget that I saw you when I was lying inside that dome of lightning awaiting my death. I saw you fight to reach me. You care for me in your own dark way. Try though you might, you will not convince me otherwise. It is no longer about owning me or beating Deimos at his twisted game. No, this is very much about you having feelings you can no longer deny. Feelings I have seen with my own eyes. Feelings you cannot convince me I did not see.” I stepped closer to him. “I will not let you.” 
 
    “Let me?” he asked, his brow quirked with challenge.  
 
    “I will no longer allow you to live the lie.” 
 
    “You think I care for you?” he asked, a note of mocking in his tone. “The way your father cares for Persephone?” 
 
    At that, I laughed. “No, because you are not like my father. You are a dark, self-serving, selfish being and everything he is not.” 
 
    He took another step closer. “I guess that’s why Daddy’s never too happy to see me. Doesn’t want his precious little princess tainted by a Dark One.” 
 
    “That is likely true—but it is also too late, and he knows it.” 
 
    Oz finished closing the distance between us, his body only inches from my own. “And does that bother you? That Hades doesn’t approve?” 
 
    I leaned in closer to him. “Did I seem fazed by his admonishment when we returned from the rooftop?” My face tilted up to see him better—to take in his curious stare. “I do not like the person he has chosen to be with. I do not require his blessing or his permission to be with whomever I choose.” 
 
    “Don’t get what we did today twisted in your mind, new girl. Fucking does not imply emotional connection.” 
 
    “No,” I said, reaching down to cup him in my hand, “but it certainly provides a much-needed outlet for my frustrations.” 
 
    He leaned into my hold. “I thought you felt nothing.” 
 
    “As you have already said, Ozereus, I have evolved. Perhaps even one as old as you could be capable of the same.” 
 
    “Or perhaps some of your mother’s darkness did transfer to you,” he muttered under his breath. “Maybe you now crave that darkness as much as I do.”  
 
    “Maybe I always have…” My words were a mere whisper on the wind, but Oz heard them nonetheless. His eyes widened and his nostrils flared. “Speaking of my mother,” I said, letting go of him to head toward the spotted house, “I think the time has finally come for you to tell me all you know. Like it or not, your uncommunicative nature is what gives others the chance to leverage me. Kaine has already offered the truth that I seek—Deimos too. In the spirit of honesty, I will tell you that I do not wish to get what I seek from either of them, but I will if you force my hand. Whatever alliance we have, it will never be enough to override my need for answers.” 
 
    I crested the porch of the home and looked back to find Oz staring at me, jaw flexing wildly again. Not waiting for him to follow, mainly because I wasn’t sure he would, I made my way into the rundown home and wandered around. It brought forth a twisted sense of nostalgia—an intensity that fed my need to be on edge. To be diligent at every moment. 
 
    Beyond the kitchen was a small bathroom, its fractured mirror catching what little light shone through the dusty window. I leaned against the sink and stared at my broken reflection, a distorted version of my face looking back at me. Then another appeared next to it, Oz’s dark features carved into as many pieces as my own.  
 
    I moved to face him, but he caught me and turned me back around. Looking at me only through the mosaic of mirror, he finally spoke.  
 
    “I was there the day you were born,” he said, his voice low and gruff and oddly distant. “Celia knew it was time and sent for me. She knew I would come, even after all she’d done.” Again, I attempted to face him, but he held me in place, his brown eyes only meeting mine through the broken glass. “When I arrived, Sean, whom she’d named Aniketos, was nearly out. Once she delivered him and saw he had no markings—that he was not destined for wings—she dropped back to the ground and let out a sigh of relief. But it was short lived. Moments later, she realized something was moving inside her—that there was another.” Oz’s eyes closed, an attempt to shut down the memories plaguing his mind. “I cannot describe the look of terror in her eyes when she realized that you were female. That you would face death because she had been wounded and selfish and weak of character for a single moment in her life. That her poor judgment would lead to both your creation and your demise.” 
 
    “So you took me—to make sure I lived.” 
 
    “She begged me to find a way to save you,” he continued as though he had not heard me speak. “She said she would give anything to see you live. So I found a way, but it came at great sacrifice—to both of us.” 
 
    Oz’s hand on my shoulder tightened its grip. 
 
    “I know what this cost you, Oz,” I said softly. “What did it cost her?” 
 
    He scoffed. It was a hollow and mirthless sound that perfectly matched his expression.  
 
    “Her…transgression with Ares was forgiven. Her status with the Light Ones was reinstated.” 
 
    “That is not a cost,” I argued. “That is a reward.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. Because she did the unthinkable,” he said, his fingertips digging further into my shoulder.  
 
    “What did she do?” I asked, my voice nearly breathless.  
 
    “She traded her knowledge of you both for those wings. She gave Sean to Ares to be raised after I took you away. The moment she returned to the Hallowed Gates, any memory of either of you was repressed. There were moments when I saw her grapple with confusion about that period of time, but it was nothing she couldn’t easily chalk up to her time as a Dark One—her time with Ares. It was the excuse for the holes in her mind. I wonder if she managed to remember over time…” 
 
    “And for helping her, your wings were clipped,” I said, my words a realization and not a question.  
 
    “Yes…because he who assists with the sin is somehow worse than the sinner herself.” 
 
    The resentment in his voice was so thick it clouded the air around me, making it hard to breathe. In that moment, everything about Oz made sense, from his surly demeanor to his inability to trust and the distance he kept from others. What had happened to him was the ultimate betrayal, and it had scarred him so profoundly that he would never be the same again. Perhaps making him a Dark One had not been a curse, but a gift—an identity to hide behind to support that which he had become after falling.  
 
    “For my part in this, Oz, I am truly sorry,” I said, staring at his empty eyes in the mirror. “Maybe things would have been better for you if you had let me die—” 
 
    No sooner had those words left my mouth than I found myself jerked around, Oz’s face in mine.  
 
    “I have spent almost every day since I made the decision to hand you over to Demeter wondering if she could keep you safe—if she was the right one to do so. I needed someone on the fringes, isolated from the others, but still with some measure of power,” he said. I did not dare speak. “I questioned if I had done enough—if I had kept my word to Celia. Because despite what your brothers may think, I am a being of my word. I knew that I could not return to check on you because, in doing so, I would only bring attention to your existence. So I stayed away.” 
 
    “And then I showed up in the Tenth Circle…” 
 
    “Yes,” he said through gritted teeth. “At first, I did not realize who you were. It wasn’t until I heard of your connection to Demeter that I knew you were the child I’d rescued.” 
 
    “Your hostility was a mask, then,” I said, trying to puzzle out his initial reaction to me.  
 
    “Not entirely,” he replied, eyes roaming my face. My body. “You reminded me of all I’d lost, even if that wasn’t fair to you at the time.” 
 
    “And then you birthed my wings in an act of desperation, putting my life above yours once more, and I made you a Dark One because of it.” 
 
    A menacing smile spread across his face. “The best present you could have ever given me.” 
 
    A gift, not a curse… 
 
    “Then consider it my thanks for all you have done.” 
 
    “I don’t want your thanks,” he breathed, lips at my ear.  
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, my eyes closing at the feel of his breath on my skin.  
 
    He hesitated for a moment. “More than you can give.” His fingers released my shoulders and slid down my back to where my wings attached. A shiver ran through my body.  
 
    “But you have wings now, Oz,” I said, looking up at his tense features. 
 
    “Thanks to you.” His wings shot as wide as they could, the loud snapping sound echoing through the tiny room. “But mine are not the problem,” he said, eyeing my neck. The deep V of my shirt. “Yours are.” 
 
    “What is the problem with them, exactly?” I asked, shoving him back a step.  
 
    He stared me down like he would an enemy. “Their color…” 
 
    “They are black—” 
 
    “For now,” he said, bitter disappointment in his tone.  
 
    “Would they be better if they matched yours permanently?”  
 
    He let out a low growl. “Yes…” 
 
    “And yet you keep me from Kaine’s grasp, claiming that you do not want me tarnished as you are.” 
 
    “Because that’s true,” he said, closing the distance between us. “There is a war inside me that I will never win where you’re concerned. A hunger that will never be sated. Being near you as you are is torture, and yet I cannot leave you, for reasons my dark side cannot fathom.” 
 
    “So here you stay,” I whispered. I looked up at him through my lashes, doing all I could to make sense of the complicated, misunderstood being before me. I wondered if anyone ever could. “Is that why you led me here tonight?” I asked. “To tell me this?” 
 
    His hands flexed wildly at his sides, and for a moment, I questioned whether he was going to punch me or run away. Then they clamped down on my waist, putting those thoughts to rest. In a flash, he scooped me up and slammed me against the cold tile wall. The broken pieces bit into my skin as the weight of his pelvis against my body held me in place.  
 
    “You’re toying with something you don’t understand,” he warned, his voice low, his lips at my throat.  
 
    “I am toying with nothing,” I replied.  
 
    He looked at me, his dark expression highlighted by the faint moonlight. “It sure doesn’t feel that way…” 
 
    I stared back at him, my irritation plain. “Was it not you who said that what happened on the rooftop was sex and nothing more?” I asked, wrapping my legs around his waist. “Was it not you who made it plain that there is nothing between us beyond the physical?” 
 
    He sucked in a breath as I pulled him tighter against me. “I will never be what you want me to be,” he said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Perhaps you already are,” I said, pushing my face into his. “Is this really the moment you wish to discuss this matter, or should we finish what you started?” I let my gaze fall to where his body met mine, then back up to his face. The low rumble that escaped him as he unbuttoned my pants was answer enough.  
 
    He yanked on them as though they were his enemy, undoubtedly trying to figure out how best to remove them without having to relinquish his hold on me. As the battle waged on, I stared past him into the vacant house. A shadow spilled across the room through the glass of the front door; a silhouette stood outside, dark and foreboding.  
 
    “Oz,” I said just as he pushed himself inside me.  
 
    The front door swung open to reveal Hermes, disheveled and crazed. One look at me, pressed against the wall in a compromising position, had him smiling with delight. 
 
    “Is it my turn next?” Hermes asked, eyes blazing with lust.  
 
    Oz tried to pull away from me, but I grabbed his face and held him still. 
 
    “Do. Not. Stop,” I ordered.  
 
    Dark delight overtook his countenance as he shook his head. Then he thrust himself inside me again. “If he takes one more step, I’ll have to postpone this for a minute. I can’t kill him from between your legs.” 
 
    It was my turn to mimic his expression.“You disappoint me, Dark One. I had such high expectations…” 
 
    “Could you possibly speed this up a bit?” Hermes asked from the front of the house. “As much as I enjoy a good show, I prefer one I can participate in.” 
 
    “Then feel free to leave,” I replied.  
 
    His brows furrowed with confusion. “But you summoned me…” 
 
    Oz went still inside me. “Sorry, new girl. We’ll have to finish this later.” 
 
    He put me down and shielded me while we pulled up our pants and fastened them. Then he turned to face the once-dead god. 
 
    “I did summon you,” Oz said, walking toward him. “Tell me something, Hermes…we had an unfortunate run-in with some of your brethren recently, and they said Demeter told them where we were. I can’t seem to figure out if they were lying to set her up or if she really did it. I also can’t help but wonder, if they did lie, who could have told them our location.” His steps propelled him toward the waiting messenger god. The wings on his feet twitched with agitation. “Did you tell the gods where they could find us? Are you their little bitch spy?” 
 
    Rage the likes of which I had not seen since the night Hermes became corporeal flashed in his expression.  
 
    “I am no one’s bitch,” he seethed.  
 
    “Be that as it may, I’m curious as to how Apollo, Artemis, Athena, and Aphrodite all happened upon the Victorian, looking for Hades.” 
 
    “I have not seen Demeter,” he said, looking past Oz to me, “and I am hardly the only one who knows where you live. I know of the Dragon…the gargoyle called Azriel…Phobos…” He let that name ring out through the decrepit house for far too long, and I hesitated, waiting for him to appear out of thin air, as though that were possible. I hoped it was not. “Perhaps they’re all joining forces to bring you to heel.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Oz said with a laugh that covered his growing rage. “She doesn’t do commands, verbal or magical. They’re all fucked if they think that’s going to work.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” was Hermes’ only reply. 
 
    I pondered his words for a moment, then addressed him. “I need you to bring a message to Hecate,” I said, stepping alongside Oz.  
 
    “Not until we know he can be trusted—” 
 
    “Tell her we need to meet again,” I said, cutting Oz off. “That I need her help with something.” 
 
    I could feel Oz boring a hole in my face, but I ignored him. 
 
    “How my mind does wonder,” Hermes mocked. “I shall bring her the message, but I cannot promise she will acquiesce. The loose souls of the Oudeis have her spooked into hiding. Knowing the gods are free will not help. She will not come out again unless it is to find a way to put them all back.” 
 
    “And yet she does not fear you,” I said, pointing out that irony.  
 
    He shrugged. “She is the controller of the dead, which I am no longer and wish to remain as such. I have her word that, if I help her, she will ensure that when the others are once again returned to the Oudeis—as I know they one day will be—I will not.” 
 
    “That is not her call to make,” I argued. 
 
    “Hades cannot make it either,” he said, his voice taunting. “Where is the Soul Keeper, anyway? Did one of my fellow gods succeed in disposing of him?”  
 
    “They did not,” I replied, stepping closer still. Oz’s hand clamped down on my shoulder. “Where is Hecate? How do I know that she is even alive and that you will not run to the gods and bring them to us—for the second time, perhaps?” 
 
    “You will have to trust me as she does, Princess of the Underworld,” he replied. “I will give her your message in exchange for your part in my release. I owe you that much.” 
 
    “St. Agnes in an hour,” Oz said. “And for her sake—and yours—she’d better be there. Minus an army of dead.” 
 
    Hermes laughed. “Your threat is empty, Dark One, but if it makes you feel better, I will pass it along. I’m quite sure Hecate could use a laugh.” 
 
    Before Oz could reply, Hermes took to the sky, his winged feet carrying him fast as lightning.  
 
    “I’m going to kill that asshole on principle alone,” Oz muttered under his breath.  
 
    “Only after he brings Hecate.” 
 
    “If he brings her and not a bunch of corporeal once-dead souls…” 
 
    “Fine. You can kill him either way.” 
 
    “Good,” he said as his weighted gaze fell on me. “He interrupted me…I don’t like being interrupted.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but we must go home and work on a solution to propose to Hecate. If she thinks we are depending on her too heavily, I fear she will try to leverage her position. We cannot afford for that to happen. Loyal to my father or not, she would seek to advance her position if she saw a chance to do so.” 
 
    He stared at me silently for a moment before letting out a loud exhale in frustration. 
 
    “You can start on that with the others when we get home.” 
 
    “And what will you be doing during that time?”  
 
    “Having a shower—a cold one.” I cocked an eyebrow at him in curiosity, the need for a freezing shower at that particular moment not making sense. “It kills this,” he said, placing my palm on the crotch of his pants. “I don’t want to deal with your brothers’ hostility when I walk into the house looking and smelling like I just fucked you. Their desire to kill me will derail their focus.” 
 
    I felt the corner of my mouth curl. “Fear not, Oz. I will not let them harm you.” 
 
    His eyes went wide as my hand squeezed him a bit, and I used his moment of surprise to call forth my wings. I ran out of the house and shot into the air. I could hear Oz shouting something at me as I soared through the sky, headed for the Victorian. I knew it would not be long before he was at my side, but I cared not. In that moment, I understood what it was like to be him. To not care about the consequences of my actions; to do only as I wished and not as others expected. That was freedom in its truest form.  
 
    I wanted to enjoy it one last time before I returned to the Underworld to either restore it or, if we failed, rule it. 
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    I heard muffled voices inside the Victorian as I landed in the backyard. Then a cry rang out, and I threw open the sliding door to the living room. The echoes came from the basement, so I hurried down, hoping my brothers were all right.  
 
    As I ran down the steps, I could hear Casey’s calm and menacing voice asking someone a question. When I arrived in the basement, I found him holding in his hand the face of a male who was chained to the wall.  
 
    “Tell me what I want to know and this will end,” Casey promised the wilted being.  
 
    My brothers and Aery turned to me as I approached the naked and bleeding hostage. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Kierson asked, concern thick in his voice. “You weren’t answering your phone—” 
 
    “We made an unexpected stop after we completed our mission,” I said, moving closer to the bleeding prisoner. “Who is this?” I thought I recognized the battered male before me. I took his face from Casey and studied it. There was something familiar about him—something I could not quite place.  
 
    The prisoner’s eyes met mine and he let loose a mirthless laugh. “What kind of world is this that you do not recognize a god when you see one?” he asked, voice thick with disdain. “You should be bowing at my feet.” 
 
    “I bow for no one,” I said, digging my nails into his chin.  
 
    “You will,” he said, his bloodstained smile spreading wide. “You will…” 
 
    “Who is this god threatening me?” I asked the others. “The one unaware that he will remain breathing only as long as we deem necessary?” 
 
    “Khara, meet Dionysus, god of booze and partying,” Casey said, stepping closer.  
 
    I looked over the lanky god, his face swollen from the beating he had received in my absence. “He is not overly impressive.” 
 
    Casey let out a laugh that ricocheted throughout the stone basement. “He’s not exactly in his prime at the moment.” 
 
    “Why is he here?” I asked, turning my attention back to the shackled god.  
 
    “Because we hunted him down in the city,” Pierson said, drawing his special blade—the one that would strike the former god down for good. “When he realized he was facing true death, he said he had information we would want.” 
 
    “Information about you,” Kierson added.  
 
    “So we brought him here,” Drew said, stepping from the shadowed corner. “We’ve been working him over ever since to try and beat that information out of him.” 
 
    “The gods lie,” I said matter of factly. “It is their way. Lie, deceive, cheat, steal… they have no honor. That is why they were sent to the Oudeis.” Dionysus’ eyes went wide at that word, and I knew then what to leverage him with—the fate he dreaded most. “Tell me something, god of wine and debauchery, do you know who I am?” He looked me over and said nothing. “I am the one who released you,” I said softly, leaning in close to him, “and I am the one who can put you back.”  
 
    Though I did not know that to be true, it sparked the fear I desired in Dionysus. 
 
    “You’re the one,” he said, scrambling to reach me. “You are the one she fears.” 
 
    “She who?” I asked, stepping just out of his grasp.  
 
    He bit his lip, undoubtedly wondering how to work the situation to his advantage.  
 
    “What will you do for me if I tell you?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “To be set free.” 
 
    I cocked my head at him. “Surely you know I cannot let that happen. But there must be a more attractive fate than forever death or eternity in the Oudeis. Perhaps that would be enough to satisfy you.” He shook his head. I sighed in mock resignation. “Then forever death it is,” I said, stepping aside for Pierson to strike. “I would have offered a more attractive realm of the Underworld for you to permanently reside in, but if your mind is already set—” 
 
    “Wait!” he shouted, thwarting Pierson’s impending blow with his bare, bloody hands.  
 
    “Yes?” I leaned in closer. 
 
    “I want to be in the Elysian Fields—” 
 
    “You do not deserve that honor—” 
 
    “My lover resides there,” he continued, undaunted.  
 
    “You are a god,” I countered. “You have had many lovers. Perhaps I will place you in a realm that will leave you in a state capable of finding a new one.” 
 
    “Please,” he pleaded, dropping to his knees at my feet. Oh, how the tables had turned. “Put me with him anywhere but the Oudeis, and I will tell you what I know.” 
 
    “I cannot guarantee your lover still exists,” I said plainly. “The Underworld is in upheaval, as you well know. Many of the souls who escaped have been eradicated.” I looked to Pierson’s blade to emphasize my point.  
 
    “No,” he argued, “he would not have escaped. He was not in the Oudeis. He must still be there.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, I cannot promise what you ask because I cannot confirm if he still exists in any form.” 
 
    His eyes darted around the room, looking at all of us before speaking. “Do you know what has happened to the fallen PC?” he asked.  
 
    I knew instantly where our conversation was headed.“Who is he?” I asked. “Who is the one you want?” 
 
    “Cassius,” he said, his eyes wide and wistful.  
 
    My brothers all looked to one another, confused.  
 
    “Cass wasn’t even alive before the gods met their collective fate,” Pierson argued, pressing his blade to Dionysus’ throat. “Try to fool us again and I will dispose of you without hesitation.” 
 
    “I chose as Ares did,” he explained, scampering away from the blade. “I roamed the Earth long after the others were sent to the Oudeis. I met my fate decades later.” 
 
    Pierson looked as though he were working through the timeline to see if his account was plausible.  
 
    “I know Cass,” I said. “I have seen him recently. He was well then.” 
 
    Dionysus let out a breath. “Then let me be with him, and I will tell you what you want.” 
 
    “You will tell me what I want first, and I will ask my brother if that is what he wishes. If yes, you will have your reward. If not, you will go to a realm of my choosing.” He opened his mouth to argue, but I silenced him with my words. “Protest, and it is the taste of this blade and nothing more. Your choice, former god. My patience is not infinite. Time is of the essence, as they say.” 
 
    “Fine,” he ground out through clenched teeth. “I accept your terms.” 
 
    “Excellent. Now tell us who fears me,” I said, stepping closer. 
 
    “Persephone…” A prickly sensation crawled down my spine. “She fears what you’ve become. Your place in the Underworld.” 
 
    “And how do you know this?” Casey asked, edging himself between the god and me. “You were locked away.” 
 
    “Until I was freed…” 
 
    “When did she say this?” I asked, needing to hear him say it aloud.  
 
    “When she met with Demeter after she escaped the Underworld. I was there, though she did not see me. Demeter told her of your encounter, and Persephone explained what happened in the Underworld before everything fell apart. She blames you for its fall.” 
 
    “This is hardly information I need,” I said. “If this is all you have, then there is no deal.” 
 
    “Did you know that Persephone found a way to break the pact that bound you to the Underworld?” he asked.  
 
    The prickling grew to a stab at his words. “How?” 
 
    “I do not know. She spared the details, but those were her words.” 
 
    “To whom?” I asked. 
 
    “Demeter…” 
 
    “Liar!” I shouted, slapping his face. “Why would she tell her mother this when she was the one Persephone would have gone against in severing the covenant?” 
 
    He spat fresh blood at my feet, then smiled. “Because she wanted Demeter to know before she let the others take her.” 
 
    “What others?” Kierson asked, his irritation growing, judging by the low tenor of his voice.  
 
    “The other gods, of course. Who else?” 
 
    “Jesus,” Casey muttered under his breath.  
 
    The wrenching of the basement door cut off any further sentiment he had and alerted us to Oz’s return. 
 
    “You and I aren’t finished, new girl,” he yelled, storming down the stairs to the unexpected sight. His hair was still dripping from his shower. “Would you care to tell me why you have a half-naked man chained to your wall, or should I let my imagination run wild?” He pushed his way past the others to stand next to me. His stare was full of anger as he assessed Dionysus. “Do I want to know?” 
 
    “This is Dionysus, god of—” 
 
    “Oh, we’re well acquainted,” he said, cutting me off. “You’ve looked better, Dion. Much better.” 
 
    “Ozereus…” 
 
    “The former god was just telling us that Persephone was the one to break the covenant,” I explained.  
 
    “How very forthcoming of him.” Oz’s dark eyes fell on Dionysus again. He shriveled under the weight of Oz’s gaze.  
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Well, that’s great and all, and I’m sure we can find a spare moment to deal with her later, but for now, you and I need to go.” 
 
    “Why now?” 
 
    “Because a certain wing-footed messenger returned right after you took off and said that Hecate wanted to meet now—” 
 
    “Hecate?” Dionysus inquired, surprised yet again. 
 
    “Yeah. What about her?” Oz replied.  
 
    “She lives?” 
 
    “She does,” I said, stepping closer to the prisoner. “Why?” 
 
    “I am surprised, that’s all.” 
 
    “Why would that surprise you?” Oz asked.  
 
    “Because she is the one best equipped to put us all back. If she is above, then why wouldn’t the others have gone after her as they have Hades and this one?” His angry eyes flashed to me. “Hermes is hardly loyal. I’m surprised he’s allowed her to live at all.” 
 
    “He has his own arrangement,” Oz said.  
 
    Dionysus’ expression fell further. “I’ll bet he does.” 
 
    Silence fell upon the room for a moment before Drew spoke. “So what should we do with him now?” His eyes drifted back and forth between Casey and me.  
 
    “What we did with the rest,” Casey replied, drawing his special blade.  
 
    “Wait,” I said, catching his arm. “Not yet.” Pitch black eyes met mine, assessing me as though I’d taken leave of my senses. “We may have use for him…” 
 
    “Like what?” Oz asked, but I ignored him entirely. 
 
    “Is he secure here? Can he escape?” 
 
    “No,” Pierson replied. “I have made sure of that.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, heading for the stairs.  
 
    “What’s your plan, new girl?” Oz asked, following behind me.  
 
    “When it is fully realized, I will let you know.” 
 
    I heard the smack of fist against face one last time before I crested the stairs to the living room. One by one, Oz and my brothers emerged from my room turned prison, then locked the door behind them.  
 
     “We should kill him,” Casey snarled, staring at me across the room.  
 
    “Unless we can use him against the others. His desire to be reunited with Cass is strong—strong enough to be leveraged.” 
 
    “You want to use him to sniff out the others,” Kierson said, a smile brewing.  
 
    “I want to find Demeter,” I said, my voice as cold as ice.  
 
    “We can talk more about that when we get back from our little meeting,” Oz said, taking my arm. But before we even reached the foyer, everything changed. I heard Kierson speak his brother’s name, concern plaguing his tone, and I turned to find Pierson staring blankly at the wall, his mind somewhere else.  
 
    My heart leapt into my throat. 
 
    Something wicked was coming. 
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    We rushed back into the room where Kierson stood, trying to pull his brother from wherever he had gone. Pierson’s dead eyes never wavered, and I feared where this would lead. I moved to clamp my hands on his head to pull the vision from his mind. 
 
    Then Kierson let loose a mournful cry—the one reserved for the dead—and I knew devastating news was headed our way. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, grabbing Pierson by the shoulders and shaking him until his eyes came back into focus.  
 
    “Phobos,” Pierson said, coming out of his magical stupor. “The in-between…” 
 
    “Oz!” I shouted, storming toward him. “You have to go to my father now!” 
 
    “We’re too late,” he said, pity in his eyes.  
 
    But Kierson disagreed. “Not necessarily, but if we’re not, we don’t have long.” 
 
    “I will meet with Hecate and take her with me to secure the Underworld,” I said, shoving him toward the entrance. “My brothers will meet you at the gates. Bring Hades there and keep him safe until we stabilize the veils.” 
 
    “I’ll head there now,” Aery said, rushing to the door. Kierson’s pained expression as he tried to find a convincing argument to make her stay made my chest hurt. 
 
    “Be careful,” I said. I did not say why. 
 
    She disappeared out the door with little more than a wink and a smile—one full of mischief and vengeance. 
 
    “And if that’s exactly what he wants you to do?” Oz said, stopping in the foyer as Aery slammed the door. I tried to push him forward, but he would not budge. “You’re not thinking clearly right now, Khara—” 
 
    “There is no time to think, only act,” I growled. “Phobos will eventually find me one way or another. At least this way, my father will live.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Oz argued, eyes full of rage and concern. 
 
    “He cannot get me in the Underworld, and he cannot be two places at once. Go and retrieve my father before we run out of time.” 
 
    Oz stared at me, his warring emotions plain in his harsh stare. He wanted to say something—convey a message of some sort. I stepped closer and squared my shoulders. 
 
    “Beings like you and me, we do not linger. We run headlong into the fight without pause or fear. We do what others cannot because we have little to lose and much to gain. My father is one of the greatest losses I could ever face, and I cannot imagine it. So I will see you in the Underworld when you return to the realm I will have righted for him with Hecate’s help. You can say what you have to say then, and only then.” 
 
    He shook his head slowly, at first in disagreement, then in amusement.  
 
    “Get that shitshow sorted, new girl. You don’t have long.” 
 
    A flash of his roguish smile was the last thing I saw before he disappeared through the door, speeding toward the in-between. Once he was gone, I turned to my brothers and gave them their orders. 
 
    “Have Trey bring you to the gates of the Underworld,” I said, strapping a blade to my leg. “Wait for Oz there. If he’s right and this is one of Phobos’ ruses, he’ll need your help.” 
 
    “What if you can’t do it, Khara?” Kierson asked, his tone as sad as his eyes.  
 
    “I will deal with that if it—” 
 
    “No,” Drew said, stepping to the front of the group. “You cannot leave this house until you tell us your plan—the whole plan.” 
 
    For the first time since Drew had been reborn, I heard an echo of the brother I’d once known in his words, his honor and compassion and desire to keep me safe shining through. My chest tightened as I stepped toward him and placed my arms around his neck, pulling him toward me. 
 
    “I plan to do whatever I must to ensure the safety of those I love.” 
 
    Before he could act, I shoved him away and bolted out the door, my wings unfurling with ease as I took to the sky. Hecate would be waiting for me at our meeting spot, and we had no time to waste. 
 
    Hermes looked suspicious as I landed and headed right for the necromancer at his side.  
 
    “We are going to the Underworld now,” I said, grabbing her arm. Hecate pulled away and stared at me, uncertainty in her eyes.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because Hades will die if we do not.” 
 
    Some form of understanding flashed in her eyes—as though a fate she’d feared had finally come.  
 
    “This will not be easy, Khara.” 
 
    “I will do it if it kills me, or you, or the both of us. But it will be done.” 
 
    She nodded to Hermes, who disappeared into the sky at his dismissal. I took her in my arms and, without preamble, launched skyward, headed for the gates of the Underworld and whatever chaos awaited us there. 
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    I expected to find Phobos awaiting our arrival, but I did not. Only my brothers stood at the entrance to the Underworld. No Hades or Persephone. No sign of Oz.  
 
    “Keep an eye out for them,” I said, rushing past the four of them with Hecate. I barely noticed the glare in Casey’s eyes as his mother stormed by without so much as a second glance his way. “We have no idea what evil might be following them.” 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Kierson said, his hand over his heart. “Now go whip those souls into submission, sis.” 
 
    I flashed a wry smile at him, then headed inside without another word. 
 
    The souls lined the far side of the Acheron, awaiting my arrival as though they’d known it was imminent. Aery ran to us and threw her arms around me.  
 
    “You’re okay!” she yelled, squeezing me tight.  
 
    “Should I not be?” 
 
    She pulled away to assess me more closely, her eyes roaming over my body to be certain I was intact.  
 
    “I…I saw something…” 
 
    “Was it another trance or—” 
 
    “The King of the Dead is coming,” Hecate interrupted. “We have to secure the veils before he arrives.” 
 
    Aery turned worried eyes to me. “But my vision—it showed me something. You were surrounded by shadows and darkness. You were screaming—” 
 
    “We must hurry,” Hecate urged, pulling me toward the river. “We do not have time for this—” 
 
    “There was something else too!” she yelled, yanking me from Hecate. “There were mountains... and Dark Ones. Oz was bleeding—dying.” 
 
    My blood ran cold at her words.  
 
    “Aery,” I said, doing all I could to swallow back the fear I felt, “I need you to find Deimos, now!” 
 
    She flinched at the mention of his name. “But he’s not here…” 
 
    “Find him and bring him to me,” I said, clamping my hands down on her arms. “Use whatever means necessary to get him here. I need him to take me somewhere as quickly as possible. Lives may depend on it, do you understand?” 
 
    She nodded, the frantic beat of her head bobbing up and down a welcome distraction.  
 
    “Can I use—” 
 
    “Yes!” I said, cutting her off. “Whatever means necessary, just go. Now!” 
 
    Without further argument, the nymph sprinted toward the gates of the Underworld and disappeared from sight. I closed my eyes and prayed to whatever gods still existed that she would find him in time for him to take me to the in-between. Time enough to save my father and Oz from Phobos’ plan. 
 
    “Can you do this, Princess?” Hecate asked, looking me over. For the second time that night, I squared my shoulders, raised my chin, and walked right into a shitstorm I did not know I could stop.  
 
    With Hecate in my arms, I flew across the Acheron and landed amid the freed souls. They scattered at the sight of her, undoubtedly aware that the one who had helped empty the Oudeis had returned to imprison them all. But they dared not move against her with me at her side. They feared me. They respected me.  
 
    They wanted me for their leader.  
 
    “The Oudeis must be secured first,” she said, rushing off down the stony corridor that led to the home of the most heinous of all. The souls I had let out.  
 
    As we ran, I found myself joined by my fallen PC brothers. They followed as Hecate led the way through the twisted halls of the Underworld until we finally arrived at our destination—the place where the veil to the Oudeis had once been. The last time I had seen it, Persephone had placed its contents inside me. 
 
    “Here,” Hecate said, throwing off her cloak. She handed me a talisman of sorts and indicated that I should put it around my neck. “You may need that.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “The souls are drawn to you,” she said, eyeing my dead brothers. “We cannot have them interfering in the middle of this. No matter what they see.” Images of the souls entering me came into my mind. I had little doubt it had been a gruesome sight to behold. “I will work on shoring up the veils, but I need to test them before we can return anyone to the Oudeis. I fear that if you collect them and we fail, they will not be so easy to collect again, and we do not have time for that.” 
 
    She stood before the place where the veil should have been and began chanting as she had the night she, Persephone, and I had let the inhabitants out. Her eyes squinted with concentration, and I could feel the pull of the magic she’d used that night around me. My brothers shifted uncomfortably, their unease with the situation plain.  
 
    As Hecate worked, the iridescent barrier began to reappear, though it looked to be taxing her greatly. The translucent border grew more opaque by the moment, and the fear I felt subsided, if only slightly. As long as Oz had succeeded and Phobos had not arrived, all would be well. Hades could at least return to his realm.  
 
    Everything else could be settled after that.  
 
    “All right,” she said on a hard exhale, “it is done—I think.” 
 
    “Then let us test it,” I said. 
 
    She gave a grim nod. “Your fallen brothers trust you, do they not?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. We will need their help to ensure that the veil will hold.” She looked at them, then returned her grey stare to me. “Take them in as you would the fallen of the Oudeis. If you can release them in there and the barrier holds without my aid, then it should be safe for your father to return.” 
 
    “And if it does not?” I asked.  
 
    Her expression fell. “Then we have a problem.” 
 
    I turned to my brothers, who appeared so different than the damned of the Oudeis. They looked as they had in life, if a little ghostly. The others had been sentient shadows. For a moment, I doubted if I could do what she had asked of me.  
 
    “Khara!” she shouted, breaking me from my thoughts. “We do not have time to waste, you said as much yourself.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, turning to Cass and the others. “For Hades.” 
 
    “For Hades,” they all cried in unison.  
 
    With a deep inhale, I channeled the night I’d swallowed the occupants of the Oudeis down into the chasm I harbored. Eyes closed and concentrating hard, I felt the vacuum within open and draw their souls to me. I gagged as they entered, their essences far more solid and real than the others had been. My eyes bulged and my throat strained against their assault, but I continued until every last one of them was tucked away deep within my void.  
 
    “Well done,” she said, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Let us hope my efforts are equally successful.” She stepped closer to the veil and indicated for me to follow. “Step through this just as you would into the Elysian Fields and release them.” 
 
    “And how will you let them out?” I asked, eyes narrowing with doubt.  
 
    “The veil cannot hold you in there because you do not belong. As long as the Oudeis does not cast you out of its own volition, you should have time to collect them and walk back through without consequence.” 
 
    “Should…?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “This is far from an exact science, Khara. I cannot be certain of anything, any more than you can.” 
 
    She was right and I knew it. “If they are lost in there forever, I will make you pay, is that understood?” 
 
    Her expression darkened. “Yes, Princess.” 
 
    With nothing left to say, I stepped through the veil, the thick and slippery feel of it far different than that of the Elysian Fields. It felt wrong in every way, which made sense given what it was meant to imprison: evil that could not be allowed to escape again.  
 
    It took a moment to trigger the release of my brothers, given that I did not have the magic of the Underworld to do it for me this time. I fell to my knees in the dark abyss of the Oudeis and spewed them forth until I could barely breathe. Once done, I lay there for a moment, doing all I could to recover.  
 
    Cass helped me to my feet while some of the others tried to force their way past the veil. It held strong, just as we had hoped. I walked over to join them and pressed my hand against the rubbery surface.  
 
    It did not budge. 
 
    Through the hazy barrier, I could see Hecate’s eyes beam with delight. From the other side of the veil, she raised her arms and began chanting, her words a melodious call to the dead. I could feel the pull somewhere deep inside me, even though life still coursed through my veins. The dead did not stand a chance against her, especially in Hades’ absence.  
 
    “You should really thank me for this,” she said, pressing her face against the translucent divide. “If Phobos had gotten his hands on you like I promised him…” She winced at the thought as though she cared at all what happened to me—what fate would have befallen me if she’d handed me over Deimos’ depraved sibling. “I couldn’t let him have someone with your power, Khara. Now he’ll never have you. None of them will.” 
 
    My brothers pounded against the filmy barricade as though their anger alone could break through it. Hecate laughed at them, then walked away, leaving us all to the nothingness of the Oudeis. I wondered if I would slowly perish there without food or water, or if I would just exist in perpetual agony. Neither seemed particularly pleasant, though equally plausible.  
 
    “What do we do?’ Thomas asked, coming to stand before me.  
 
    A cackle of laughter came from behind my dead brothers. They parted just enough for me to see Artemis standing there, smiling wickedly.  
 
    “You do nothing but rot away in here until you’re a ghost of the being you once were,” she said, her smile fading to a sneer. “She manipulated you expertly—your father would be ashamed.” 
 
    “Hades—” 
 
    “Not him. Ares.” Silence pressed down upon us until she spoke again. “You think the souls in the Oudeis know nothing of the outside?” she asked. “We know of the PC—of Ares’ band of warriors. If they are your brothers, then he is your father.” I opened my mouth to respond, but she shut me down with her words. “Did you not know of Hecate’s relationship with Hermes?” My silence was answer enough. Her amusement at my ignorance rang out through the desolate field. “How unfortunate for you, then.” 
 
    “Why is she here?” Cass asked, his fierce eyes pinned on the former goddess. 
 
    “Because I separated her soul from her body,” I said, walking through the divide in the crowd. “I stole it from her when she attacked Hades.” 
 
    Her expression soured. “A convenient trick for an inferior warrior.” 
 
    “Tell me Hecate’s plan,” I said, stopping before her.  
 
    “She was to overtake the Underworld and let us out. That was the agreement.” 
 
    “To allow you to roam above?” I asked, incredulity thick in my tone.  
 
    “Yes. Once the king and queen were dead, as well as the princess,” she explained, narrowing her sharp gaze at me, “Hermes would return her to the Underworld to rule with him at her side, and we would remain above.” 
 
    “And Zeus?” I pressed. “How did he fit into that equation?” 
 
    She smiled yet again. “He didn’t, so thank you for taking care of that loose end on our collective behalf.” 
 
    “I will take out anyone who threatens my father—” 
 
    “You mean Hades,” she corrected, leaning closer, “and I’m afraid not even you could eliminate the threat stalking you and those you love. Phobos is an entirely different beast altogether.” 
 
    “If he can bleed, he can die.” 
 
    “Then you, Princess, might be in trouble.” 
 
    Her words settled hard on my mind until Cass pulled me from my spiraling thoughts.  
 
    “Khara, does anyone know you’re here?” he asked. “Will they be coming for you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, our brothers and Oz. Aery too. Possibly Deimos, if Aery was successful in tracking him down. But I am not so certain that it will matter. I suspect Hecate will soon have control over the horde of souls remaining now that I am entombed here. Oz alone cannot destroy an army of that size. Even with Deimos at his side—an unlikely possibility at best—I am not certain they would succeed. And Aery…I do not know if she is strong enough to turn the tide.” 
 
    “What of Hades?” another asked, a brother whose name I did not know.  
 
    “He is without power—and possibly dead, if Phobos has succeeded.” I could feel my face scrunch with disgust as I looked at Artemis. “Hecate deceived me—her plan was quite masterful, really.” 
 
    “So you’re just giving up?” Thomas asked. The disbelief in his young eyes was plain and piercing, and it pulled me from the depths of resignation I had plummeted to.  
 
    “I did not say that,” I replied. I straightened my back to address them. “I am the Princess of the Underworld and a dark force all my own. What Hecate does not know—could not know—is that when my father left and chaos broke out everywhere, the Underworld turned to me. Called to me. All but begged me to rule it. And it will abide me now if it wishes to exist still, because I will not lose those I care about to Hecate’s and Phobos’ plan.” 
 
    The pained expressions of those around me slowly warmed to vindictive smiles.  
 
    “So,” Cass started, “what do you need from us?” 
 
    “I need an army, dear brother. One to rival Hecate’s.” 
 
    Their smiles widened still. “Then you shall have it.” 
 
    “Yeah—get us the fuck out of here and we’re yours,” Thomas echoed.  
 
    My expression soon mimicked theirs. “With pleasure.” I turned to Artemis, whose confidence in the situation was waning by the moment. “But first, I must deal with this one.” 
 
    She backed away from me, but her retreat was in vain. The moment I called her soul to me, it came without delay. Her tortured screams were swallowed as she slid down my throat into the nothingness I harbored inside. There she would stay until the Underworld had been restored—or until I had to cross the Acheron.  
 
    Without hesitation, I walked toward the veil and pressed my palm against it. The current of power that held it in place seemed to hesitate, as if my presence gave it pause. As if I were interrupting its flow.  
 
    “You recognize me,” I said to it. The thrum of energy coiled beneath my hand as if responding to the question. “I am the Princess of the Underworld—the one who reigns in my father’s absence. A traitor has imprisoned me here. She who shepherds the dead seeks to confine me here unjustly.” A crackle of power shocked me, and I pulled my hand away for a moment. The Underworld itself seemed to be warring with Hecate’s magic. I placed my hand against the barrier again and pushed harder, channeling the same magic she had used the night she freed the souls of the Oudeis. “You will release me now,” I said with every bit of power and confidence my father had once emanated. “And you will release my brothers too.” 
 
    With another surge of energy and magic, I felt the veil start to give way. I searched deep within me for the feeling I had experienced when I returned to the Underworld to find souls loose in the Great Hall—the way I had screamed, causing the Underworld to take notice. The way it had not wanted me to leave once the veils fell. The way it had let me cross the Acheron when I demanded it. 
 
    The Underworld and I were connected, just as my father and it had once been.  
 
    I prayed that connection was enough. 
 
    “Release us now!” I shouted. 
 
    The pliable veil turned to glass and shattered, raining shards down around us. I broke through the opening, my brothers at my back and flanking me as we rushed through the Underworld in search of the one who had imprisoned us. It did not take long to find her and her dead minions. They were embroiled in battle on the banks of the Acheron.  
 
    My heart plummeted at the sight of black wings surrounded by snarling souls, the shadowy whispers snapping their teeth at Oz. 
 
    “Take out whatever you can,” I said to the army following me into battle, “but Hecate is mine.” 
 
    With a crash, we descended upon the horde, forcing our way through. With wings extended, I thought of Oz—of the night he had slashed his way through the souls that turned against us. Of the Stealer who had tainted my wings until I released that tarnish upon Oz. I would need that darkness to defeat Hecate’s army.  
 
    Thankfully, I still held Artemis’ soul inside me. The darkness was mine to wield.  
 
    With a slice, I cut my way through the ghostly entities, being careful not to dispatch any of my brothers in the process. Once they saw what I was capable of, they gave me a much wider berth.  
 
    “Oz!” I shouted, making my way toward him. I caught his gaze over the mob and saw the fear of God in his eyes. Then that fear gave way to amusement.  
 
    “You really know how to make a fucking entrance, new girl,” he said as I reached his side. Casey and Kierson were with him, using Deimos’ weapons to slice through the attacking souls.  
 
    “Where is my father?” I asked.  
 
    “Safer than you, apparently.” Oz shot me a smile. “Maybe you should focus on these assholes first and ask questions later.” He carved his wing through a soul above me. Had I not ducked, the hair knotted atop my head would no longer have existed.  
 
    I shot him a look that promised pain, and he laughed. “Later for that, new girl. Later.” 
 
    I could see Hecate in the distance, her concern at having underestimated me worrying her brow. I wondered if I had the power to crease it even further.  
 
    With a deep breath, I let loose a scream that outperformed the one I had when I’d first returned to the Underworld. The one that had halted the loose souls without a thought. The one that had signaled the initiation of my connection to the dead.  
 
    Kierson’s death cry. 
 
    Just as before, the souls stopped, turning their wispy forms to me as if awaiting a directive. I pinned narrowed eyes on them before speaking. 
 
    “Stand down and back away.” 
 
    The shadows collectively turned toward Hecate as if awaiting her rebuttal. It was then that I realized they were torn between the two of us. The princess of the Underworld versus the mistress of the dead.  
 
    “Kill her!” Hecate shouted, her anger with their insubordination plain.  
 
    “No!” I countered before they could move. “You will collect Hecate and bring her to me now, or you will meet ultimate death by my hand. Choose your fate wisely. Forgiveness may be found for those that comply. Those that do not will meet the tip of my wing.” 
 
    That was all the warning necessary for them to act. Within seconds, a howling Hecate was dragged toward me, my army of dead brothers parting to let them through. When they forced her to her knees at my feet, her eyes darted to Casey. 
 
    I observed the two of them as they stared one another down.  
 
    Casey hadn’t known his mother, a fact that I knew haunted him, but not for the reasons the sentiment normally would have implied. His personality had been shaped by his abandonment, making him the cold, calculated killer I knew him to be. He had Hecate to thank for that. But there was something inside him that remained unsettled by the loss of his birthright; it bred jealousy of those that could dwell freely in the Underworld, and I was not exempt. He deserved the opportunity to face the demon that tormented him.  
 
    “I know you,” she said softly, though her expression was anything but. “I would know you anywhere.” The tight features of her face were accentuated by the firelight dancing off the cavernous walls around us, creating harsh angles.  
 
    “As you should, Mother,” Casey replied. As he so often did, he began rhythmically wiping his blade across the weathered leather of his pants. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked him, turning her hateful stare to me. 
 
    “To help my sister.” 
 
    “You claim this abomination as your blood?” 
 
    He stepped closer, looming above her as the black cloud of dead held her firmly to the ground.  
 
    “Do you claim me?” There was warning in his tone, as though her answer had bearing on whether she would live or die. 
 
    “You are my son. The blood in your veins is mine. Death blood.” She hazarded a glance at the souls holding her. “Together we could control them,” Hecate said, turning eyes that hungered for power back to her son. “You are a true child of the Underworld. She is an imposter. She doesn’t belong here; she never has. Hades has always had a weakness for those he loves. But beings like you and me, we are not afflicted with such emotional sentiment.” 
 
    Casey cocked his head curiously, looking at Hecate as though she’d said something most intriguing.  
 
    “Could we?” he asked. The usual mocking in his tone was absent as he spoke. “Could we rule?” 
 
    “Casey…” Kierson cautioned. 
 
    “Yes,” Hecate replied frantically, pulling hard against her ghostly restraints. “You call to the dead as I do, my son. Together we could overtake the Underworld. Overtake her.” 
 
    “Would I answer to you?”  
 
    His question was a thinly veiled challenge. 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “You would not answer to anyone. Never again.” Casey paused, still hovering over his mother. The wiping of his blade ceased. “I know that you are only one of many in the Patronus Ceteri. You will never be more than that above. But here—here you would be a king. A ruler. Someone to fear and respect. We were not born to be servants, my child. We were fated for something much greater. Far grander.” 
 
    “And yet you delivered me without thought to the very life you now claim I was never meant to have,” he said, his voice low and threatening. “You abandoned me…” 
 
    “I needed you to be trained. I could not do that here, now could I?” she argued. “I couldn’t train you to overthrow the Soul Keeper right under his nose. No, you needed your father’s mentoring.” 
 
    Casey scoffed. “Is that what you call it? Mentoring?” 
 
    “Sacrifices must be made sometimes,” she said, her eyes drifting to his knife and then to me. “A true ruler must be able to make the choices that others cannot—will not—and they do so without hesitation. They are driven by reason, not feeling. You, Casey... that is what you were bred for: action without emotion. I’m offering you the chance to seize your birthright.”  
 
    I could see the tension in Casey’s back as I flanked him. Hecate endeavored to manipulate Casey as she had so many others. I could have, at any time, interceded and ordered her death, putting an end to her grand machinations. But instead, I watched. My interest was not in her antics, but rather the reaction of my brother. She appealed to everything that Casey had ever wanted, and if he let her, I feared she might be able to give it to him.  
 
    It seemed as though he were entertaining her promises.  
 
    “I can see that you want this,” Hecate continued, taking advantage of Casey’s silence. “I can feel it. All you have to do is take it. Kill them and join me, my son. Sit by my side and rule the very beings that call to you. Rule like the king you are. Like the king I bred you to be...” 
 
    “If I do this, we will not be equals. You will serve under me. You will be my second. Anything less than that and I will not comply with your instructions.”
Oz went rigid beside me, and I placed my hand on his arm to hold him off. I did the same to Kierson with a sharp sideward glance. 
 
    Hecate’s serpent’s smile spread wide across her mouth before she spoke, her forked tongue spewing forth more of her manipulation. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, with a slight bow of her head, “my king.” 
 
    A harsh laugh escaped Casey. “Swear an oath to me,” he demanded, stepping closer to her.  
 
    “I swear on my life that I will serve you as your second. That I will offer my skill and knowledge so that you may rule this kingdom,” she said with genuflected eyes. “You are my family. I could wish for nothing else.” 
 
    When she brought her eyes back up, they fell upon Casey’s cruel profile. His body was turned to me, weapon raised. I could almost feel the exhilaration pulse through her as her scheme played out. The tide had apparently turned in her favor. 
 
    “Family...” he said, the darkness eclipsing his voice unmistakable. I prepared to stand against my brother; yet another poisoned by Hecate’s plan. He stepped closer, blade raised, and I turned my body in such a way as to minimize his target. 
 
    “Casey,” I warned, my wings spreading wide behind me to hold Oz off. If my brother truly did intend to kill me, then I would fight him without Oz’s aid.  
 
    “There is no point in fighting me, Khara,” he said, stopping just before me. “I know who my family is.” 
 
    His dark eyes searched mine for a moment before a smile much like his mother’s overtook his countenance. Then, in a flash, he launched toward Hecate and sunk his blade hilt-deep into her chest. Her heart, to be more exact, or at least the spot where one should have been. I was not certain Hecate had ever possessed one. 
 
    “If you knew me at all, Mother, you would know that I would never betray those I have aligned with. You may wish to rule, but we will see how well you do that when you are dead.” 
 
    With a twist of his blade, he yanked it from her chest. She flopped to the ground, the light in her pale eyes fading as blood soiled her robes.  
 
    “Your end is coming,” she whispered, those rheumy eyes turned to me. “We will meet again…” 
 
    With her final breath, the air in the Underworld shifted. It crackled and the souls scattered as if they knew an angry force was coming for them. As if they knew their king was returning. I looked at the others to see if they felt it as well but saw no note of recognition—only relief. 
 
    A rush of power blew past me, rustling my hair. I turned to see my father running toward me, Persephone at his side. Deimos and Aery were right behind them.  
 
    “Khara!” Hades yelled as he headed toward where we all stood. “You are all right—” 
 
    “I am fine, Father.” 
 
    “I was so worried when the Dark One showed up in the in-between.” He grabbed me in his arms and spun me around as if he’d thought he might never hold me again.  
 
    “We thought Phobos had come for you. I sent Oz immediately—” 
 
    He dropped me suddenly, looking at Hecate’s corpse lying just beyond my brothers. 
 
    “What happened here?” he asked. 
 
    “She betrayed you, Father, though we may never know the full extent of her treachery. She was working with Phobos to kill you and me both.” 
 
    “I see…” His expression darkened. His power flared.  
 
    “I found Deimos,” Aery shouted, heading our way with him far behind her. “Though it doesn’t seem like we need him now.” She winked at me, then spotted Kierson. The moment she did, it was as though I no longer existed. She ran to him and flung her arms around him. “You’re okay!” She buried her face in his neck, and he held onto her like she was his world—like nothing could ever pull them apart. 
 
    Amusement tugged at my lips, a smile slowly forming.  
 
    “How come you never greet me like that, new girl?” Oz asked. I shot him a sideward glance, my glare all the explanation he needed. His laughter rang out through the vast space. “If that isn’t the look of love, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “Your ignorance knows no bounds, Dark One.” I walked toward the Acheron, Oz’s laughter following me like a pet. Then Deimos stepped into my path. “You and I have unsettled matters,” I said, daring a look back at Aery. “There is a price to pay for hurting those I care for.” 
 
    Deimos’ eyes flared with anger, but he reined it in before disappearing down the hall that housed his room of torture. 
 
    I turned back to Oz. “What of Phobos? Was he there—in the in-between?” 
 
    “Nope. Nowhere to be found,” Oz said. “Which can’t be a good thing.” 
 
    “Tell me everything,” Hades said, his voice soft and full of sorrow. “Tell me how it came to this.”  
 
    “Hecate used our suspicion of Persephone and the threat of Phobos to force my hand—to make me turn to her for help with the Underworld. She locked me and my brothers in the Oudeis. Unfortunately for her, she did not know how this realm reacts to me. How much it wants me…” 
 
    “Fucking bitch,” Casey muttered under his breath.  
 
    “Once you were gone,” Persephone said, daring to come closer, “I can only assume that she used her magic to keep you from returning. With your loss of power and the souls loose, it would have been within her ability, hypothetically speaking.” 
 
    “Has your power returned?” I asked Hades. 
 
    The uncertainty in his eyes did not bode well. 
 
    “Yes, but there is something strange about my connection to this realm. It is as if it does not fully recognize me. What an irony that would be; the ruler of the dead whose realm does not respond.” 
 
    “And without a necromancer to help manage it,” Persephone added, concern worrying her brow.  
 
    “I think I can help with this,” I said, looking at the sea of souls, then at Casey. “We cannot leave him here until I know he is well and capable of handling this place.” 
 
    Casey gave a tight nod of understanding.  
 
    My father brushed a stray hair from my face and smiled at me. “What a force you have become, my princess. And I will be fine without Casey’s assistance.” His eyes cut to where Oz stood. “I may not approve of the choices you make, but your life is yours to live as you see fit. Just promise me that you will be careful—especially in matters of the heart.” 
 
    I followed his gaze to Oz, who looked on with suspicion.  
 
    “They do seem capable of leading us astray, do they not?” I asked. “Perhaps you and I are similar in that regard.” 
 
    He bent down and kissed my forehead. “I love you, Khara.” 
 
    “I love you, too, Father.” With my arms wound around his waist, I closed my eyes and whispered to the world I was about to depart. “I relinquish whatever hold I have on this realm to Hades, King of the Underworld, Keeper of Souls. As you would obey me, so too shall you obey him.” I pulled away to look at my father and was met with a wide stare. We both felt the shift in the magic that time—his surprise was a testament to that. “All should be well soon, Father.” 
 
    “You may return home anytime, Khara. You know that, don’t you?” he asked. I merely nodded. “Phobos cannot reach you here. If you need somewhere safe—” 
 
    “It is not I who will need sanctuary. When I find him, I will strike him down. Do as you wish with his soul, though I might have a suggestion for where it should go.” Father pushed me away just enough to see the smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. “The Oudeis is quite lovely…” 
 
    His booming laughter shook the ground we stood upon, the Underworld responding to him as it once had. The feeling of warmth in my heart was foreign and indescribable but welcome all the same. My father’s reign had been restored, just as I had wanted; his traitor brought to justice.  
 
    “Khara,” Kierson called from behind me, “we should go now…” 
 
    “Be well, daughter,” Hades said, giving me a final hug. Then he turned his formidable stare to Oz. “Watch over her, even if she no longer needs you.” Oz let the amusement he felt play in his expression as Hades’ went cold. “And know that Deimos will be sent after his brother and not permitted to return until he has been found and dealt with by whatever means necessary.” 
 
    I could only imagine the look on the terror-inspiring demigod’s face when he learned this news. He would not be at all pleased with the order but would do it to maintain his station—and because of his vested interest in dealing with Phobos—not that my father was aware of that motive.  
 
    “We really should go, new girl. Phobos isn’t the only loose end we need to tie up,” Oz said. I turned to find him staring at me, his expression unreadable.  
 
    I reunited with Oz and my brothers, and we headed for the Acheron. After a quiet discussion with my father, Aery joined us by the river. Drew and Pierson stood on the bank, waiting for us; they had been left to keep watch for anything that might come for us—any ambushes. As we crested the hill leading to the river’s edge, it became apparent that the evening’s peril was not yet over.  
 
    Aery doubled over, grabbing her head as she screamed, babbling on about an army of darkness headed for the Underworld. About blood and death and pain. When she came out of it, she searched the group until her eyes met mine. She did not need to speak, though. I knew what she had seen. Kaine had kept his word—had kept my father safe until he could be restored to his throne—and now he was coming for what I’d promised him in return.  
 
    My brothers tensed, prepared to find an enemy they could not yet see. Their tension would only grow when they found out the sinister reason for the Dark Ones’ presence in the Underworld. The prize they had come to collect. 
 
    They would die trying to protect me. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Pierson shouted. 
 
    None of us knew how to answer his question.  
 
    “I knew using you as bait was going to bite us in the ass,” Oz whispered in my ear. “Shall I praise you for your omniscience now, or should we formulate a plan first?” 
 
    The sharp cut of his features was highlighted by the eerie glow of fire and flame. He had no intention of letting them have me—even if it was my will to do so. 
 
    “Somebody’d better start explaining what the fuck is going on here,” Casey growled from behind me. 
 
    “Your sister’s fan club is coming to collect her.” 
 
    “How long do we have to prepare?” I asked Aery, hoping something in her vision could help.  
 
    “It wasn’t clear,” she said, eyes full of regret. Oz was across the river and back with Drew and Pierson in the blink of an eye.  
 
    “It is all right,” I said to assuage her guilt. Then I looked to my brothers. “I made a deal with the Dark Ones to keep my father safe. Now I shall honor it.” 
 
    The four of them and Aery stared at me in disbelief. Behind them stood my father, who had come at the sound of Aery’s distress. The sadness in his eyes sent a sharp pain through my chest. I clutched it and looked away. The guilt he felt was plain. 
 
    But it changed nothing. 
 
    “I would have done the same to spare any of you.” 
 
    Kierson stepped closer, wrapping his arms around my neck. “And we love you for that. So much. But there’s no fucking way you’re going anywhere with them.” 
 
    “There is nowhere I can go that Kaine cannot follow,” I said, pulling away from him. “He will take me eventually, if not today. He has come for me here already. This time, I will go without a fight.” 
 
    “The fuck you will,” Casey snarled, drawing his weapons. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t let that happen,” Drew said with a ghost of the smile I had grown to love. The pain in my heart grew at the sight. 
 
    Oz moved from my side to stand before Casey. He eyed him tightly, as though contemplating something before speaking. 
 
    “Hey, Casey, want to see just how much of your mother’s juice is running through your veins?” My dark brother just stared at Oz in response. “You always say you’re connected to the dead…” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking that we might not be totally fucked. Not if your brother here can command the fallen PC like you did. That’s an army fit to take on Kaine and the others.” Oz turned to look at me. “You are the Princess of the Underworld, Khara. Let it serve you…” 
 
    As if already called, my ghostly brothers appeared—an army unto their own. 
 
    “Against an army of Dark Ones, they face final death,” I argued, the vision of black wings shredding my brothers’ souls for eternity playing in my mind. “I will not allow that to happen.” 
 
    “You don’t get to make that choice.” Oz let his wings spread wide, knocking loose the tattered shreds of fabric that remained on his torso. They floated to the ground like feathers. It was a show of strength, though for whose benefit, I did not know.  
 
    While Oz and I stared each other down, Aery clutched her head again just as Pierson’s gaze went slack.  
 
    “They’re coming,” the two said in unison, then shared a look. One held surprise; the other, fear.  
 
    “That’s our cue,” Oz said, ushering me toward the river’s edge. But just as we prepared to leave, a sight on the far side stopped us both. 
 
    A blinding light so impossible and glorious bathed the shore, the Acheron, and reached all the way beyond us to the Great Hall. I could see nothing but the warmth and love emanating from the being across from me. 
 
    I would have known the feel of her anywhere. 
 
    “Mother,” I whispered to myself, disbelief tainting my tone.  
 
    That word seemed to take on a life of its own, growing in strength and volume as it crossed the divide to reach her ears. The bright light dimmed, revealing a white-winged woman with hair as dark as night and eyes as green as emeralds. Eyes like mine. 
 
    “I remembered you,” she said, reaching her arms toward me, willing me to come. “I’ve been searching for you ever since, my love…” 
 
    I dared a glance at Oz, who stood beside me staring at his former mentor—the one for whom he’d surrendered his wings, his station, and nearly his life. There was a sense of longing in his face—of sadness. I wondered just how much it hurt him to see her again, wearing the very wings he’d lost doing what she had asked of him—for me. All of it for me. 
 
    “It’s her,” was all he could manage when he felt my gaze on him. 
 
    “I’ve come to take you somewhere safe, Khara. To where none of them can reach you.” 
 
    “Where? To your Heaven?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. “Not quite, but close.” 
 
    “The Hallowed Gates,” Oz said, wonderment in his voice.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, turning her attention to him. “You did well, Ozereus.” 
 
    “I did,” he replied, “and it cost me.” 
 
    Her smile faded. “There is always a cost. We both understand that as well as any.” 
 
    “Khara,” Aery said, tugging my arm roughly, “you need to go. Now. They’ll be here any second—” 
 
    “Who?” my mother demanded. 
 
    “The Dark Ones. Phobos. Take your pick.” 
 
    “Then we must go, my love. You will be safe at my side.” 
 
    Again, my eyes fell to the Dark One next to me, and my body tensed. Then I looked beyond him to my father, whose powers grew by the minute, and my dead brothers standing at the ready with the ones still full of life—an army of PC as I could only imagine they had once been. They were my family, the ones who had been at my side when I had needed them most. Not the ethereal being beckoning me to follow her into the unknown. 
 
    Seeing my hesitation, she reached her hand out toward me.  
 
    I took a step in retreat. 
 
    “I belong here,” I said, “in the Underworld. With my family.” 
 
    Her hand faltered. “Phobos can reach you here, Khara. The Hallowed Gates is the only place both he and the Dark Ones cannot go. Deimos either. You will be safe there until the threats can be mitigated.” 
 
    Dark Ones cannot go… 
 
    “She’s right, Khara,” Oz said, drawing my attention to those deep brown eyes as he leaned in close. “You need to leave—” 
 
    “I will not abandon my family to save myself,” I replied. “I will not abandon you, either…” 
 
    The smile he’d worn the night I met him tugged at his lips. “I appreciate that, but I’m good. And they’ll be good too if you’re not here because Phobos and Kaine…they’re not after us. They’re after you. If you stay here, then you’ll endanger them all. They’re safer with you gone, new girl. Like it or not, that’s the truth.” 
 
    “You need to go, Khara!” Aery shouted, fidgeting like an addict as she watched the far shore of the Acheron for their arrival.  
 
    “She’s right,” Oz said, taking my face in his. “You need to go.” 
 
    “You would be rid of me?” I asked, voice softer than normal. “Am I no longer entertaining?” 
 
    He choked on a laugh. “Not if you’re dead, no.” His thumb stroked my cheek, and it felt as if every ounce of blood in my body rushed to that spot. Then he looked over at my mother. “Celia, you entrusted her to me once, and I did not fail you,” he shouted across the river. “Be sure you do the same for me.” 
 
    Without another word, he picked me up and flew me across the river. Much to my surprise, I felt no objection from the Underworld—and Artemis’ soul stayed where it was. 
 
    He put me down and spun me around to look at him, his fingers digging into my shoulders. “You fly like your life depends on it until you get there,” he said. “No looking back.” 
 
    Celia stepped up beside me and took my hand in hers. “She will be safe, Oz,” she said, looking at his ebony wings. “And I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No looking back,” I repeated, the words caught somewhere deep in my throat. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, new girl,” he said, flying down the corridor toward the gates, prepared to buy us time if needed.  
 
    “We must go, Khara,” my mother said, squeezing my hand. I squeezed hers back, a cacophony echoing down the stony walls toward us. 
 
    Then we flew like the wind. 
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