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CHAPTER ONE
 

I held steady onto my bow, the arrow pointed straight at the bulls-eye. As always, my mind knew exactly what to do—the stance I should take, how to hold the weapon, and how to balance my weight. I drew the bowstring back, aimed, and let the arrow soar.

It missed the target by a foot and embedded itself in the wall.

“Chris!” I yelled, dropping the bow to my side and spinning around. Sure enough, Chris stood behind me, his hands raised as if to protect himself from flying arrows. “Stop using your powers on me during practice,” I told him. “That would have been a perfect shot.”

He smirked, and a light breeze blew past my face. The next thing I knew, an arrow from my quiver floated up into the air and propelled itself straight into the bulls-eye. “There’s a perfect shot,” he said, pumping his fist up in victory.

“We’re supposed to be practicing using weapons without our powers,” I reminded him. “Just because Darius had to go upstairs to take a call doesn’t mean we can do whatever we want.” I knew I sounded like an uptight rule follower, but I hated being upped in archery—especially since it was my area of expertise. So I took out another arrow, balanced it on the bow again, and released.

It joined Chris’s on the bulls-eye.

I used to think I was a natural at tennis. But that was nothing compared to how quickly I’d picked up on archery. Which, according to Kate, made sense, since Apollo was my father. He was known for his skills in archery.

Although of course, I’d learned this all from Kate, since I’d never actually met my father. He’d left a pendant on my windowsill last month—at least I thought he’d left it, since it was a pendant of the sun, with the letter “A” carved on the back. I’d hoped that his giving it to me meant I would meet him soon. But I hadn’t heard from him since. Apparently, as a busy god, he didn’t have time for his kids. Which should have been fine, because I already had a fantastic family—my mom, step-dad, and sister. But there was a part of me that wished the situation were different. It hurt to know that your own parent didn’t care about your existence.

But there was nothing I could do to change that. So, not wanting to dwell on it, I shook off the disappointment and held out the bow to Chris. “Want to try?” I challenged him. “Without using your power?”

“You know I can’t use that.” He walked over to the selection of weapons laid out on the counter and picked up a knife, holding it up so it glinted under the light. “But this, I’ve been practicing with. Check it out.”

He stepped to where I’d been standing, geared up, and threw the knife.

It stuck to the wall, farther away from the target than my first arrow.

“I’m getting better,” he said sheepishly. “When I first started, it kept bouncing off the wall and onto the floor.” Without moving from where he was standing, he used his power to float another knife up from the counter and shoot it at the target. This time, it landed straight in the center. “I have more control over it that way,” he said. “It’s much easier.”

“Until you use your powers so much that you run out of energy,” I said. “You know what Darius told us. We can train and learn how to use weapons the normal way. We have to save our energy to use our powers when we really need them.”

“I know, I know.” Chris sighed, exasperated, and pushed his hair out of his eyes. I knew why he was frustrated—we’d been practicing for hours every day after school since our fight with the harpy, but Chris hadn’t picked up on using weapons as fast as the rest of us. He was falling behind, and it was getting more obvious every day.

“You just need to practice,” I told him. “Your powers help you more with using weapons than any of the rest of ours do, but if you keep using them as a crutch, you’re never going to get better.”

He raised his hands up again, and the arrows and knives jiggled themselves out of the wall and floated back to us. The arrows settled themselves back inside my quiver, and the knives landed straight back in his hands.

“Our powers do come in handy, though,” he said with a wink, throwing one of the knives in the air and catching it at the hilt. “Less clean up time.”

Then the door opened, and I turned to see who it was. My heart jumped at the sight of Blake strolling into the room. In his all-black training outfit, he looked like he had years of experience on Chris, who wore ragged sweats and a t-shirt. And his warm eyes were focused straight on me, which as always, took my breath away.

But even though he’d broken up with Danielle soon after our fight with the harpy, he was still off-limits. Because the five of us—me, Blake, Danielle, Chris, and Kate—were a team. We had to learn to work together. And dating Danielle’s boyfriend right after Blake had broken up with her would put a huge rift in that team. So I’d been trying to keep my distance from him. But that was difficult when the group of us trained together every day, so I was just doing my best to make sure I never ended up alone with him. Because if I were alone with him, I had a feeling that he might try to kiss me again, like he had when we were alone together in the cave. And if he did kiss me again, I didn’t think I would be able to resist.

“Isn’t this supposed to be no power hour?” he asked, coming over to join us.

I reached for an arrow, strung it in the bow, and released it straight into the bulls-eye.

“No powers.” I tossed my hair over my shoulder and smiled at him. “That was all natural talent.”

“Except I’m pretty sure I just saw some arrows and knives flying—out of the wall and towards both of you,” he said. “And as far as I’m aware, the wall doesn’t have much of an aim.”

“Guilty as charged,” Chris said, holding both knives in the air. With his bright eyes and boyish grin, he looked more like he was preparing for a cooking challenge than for battling ancient mythological monsters.

“So you came in here to get us in trouble?” I asked Blake, unable to keep the flirtatious tone from my voice. After all, I didn’t want him to think I actually thought he would tell. I knew him better than that.

“Nope.” He smirked and pulled his lighter out of his pocket. “Since you were over here breaking the rules, I figured I would join. Have you ever shot a flaming arrow?”

“No.” I smiled at where this was going. “But I think now would be a great time to try.”

“I thought you might say that.” He walked closer until he was standing only a foot away from me, his eyes locked on mine the entire time. I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe—all I could do was focus on him as he flicked on the lighter, picked up an arrow, and dipped it into the flame.

I worried that the flame might go out—after all, I doubted the arrows were meant to be lit on fire—but it held strong. Blake was getting better with his power every day.

“Here.” He held the flaming arrow out to me. “Try it now.”

I reached for it, my fingers accidentally brushing against his. Heat traveled up my arms and to my cheeks, and I moved my gaze away from his to focus on the target, hoping he hadn’t noticed the effect he had on me.

Willing myself not to look back over at him, I steadied my stance, lifted the bow to eye-level, and strung the arrow as usual. The flame danced before my eyes, and the heat emanated onto my face, reminding me that this was anything but normal. This was magic.

But despite the distraction of the fire, and of Blake’s eyes on me, I needed to focus. So I pulled back on the bowstring, aimed, and released, sending the arrow straight to the target. It wasn’t a bulls-eye, but it was close.

“Let’s try again,” Blake said, taking a few steps back. “How far away is that target?”

“About sixty feet.” I kept my eyes on it, watching as the flames on the arrow died out.

“Which is much farther than I can aim with my fireballs,” he said. “My aim’s good for about ten to twenty feet, and I’m nowhere near as good with shooting weapons as you are. We might not always be standing next to each other in a fight, but the way I see it, we can still work together. We just need to practice. Are you ready?”

“For what?”

He flicked the lighter on again, balancing another ball of fire in his hand. He looked so dangerous when he did that, and I couldn’t ignore the thrill it sent up my spine. “String the bow, and I’ll show you,” he said.

I did as he said, keeping the arrow pointed straight at the target. “Now what?” I asked.

“Don’t flinch.”

He threw the fireball at the tip of the arrow, which burst into flame, causing me to jump. “Hey!” I yelled at him. “You could have warned me.”

“I did.” He laughed. “I told you not to flinch.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I shook it off, corrected my stance, and pulled back on the bowstring, sending the arrow straight towards the bulls-eye.

“Again,” Blake instructed, and I drew another arrow. This time, when he threw the flame, I knew to expect it. Once the arrow was ablaze, I released it to the target, and grabbed another, and then another. It was like my body was working on super speed, and the rush was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I didn’t want to stop. So we kept going—Blake lighting up the arrow and me shooting—until all of the arrows were gone from the quiver and embedded in the target.

“Wow,” I said, catching my breath as I admired the arrows still on fire. The blaze grew taller, and then it exploded, engulfing the target completely.

Before I knew what was happening, a stream of water flew towards the target, extinguishing the fire.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Danielle’s voice echoed through the practice chamber, her stilettos clacking as she came inside. “Trying to burn down our training center?”

“We were practicing a new technique.” I lowered my bow and shrugged. “We must have gotten carried away.”

“You could say that.” Danielle coughed, fanning the smoke out of her face. A breeze blew through the air—courtesy of Chris—who sent the smoke out of the window near the ceiling of the basement.

“Think of it this way,” Blake said, pointing his thumb at the now-destroyed target. “If that were a monster’s head, it would be dead right now.”

Kate burst in from the shooting room, gun in hand. Strength-wise, she was the weakest of the five of us, so a gun had quickly become her weapon of choice. It had taken her a while to warm up to using such an intense weapon, but now she held onto it so naturally that it could have been an extra appendage.

“I smelled smoke,” she said, her mouth dropping open when she saw the destroyed target. She looked at each of us, as if trying to figure out who was guilty. “What happened in here?”

We caught her up on what we’d done, Blake and I alternating on telling different parts of the story. Despite the destruction, I still felt the rush from the shooting, and the excitement echoed in my voice. Because Blake was right—we’d created an awesome way to blow something up from afar.

I also got an extra thrill out of fighting with Blake.

“I guess I can see how it could be useful someday,” Kate finally said. “But there’s no water in here,” she added, turning to Danielle. “If there’s no water, how did you put out the fire?”

“There’s water in the air.” Danielle held her hands out, as if it should be obvious. “I condensed it into liquid and used it to put out the fire.” She looked over at Blake and smiled, although it seemed strained. “You aren’t the only ones who have been practicing with your powers.”

“Except this is supposed to be no power hour,” Kate reminded us, holding up her gun. “Remember what happened with the harpy? We used all our energy killing her. We were lucky that there was that portal from the cave to the playground, but what if that hadn’t been there? We would have been stuck in that cave, with no food, for who knows how long. We need to get better at using weapons, so we only use our powers when we absolutely need them.”

“They were doing it first.” Danielle huffed and glared at us. “When I saw the target explode, I figured I would do something useful by putting out the fire.”

“I actually wasn’t using my power,” I said, holding up the bow. “I was practicing archery.”

“You weren’t using your power because your power can’t help you defend yourself.” Danielle sneered.

“Whoa there.” Blake held his arms out and stepped between the two of us. “No need to get nasty.”

“I was just saying it like it is.” Danielle shrugged, her eyes flashing with hurt. “And you have no right to tell me what to do. You lost that privilege when you dumped me.”

I looked back and forth between the two of them, reminded again about why Blake and I couldn’t be together. Danielle clearly wasn’t over him.

There was also so much more I wanted to say, but I kept my mouth shut. Because Danielle had no idea about what I could really do. She and the others only knew about my power to heal. (Which is quite useful in battle, seeing as it’s the power that can save us all.) But none of them knew about the other side of my power—the ability to kill with a touch. It was how I’d killed the harpy. I’d called on black energy, touched the harpy, and sent the energy into its body, killing it instantly.

They all thought that the harpy had died because I’d staked it with a stalagmite. And they could never know the truth. Because using black energy… it was illegal. If anyone found out about what I could do, I could have my powers stripped. Or worse.

I shivered at the thought, and wrapped my arms around myself. My ability to kill terrified me. I didn’t want to know what the Head Elders might do to me if they found out about the true extent of my abilities. Which was why I had to keep it secret from everyone—even from the other Elementals. I hated the thought of them being scared of me too. Or worse—turning me in.

“We should clean up,” I said, changing the subject. “And I guess we’ll be needing a new target. That one is pretty…”

“Cooked?” Blake smirked, finishing my sentence. “Fried?”

“Yeah.” I laughed. “Exactly.”

Our eyes met, making my heart jump, and I couldn’t help but smile at him. But I quickly looked away. After all, I didn’t want to give him—or Danielle—the wrong idea.

“I’ll help you clean up, but I won’t be the one explaining this to Darius,” Kate said. “That’s up to one of you—since you’re the ones who made this mess.”

We didn’t have time to debate who would be telling him that we’d destroyed yet another piece of training equipment, because he came running into the practice room, swinging the door open with so much force that it banged against the wall. His eyes were wide, his hair mussed up, and his glasses crooked on the tip of his nose. I tightened my grip around my bow, bracing myself for whatever news was coming.

“Gather your weapons and meet at the van.” He looked at each of us, either not noticing, or completely unfazed by the charred target. “A monster’s been spotted at the Hemlock Center.”
  


CHAPTER TWO
 

“Who spotted it?” I asked once we’d gathered in the van. “Not a human, right?”

“A witch,” Darius replied, putting the van into drive and starting towards the Hemlock center. “Ever since breaking the news to the local witches that the portal to Kerberos is in Kinsley, and that it’s weakened, we’ve had a watch rotating in the areas nearby. They’ve been told to tell me if they spot anything unusual so I can gather the team that’s trained for this and they can handle the situation.”

“Little do they know that ‘the team’ is still in high school,” Chris muttered.

“Only the Head Elders can know about the five of you for now,” Darius said. “Your abilities have never been seen before. We don’t know how the general witch population will react. It’s best to keep this all under wraps until we’ve figured out the best angle for how to break the news.”

“At least they know about the portal weakening,” Kate said. “So they could put the protection spells around their houses and work spaces.”

“But protection spells only work in permanent locations,” Danielle said. “When they go anywhere else—like in their cars, for instance—they’ll be sitting ducks. And I don’t know about your parents, but mine have no idea how to fight. They wouldn’t have stood a chance against the harpy.”

“Centuries of safety have definitely left most of us unprepared for battle,” Darius agreed. “Which is why the gods have gifted the five of you with your powers and your strength. Now, before I forget, I packed some water that’s been infused with yellow energy. Drink it to help you focus in the upcoming fight.”

Chris was sitting in the way back, and he used his power to float the water bottles up from the trunk and pass them out to everybody. I took mine from him and downed it. The yellow energy rushed through my veins, and my mind instantly felt crisper, my senses heightened, as if I was ready for anything.

Darius turned the van into the drive that led to the Hemlock Center. Even though it was only late afternoon, the sun had set early since it was February, so it was already dark. I’d never been inside the Hemlock Center before, but looking at it today, the three-story asylum-turned-school-turned-abandoned building was creepier than ever. With its rotting gabled roof and surrounding gnarled trees, I wouldn’t have been surprised if it were haunted.

“The creature was seen entering the Hemlock Center about thirty minutes ago,” Darius filled us in as he parked in front of the entrance. “According to the witches on watch, it hasn’t left, so we’re assuming it’s still inside. It was described as resembling a hound, but with two heads and a scorpion tail.”

“Orthrus?” I gasped. “But that’s—”

Blake looked at me, his eyes panicked, and I stopped myself from finishing the sentence. Because Darius’s description sounded just like Orthrus—the hound that Blake and I had killed after it had attacked us on the playground last month. But no one knew about that, because it had happened while Blake and Danielle were still together, and we didn’t need Danielle to question what Blake and I had been doing together on the playground so late at night. Nothing had actually happened between Blake and me—we’d only been talking—but it was doubtful that she would believe us. So we’d kept quiet. There was no need to stir up drama now.

“Didn’t the harpy mention something about sending Orthrus to kidnap you, and how he wasn’t successful?” Kate asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded, as if that was what I’d been about to say. “I guess that’s where I’ve heard the name before.”

“Then it’s safe to assume that Orthrus has been hiding around here for a while,” Darius said, twisting around to face us. “The five of you need to take care of Orthrus and get out of there. All you need to do is to impale his heart. With all of your training this past month, this should be easy for you.”

I chuckled at how confident he sounded. Because last month, when Blake and I had fought Orthrus at the playground, we’d barely made it out of there alive. If it hadn’t been for some quick improvising where we’d turned a monkey bar into a javelin, the hound would have easily turned us into a late night snack.

“Five against one?” Blake smirked and looked out at the building, leaning forward as if he couldn’t wait to go inside and fight. “Why do you all seem so nervous? Of course we’ve got this.”

With that, we got out of the van, gathered our weapons, and headed inside.
  


CHAPTER THREE
 

The door to the Hemlock Center creaked as it opened, and I held my breath when I peeked inside. It opened to a huge room, two stories tall, with second floor balconies overlooking everything. The inside was dark and musty, the tiles cracked, the remaining pieces of furniture dilapidated and faded. Wind drafted in through the broken windows, and some tree branches had even crept their way inside, as if nature were trying to reclaim the deserted building.

“Do you see anything?” Kate whispered from behind me.

“No.” The hairs rose on the back of my neck, and I adjusted my bow, prepared to grab it at a moment’s notice. “Should we just… go inside?”

“I’ll lead the way.” Blake stepped up and opened the door further, strolling inside. “It seems clear,” he said. “But have your weapons ready, just in case.” He removed his gun from the holster, as did Kate with hers. Chris had both knives out and ready, and Danielle unsheathed her katana.

We walked inside in the circle formation Darius had taught us, our backs facing each other to make sure that we had all sides covered. My heart beat so fast that I could barely breathe, and my hands shook around my weapon. I would be no good in a fight if I were this nervous. So I imagined blue energy, feeling it surround me, and pulled it into my body. My heart slowed down to a steady pace as calmness overtook me, and my steps felt steadier—stronger. Combined with the yellow energy I’d drank in the car, I was more focused than ever.

We made it to the center of the room, and I glanced around, ready for Orthrus to rush in at any second. If he did, I would be ready. But everything was still.

“What now?” Danielle asked, her voice shaking slightly.

“Now we bring the ugly dog out to play.” Blake stood straighter and looked around. “Hey, Orthrus!” he yelled, his voice echoing through the empty mansion. “We know you’re in here.”

“Come out, come out, wherever you are!” Chris added.

We waited, on high alert, but nothing happened.

“He might not be as dumb as we think,” Kate said. “Maybe we have to look for him.”

“And break formation this early?” Chris asked. “Didn’t Darius say to stay in formation for as long as we could?”

“It doesn’t do us any good if we’re standing here doing nothing,” Blake said. “There are four doors leading out of this main room. Let’s each check out one of them. We’ll just look around from the doorways—we won’t enter alone. Nicole, you stay in the center and keep watch.”

“Sure,” I said, although I wondered—why did Blake want me to stay in the center and do nothing? Was he trying to protect me because he cared about me? Or did he think I was the weakest because I didn’t have power over a physical element?

He wouldn’t be so quick to think that if he knew what I could actually do with my element. That if I managed to get close enough to Orthrus to touch him, the hound would be dead in a second.

“My area’s clear,” Chris said, shutting the door. “At least what I could see of it.”

“Mine, too,” Kate said. “Nothing in there looked like in had been touched in years.”

Then I heard something from up on the balcony—a low, rumbling growl. I raised my bow up, an arrow ready to shoot in the general direction. “Did any of you hear that?” I whispered.

Chris stepped next to me, his knives ready. “Hear what?” he asked.

Another growl rumbled through the second floor, louder this time. Then the familiar figure of Orthrus stepped onto the balcony—all two growling, drooling heads of him. He snapped his jaw and narrowed his eyes at us, lowering himself down to the ground as if getting ready to pounce.

“Don’t even think about it,” Blake said, raising his gun and shooting straight at the hound.

The shot should have been perfect—straight in the chest—but the hound flicked its metallic scorpion tail forward, pinging it against the bullet and sending it boomeranging in our direction. I didn’t have time to process what was happening before Chris’s hands were outstretched in front of him, and the bullet was floating in front of my eyes.

He plucked it from the air and dropped it to the floor. “Lucky for you, I’ve been practicing that with Kate,” he said to me. “Because I’m not sure your healing powers would have been strong enough to fix a bullet to the brain.”

“Let’s not test it out,” I said, letting an arrow loose and sending it straight to the hound. It buried itself in its foot, below where its tail could reach, and the head closest to it let out a long howl. “No more guns tonight,” I said to Blake and Kate. “We can’t have bullets flying around everywhere.”

“No arguments here.” Blake shoved his gun into the holster and pulled out his lighter, flicking it on and balancing a fireball in his hands. “I’m better with my powers, anyway.” He sent the fireball flying at the hound, but the hound leaped off the balcony, and the fire hit the wall behind it instead.

The hound landed in the center of the floor, the tile cracking beneath its paws. It looked around at us again and growled. Then it darted for the broken window, preparing to jump.

“Not so fast.” Kate raised her arms, and a tree fell in front of the window, blocking the opening. “We’re not letting you get away that easily.”

Danielle was beside the hound in a second, swinging her sword in its face. But it flicked its tail up, the metal clanging with the sword instead. Then a knife came flying at the hound, hitting straight in its neck—Chris. It howled, and Danielle used the opportunity to make a huge swinging arc with her sword, right through the injured neck. Blood spurted around her, and the head plunked to the ground.

She stared at it, her mouth dropped open. But the hound was still alive with one remaining head, and it swung its tail at the sword again, sending it flying out of Danielle’s hands. The tail must have sliced Danielle’s arm as well, because she screamed and grabbed her wrist, which was gushing with blood.

Blake threw a fireball at the hounds face, and although it quickly fizzled out, it gave me enough time to run to Danielle and push her out of the way before the tail could take a stab at her again. Blake continued to throw fireballs at the hound, and Chris threw another blade at the stump where the second head used to be. But I couldn’t help them now, because I needed to heal Danielle. Hopefully they would be able to hold off the hound until we were ready to rejoin the fight.

I rushed to Danielle and pried her hand off her wrist, looking at the wound. “It got you in the vein,” I said, although it was hard to see, because of all the blood. “You’re losing blood fast. I need to heal you now.”

“Okay.” She nodded, her face pale and her breaths shallow.

I pressed my palm against the gash on her wrist and closed my eyes. I imagined what the cut must feel like on my own wrist—the split skin, the searing pain, the faintness she must feel as the blood left her body faster than it could be produced. Then I pictured white energy, until I could feel it radiating around me, and pulled it into my body. It charged through my veins, the light coming out of my palm and surging into Danielle’s wound. My hand warmed as the magic knitted her skin back together—I could feel the energy deep in my bones. Once it cooled, I lifted it and opened my eyes to inspect my work.

“Good as new.” I smiled at my success. “How do you feel?”

She held her cool gaze with mine, her face hard with determination, and said, “Ready to fight.”

We stood up, and I kicked the hound’s decapitated head out of the way like it was a soccer ball. Danielle grabbed her katana, and I held onto my bow, checking how the others were progressing. They were holding the hound off, but barely. Blake was shooting fireballs at it whenever he had a chance, and the stump where the one head had been was charred to a crisp. Chris was attempting to get close with his knife, but the hound was quick with its tail to fend him off. It knocked one of the knives out of the air, but Chris called it back using his power.

Kate stood back, staring intently at a marble column. She held her hands out to it and it tipped over, heading straight toward the hound, although the hound jumped out the way, skirting the column by inches. The column boomed when it crashed to the ground, pieces of the floor tile breaking off and flying up into the air. The hound used this distraction to run up the stairs, where it stared down at us from the balcony with its one remaining head, snarling and pawing at the floor.

I steadied my weapon, ready to shoot.

“Hey, Nicole,” Blake said, and I glanced at him to see what he wanted. “Catch.”

He threw a fireball at my arrow, setting it ablaze. The hound jumped over the railing, and with no time to waste, I released the flaming arrow, sending it straight into the hound’s heart.

It howled and crashed to the ground, its head bent at an unnatural angle, the light in its eyes gone. Blood pooled on the tile around it. Then, just like the first time we’d killed it—when it had been just Blake and me with a monkey bar in the playground—it flickered a few times and disappeared completely.

All that remained was the scorched arrow, alone in the middle of the floor. I walked to it, retrieved it, and placed it back in my quiver.

Danielle joined me and kicked around the air, as if she still expected the hound to be there. “It’s gone,” she confirmed, sheathing her sword. “That means we killed it, right?”

“We did more than kill it.” Chris laughed and gave Kate a high five. “We vanquished it.”

My eyes met Blake’s, my heart leaping into my throat when I saw that he was already looking at me, his expression grim. Because the flickering and disappearing was the same thing that had happened the first time we’d killed this monster. We’d agreed not to say anything about that night, but after what had just happened, the others needed to know the truth.

He nodded, which I took as a sign that he agreed.

“I don’t think we killed it,” I said, still staring at the spot where the hound had disappeared. “Because I’ve fought this monster before. We thought we’d killed it then. But somehow… it came back.”
  


CHAPTER FOUR
 

“What do you mean that you’ve fought it before?” Kate asked. “That’s impossible. The only monster we’ve ever seen was the harpy. And we killed it together.”

“It’s a long story…” I said, not knowing where to begin. Because the story started with Blake asking me to sneak out with him late at night, on the week I’d first moved here. And during that week, he and Danielle had still been together. How could I tell them about what had happened without hurting Danielle?

Luckily, I didn’t have to, because Blake jumped in first. “Do you all remember the first night we met at my house, read the prophecy, and realized that the five of us had elemental powers?” he asked. “The night we went to Sophie’s diner, and she helped us decipher the prophecy?”

“Of course,” Chris said. “How could we forget?”

“That night, Nicole and I couldn’t sleep,” he continued. “We were texting, and we both wanted to practice using our powers. Instead of practicing alone in our houses, I suggested that we practice together. Since we didn’t have a training center back then, we went to the playground here.”

“Hold up.” Danielle held up her hand, her eyes narrowed. Another draft of wind blew in from the broken window, and her hair swirled around her face, making her look even witchier than usual. “The two of you snuck out to practice in the middle of the night without inviting the rest of us?”

“You all were sleeping,” I jumped in. “And you’d all known about being witches for your whole lives. I’d only known for a few days. I needed the practice. I was just grateful that Blake had offered to help.”

“The playground’s been destroyed for weeks—since those kids committed arson there.” Kate looked at Blake, and when her mouth dropped open, I figured she’d put it together. “The harpy said something about sending Orthrus after you. The two of you didn’t fight that thing by yourselves… did you?”

“We did.” Blake nodded, his expression hard.

“It took a lot longer than it did tonight, and there were a few times when I didn’t think we would make it,” I said, speaking quickly as I relived the terrifying night in my mind. “We didn’t have any weapons, but we did have Blake’s fire power. We were just trying to run away from the hound—we figured if we could get to the car, we could hightail it out of there—but we ended up trapped on top of the monkey bars. I asked Blake to burn away the wood to get one of the bars out, and then I threw it at the hound, right through its heart.”

“Nice.” Chris grinned. “I wish I’d been there to see that.”

“The hound flickered and disappeared, just like it did right now,” I said. “We thought we’d killed it. But apparently we didn’t. Because it came back.”

“And when were you going to tell us?” Danielle asked, resting her hand on the hilt of her sword. “Or were you going to keep this secret forever?”

“We wanted to tell you.” I stepped back, out of range of her sword. I didn’t think she would take a swing at me, but it couldn’t hurt to be safe. “But since Blake and I had been out there alone, we didn’t want you to get the wrong idea…”

“Trust me, I have the ‘wrong idea.’” She sneered, her voice filled with venom. “But it’s more than that. You guys killed a monster without us. And you didn’t think we needed to know?”

I looked over at Kate, hoping she would be the voice of reason. But her lips were pressed into a straight line, and she refused to meet my eyes. I swallowed and wrapped my arms around myself. I hadn’t wanted to betray my friends. But by keeping this from them, I suppose I’d done exactly that.

“We’re supposed to be a team,” Chris finally broke the silence. “We can’t be a team if we’re keeping things like this from each other.”

“I know.” I shuffled my feet, hating that I’d let them down. “I’m sorry.”

Blake stepped closer to me, his shoulder nearly brushing mine. Having him so close helped me relax. I wished more than anything that I could reach for his hand, to show him how much I appreciated his support, but of course I didn’t. That would only make Danielle more upset. But I did feel stronger with him nearby.

“We didn’t want to upset anyone, so we thought it was best to just move forward,” he said, his voice calm and steady. “We thought we’d killed the hound forever.”

“Well, you didn’t,” Kate finally said. “And if what you’re saying is true, and a shot to the heart didn’t get rid of Orthrus the first time, then I’m guessing there’s a good chance he won’t be gone for long this time, either.”

“So, what now?” Chris asked.

“We need to figure out a way to kill him—and all of the other monsters—permanently,” she said.

“We do,” I agreed. “But if a shot to the heart doesn’t kill them, then what will?”

“I don’t know.” Kate bit her lip and shrugged. “But Darius is out there in the van waiting for us. Our best bet right now is to talk to him. Hopefully he’ll have some answers.”

With that, she used her power to upright a tree that had fallen in front of the door during the fight, turned on her heel, and led the way out of there.
  


CHAPTER FIVE
 

On the ride home, we filled Darius in on everything that had happened inside the Hemlock Center. Now we sat in his living room, discussing our options. Danielle sat as far away from me and Blake as possible, and by the way she kept glaring at us, I knew we would have a lot of answering to do later.

“It seems safe to assume that a weapon to the heart doesn’t kill the monsters—it just makes them disappear for a while,” Darius said, running his thumb over his chin. “Which means there’s a chance of the harpy returning as well.”

I nodded along with the others, although I didn’t necessarily agree. Because they all believed the harpy had died because of the stalagmite I’d shoved into her heart. They didn’t know that she had really died because of the black energy I’d used on her.

I flexed my hand, remembering what it had felt like when I’d thrown black energy at the harpy. In order to do it, I’d had to collect so much hate and anger. It had felt so dark. Evil, even. I wanted to trust Darius and the others… I really did. But what if I told them the truth and they stripped my powers? Or worse?

I couldn’t risk it.

“We need information.” Kate sat straight and alert, focused as always. “If only the Book of Shadows actually had something inside.” She reached for the Book sitting on the coffee table and flipped through the pages, as if expecting something to change. But the pages were still blank. She slammed it closed and sat back in the couch, crossing her arms over her chest and glaring at the Book. “What use is the Book if it’s empty?”

“I’m still researching the history of the Book to figure that out,” Darius said. “For now, we need to focus on other ways to obtain information. Do any of you have ideas?”

The way he asked it made me feel like I was right back in his homeroom classroom. I looked around at the others, figuring that they had more experience with this stuff than I did.

“The New Alexandrian Library with all the books on the history of witches is in Virginia, right?” Danielle asked, and Darius nodded. “Maybe we can go there and do research.”

“The Head Elders have been researching Kerberos since the night of the Olympian Comet, and one of the first places they went was the library,” Darius said. “But the portal to Kerberos has been sealed since the Olympians locked the Titans and their supporters there after the Second Rebellion. Since this is the first time the monsters have been able to escape the prison world, there are no answers in the historical texts.”

“Dying has always meant going to Hades,” Kate said, leaning forward as she voiced her thoughts.

“For everyone?” I asked. “What about all the good people who should go to Heaven?”

“Hades isn’t the equivalent to what humans call Hell.” Kate laughed, as if this were something she expected everyone to know. “It’s the general underworld where all souls go after they die. There are many different sections of Hades, but to simplify it, Elysium is the equivalent to what most people think of as Heaven, and Tartarus is most similar to Hell. I thought that when we killed the harpy, we sent her to Hades—hopefully to Tartarus. But what if that’s not what happened? What if, when a creature who was in Kerberos dies on Earth, it doesn’t go to Hades, but it goes back to Kerberos instead?”

“And with the portal weak, they’re able to escape again,” I said, and she nodded. “It would be an endless circle. No matter what we do, we can’t kill them.”

“If we can’t kill them, then how will we win?” Chris slumped back on the couch. “It’s hopeless.”

“It can’t be hopeless,” I said. “The gods wouldn’t have given us these powers and sent us the prophecy that led us to the Book if this was hopeless. There has to be an answer.”

The others gave general nods of agreement, but they hardly looked convinced.

“We could go to Virginia and check out the library, like Danielle suggested,” Kate said, although she sounded doubtful. “Maybe there’s something there that the Head Elders are missing.”

“They’ve put their best researchers on the case,” Darius said. “I assure you, they’re not missing anything.”

“Then we need to get our information from somewhere else.” I stared at the Book, as if it could give me answers, even though I knew it couldn’t. Looking at it reminded me of everything we had to go through to get it when we fought with the harpy. Which reminded me of something that Kate had said afterwards…

“I think I have an idea.” I sat straighter, feeling more confident than I had since we’d gotten here. “After we fought the harpy, Kate said that if she’d been conscious when we’d killed it, she would have told us to keep the harpy alive so we could ask it questions to get information. What if, the next time a monster escapes, we capture it instead of kill it? Then we can talk to it and see what information we can get out of it.”

“I don’t think that ‘talking to it’ will be enough to get it to spill,” Blake said. “We’d have to go to more extreme measures. But it’s a good idea.”

“Thanks.” I smiled, glad that I’d been able to help. Sometimes I felt so clueless, since I was so new to all of this. And I was also happy that Blake seemed impressed.

“If we’re able to capture one of these creatures, where would we keep it?” Chris asked. “We couldn’t just lock it anywhere. It would have to be a place where it couldn’t escape, no matter what.”

“The training center doubles as a bomb shelter,” Darius said. “You could keep the creature there.”

“In your basement?” Kate’s eyes widened. “Are you sure you’re okay with that?”

“Yes.” He nodded. “It’s the safest place in town.”

“It’ll have to be a creature like the harpy—one that can talk—and not one like the hound,” Kate mused. “And who knows how long it’ll be before one of them escapes again?”

“So, we shouldn’t just wait around,” Chris said. “Let’s go into Kerberos and capture one ourselves.”

“No.” Darius’s tone was firm, silencing us completely. “Whatever happens, none of you can ever enter Kerberos. Understand?”

He sounded so intense that we could do nothing but nod.

“Do you know what’s in Kerberos?” I asked.

“No one knows what’s in Kerberos,” he said. “Until the harpy and Orthrus, no one who’s been imprisoned in Kerberos has ever escaped. And just because those two creatures were able to escape, it doesn’t mean it would be the same for you. You could be trapped there forever, and we can’t risk losing one of our own.”

“So what do we do?” Chris asked.

“We’ll have to wait for a creature who’s able to communicate with us to escape,” Darius said. “Until then, we’ll plan how we’re going to go about capturing it.”
  


CHAPTER SIX
 

The rest of the weekend was a blur of training and planning, and I was actually glad to get back to school on Monday. Like always, I sat with Blake in ceramics. I figured that sitting with him didn’t break my pact about not being alone with him, since there were other people in the class. Sure, the other people rarely ever talked to us—I’d realized that witches had a general otherworldly vibe that intimidates humans—but they were still there.

“Danielle hasn’t stopped asking me about why we snuck off to the playground together last month,” Blake said to me as we settled in to get working on our current project. “She thinks we’re a couple.”

My heart fluttered at the idea of me and Blake being a couple, but I focused on the vase I was making, trying to keep my emotions off my face. “You told her she’s wrong?” I asked, surprised by how calm I sounded.

“She’s so convinced that she’s right that she won’t believe me.” He placed his hand on mine, and I froze, heat rushing through my veins. “There’s something between us—I know it, and I can tell by the way you’re looking at me that you know it, too,” he said. “I might not have the best things to say about Danielle, but she’s not stupid. She knows there’s something between us. She’s upset, but it hasn’t made her act out or do anything crazy. So I think it’s time that we give this—us—a try.”

His eyes blazed with so much passion that it took all of my strength to not agree on the spot. But I wasn’t the angelic demigod with the power to heal that he thought I was. Even now, he watched me with so much admiration. But I were to give this a try with him, I would have to be truthful with him about what I could do—about how easily I could harness black energy and use it to kill.

I couldn’t bear the thought of him looking at me as if I were a monster.

So I pulled my gaze away from his, glancing around the room to make sure no one was listening to us. “We can’t talk about this here,” I said, hoping it would be enough to avoid this conversation for now.

“You’ve refused to be alone with me since we fought the harpy,” he said. “So I don’t have much of an option but to bring it up here.”

“I know.” I focused on smoothing the handle of the vase, so I wouldn’t have to meet his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ve thought about it so many times, and I just don’t get it,” he said. “Whatever was going on between us last month, it was the start of something real. Why are you running away from it now?”

Because I can kill with a touch.

Because I don’t know what the Head Elders would think of me if they found out.

Because I don’t know what you would think of me if you found out.

Because if I let us get close, I couldn’t keep something so huge a secret from you anymore.

And then, if you hate me for it and tell the Elders, what will they do to me?

But obviously I couldn’t tell him any of that.

Maybe I should just tell him that he’s wrong, and that I’m not interested in him at all.

Or—maybe—I should trust him. Blake had put his trust in me the first week I was here, when I’d been the first person he’d told about his ability to control fire. Shouldn’t I trust him in return? Shouldn’t I trust that he cared about me, and that he wouldn’t do anything that would put me in danger?

But he cared about Nicole the healer. Not Nicole the killer.

Before I could say anything, Darius opened the door and stepped inside the classroom. “I’m sorry to interrupt the class,” he said, and our ceramic teacher’s pupils dilated, which meant that Darius was using gray energy to confuse him into not questioning him. “But Nicole and Blake need to come with me to the office. Now.”
  


CHAPTER SEVEN
 

Despite what he’d said, Darius didn’t lead us to the office. Instead, he brought us to our homeroom classroom in the back of the library, where Danielle, Chris, and Kate were already waiting. Given the grave expressions on their faces, I guessed that whatever had happened was serious.

“Another monster has been spotted,” Darius said once the door was closed. “A siren.”

“A siren…” I repeated, the word sounding familiar. “Weren’t they in The Odyssey? The women who sang and lured sailors to their deaths?”

“Yes, that’s them.” Kate nodded. “They stand on cliffs, and their song is so tempting that it makes sailors drive their ships into the rocks below, straight to their deaths.”

“Which is exactly what happened this morning,” Darius said. “A group of tourists rented a boat, and they drove it into a cliff on the shore. A rescue team went in and found only one of them alive. He wouldn’t stop rambling about hearing the most beautiful song in the world, and he begged to be taken back to the cliff so he could listen again and learn the secrets of the universe.”

“Where is he now?” Danielle asked.

“Sedated and in the hospital,” Darius answered. “I need to pay him a visit to wipe his memory of what happened. I’ve also spoken with the principal, and she’s given the five of you permission to leave school for the day. I trust you’ll be able to take care of this situation, in the manner we discussed?”

“We’re on it.” Blake grabbed his bag and threw it over his back, looking more than ready to get out of there.

“Good,” Darius said. “I hope to find the five of you—and the siren—in the training center when I return.”

“Of course.” Kate played with the ends of her hair, her eyes filled with worry. “But you really trust us this much? We only started training for this a month ago. It’s hard to believe that the Head Elders can’t handle this themselves…”

“The Head Elders are powerful in a different way,” Darius said. “Yes, they have powerful mental magic, but they have no physical magic. The five of you have physical magic that’s never been seen in witches before, which, given the circumstances, makes you the most powerful of our kind in the world. You’re our best chance against these monsters. Remember—the gods wouldn’t have blessed you with these powers if they didn’t believe you could do this.”

“I know, I know,” Kate said. “Let’s go get our weapons. But first, I need to make a quick stop at my house. I already have some ideas about how to capture this siren.”
  


CHAPTER EIGHT
 

Two hours later, the five of us piled into Blake’s dad’s boat, with Blake at the wheel. His dad would be beyond angry if he found out that he took out the boat without permission—but we figured that if we ran into any snags, Darius could use his Jedi mind tricks to get us out of trouble.

“How often have you driven this thing?” I asked Blake, looking out across the cove. The water was clear and gorgeous, but it was so freezing outside that I couldn’t stop my teeth from chattering. Those tourists must have had a death wish by taking a boat out in February.

“My dad’s been taking me out since before I can remember,” he said. “I got my boating license right after I turned sixteen. Don’t worry.” He smiled, pulling the boat away from the dock. “You’ll be safe.”

“I know,” I said, my eyes meeting his. “I trust you.”

The words came out without much thought, and my stomach flipped with surprise about how much I meant them. It reminded me of the conversation we’d been having in ceramics before Darius had burst in. I trusted Blake with my life in battle. I should be able to trust him with the truth of what I could do.

But I couldn’t dwell on it right now. Because now, we had a siren to catch.

Kate sat down in the seat next to Blake, breaking whatever moment the two of us had just had. “It’s time,” she said, holding out the handcuffs. “Lock me up.”

“Are you sure about this?” I asked her. “We know where the tourists crashed their boat. We could just check out the area, and I bet we would find the siren there.”

“I’m more than sure,” she said, her jaw set. “I want to hear the siren song. Plus, she might have gone somewhere else, and this is the most efficient way to find out if she’s still here or not. So, which one of you wants to lock me up?”

“I’ll do it,” I said, cuffing her wrist to the nearest beam and placing the key in my pocket. “Why do you have these things, anyway?”

“They’re my mom’s,” she said. “Don’t ask.”

“Ooookay.” My eyes met Blake’s, and we both tried not to laugh. “Your mom wasn’t home when you went there to get them, right?”

“No,” Kate said. “My brother was the only one home. He has that flu that’s going around the middle school. He can’t stop sneezing and coughing. It’s gross.”

“My sister had that, too,” I said. “I tried to heal her, but it didn’t work.”

“So your power only works on physical injuries?” Blake asked.

“Yeah.” I shrugged. “I guess so.”

I stared out at the sea, not saying anything for a few seconds. Before trying to heal my sister, I’d imagined all the good I could do if I could cure sicknesses. All of the lives I could save. That dream had been crushed the minute I’d realized that my power didn’t work like that.

But there was still a lot of good I could do. And right now, that meant catching the siren.

“You all should put your earplugs in,” Kate instructed. “I know we’re not there yet, but we don’t know how far her voice carries. It’s best not to risk it.”

We put in the earplugs first, and then the earmuffs that we had for the shooting range. Since the combination of the two protected our ears from the sound of gunshots, we figured it would be enough to protect ourselves from the siren song. After all, in The Odyssey, Odysseus’s men had passed the sirens by plugging their ears with beeswax. This technology was far more advanced than that.

We couldn’t talk much, since we couldn’t hear, so I joined Chris and Danielle at the front of the boat, looking out as we soared over the water. Danielle had her elbows resting on the railing, her face lifted up, her hair blowing in the wind like she was a mermaid. Chris had his arms outstretched, like he was flying. They both looked like they belonged out there.

With the headphones blocking the wind, it was more peaceful than ever. I took a deep breath and lifted my face to the sky, inhaling the fresh, salty air. In this moment, it was so easy to pretend that we were five normal teens, skipping school to enjoy a day on a boat.

Then I saw a movement in the corner of my eye—a hand pounding on the window.

I turned around and saw Kate, her face contorted, screaming something as she used her free hand to bang on the glass. I couldn’t hear her, but she was yelling so hard that a vein popped out of her neck. She pointed at the steepest cliff, and while I wasn’t great at lip reading, it looked like she was begging us to go that way.

My eyes met Blake’s, and we nodded in agreement about what was going on—Kate must be hearing the siren song. Which meant that the siren was still here. It would have made sense for us to go straight for her, except for one problem—the direction that Kate was pointing led to a grouping of jagged rocks, the water crashing around them. Docking the boat there would be impossible. The rocks would shred it—and us—apart.

Instead, Blake steered the boat away from the cliff. Kate pounded harder on the window, yelling and pulling at her wrist that was cuffed to the beam. She pulled so hard that the metal cut into her skin, blood dripping down her hand and onto the floor. She kept screaming, and as we drew closer to the shore, she reached out with her other hand and held it out to the cliff. Her face scrunched with determination, and a few small rocks broke free from the cliff, crashing into the water.

She was trying to use her power.

I’d never seen the extent of Kate’s power, but I always had a feeling that hers could be the most dangerous of all of ours. After all, she could potentially cause earthquakes, or cave-ins, or landslides—she could create disaster on a mass scale. But Kate was the most peaceful of the five of, which was why I’d always suspected that she’d been given such a strong ability. She would never use her power to destroy.

But a Kate who was desperate to reach the siren? I couldn’t be so sure. We were far enough out in the water right now that she couldn’t do much damage—she was too far away from her element to control it—but Blake was bringing the boat closer and closer to the shore. We had to get Kate under control. If we didn’t… I didn’t want to know what she might do to get us to that cliff.

I grabbed the last earplugs and earmuffs from the bag, held them up to show Chris and Danielle, and pointed to Kate. They nodded and hurried over to her, grabbing her and holding her down. She yelled something I couldn’t hear and struggled against them, but it was no use. She was the smallest of us all, and she stood no chance against them. But that didn’t stop her from trying to fight.

I was wrestling the earplugs into her ears when suddenly, she stopped fighting us.

“What happened?” I asked, although my voice sounded muffled and strange—I could only hear it in my head. Kate moved her lips in reply, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. So she grabbed her phone with her free hand and typed something on it, showing it to me.

We’re out of range of the siren song. You can all take your earplugs out now.

I moved to remove my earmuffs, but stopped myself. “How do we know you’re not trying to trick us?” I asked. “What if you just want us to take off our earmuffs so we hear the siren and drive towards the cliff?”

She smiled and grabbed the extra earplugs from my hand—the ones I’d been trying to force into her ears. She put them in, covered them with the extra pair of muffs, and typed something else on her phone.

I was telling the truth—we’re out of range of the siren. But good job being cautious


I showed the others the messages, and we all removed our earmuffs and earplugs. Once sure that she was telling the truth about being out of range of the siren, I unlocked the cuff around Kate’s wrist and called on my power to heal the places where the metal had cut into her skin.

“For a moment there, I thought you would saw your hand off to get to that siren,” I said, checking her wrist and ensuring that it was completely healed. “What did she say to you?”

“Oh, just that she knew all of the secrets of the universe—everything from the past, present, and future—and that she was on our side on the war against the Titans and would share all of her knowledge with us if we met her at the bottom of the cliff.” Kate chuckled, as if it were ridiculous. “Telling you about it now, I know it was a lie. But something about the tone and cadence of her voice… I don’t know.” She shrugged and looked off into the distance. “It made me believe her.”

We neared the shore, and Blake steered the boat towards the closest dock. It belonged to one of the huge houses on the outskirts of town. Judging by how the house had no lights on, how the snow around it was untouched, and how their boat was covered up, I guessed the house belonged to one of the many retired couples who only stayed in Kinsley over the summer.

Blake tied up our boat, and we gathered our weapons, hopping onto the dock. “Are you glad you listened to the siren song?” I asked Kate. “Because you kind of… well, you freaked out back there. You tried to use your powers on us. If we hadn’t been so far out in the water, who knows what you would have done?”

“Except that we were out on the water, so I knew going into it that I wouldn’t be able to do anything to hurt you,” she said, sounding absolutely confident that she was right. “Barely anyone has ever heard the siren song and survived. If I hadn’t tried, I would have regretted it forever.”

Chris jumped off the boat, landing right next to us. “The two of you can chat about this later,” he said, securing his gun in his holster and looking up at the looming cliff. “Right now, we have a siren to catch.”
  


CHAPTER NINE
 

Compared to locating the siren, capturing her proved rather simple. We hiked up the trail to the top of the cliff, with our earplugs and earmuffs on. We surprised her by coming at her from behind, and before she knew we were there, Chris shot her with a tranquilizer bullet full of gray energy. She was on the ground in seconds. Lucky for us, the siren’s greatest weapon was her song—not her physical strength. In fact, with her porcelain skin, long wavy hair, tiny frame, and huge eyes, she looked more like a doll than an ancient monster. She was so petite that bringing her from the cliff to the training room in Darius’s basement was a breeze.

We only removed our earplugs and muffs once she was bound to a chair inside the shooting range and shut inside. The range had a soundproof glass window, so it was the perfect place to keep her contained.

“She looks so… sweet.” Chris shook his head, examining her through the window. “Are we sure she’s actually a monster?”

“She had Kate convinced that she would tell us the secrets of the Universe if we crashed our boat into a cliff.” Blake crossed his arms, glaring at the siren. “She’s a monster, all right. She was in Kerberos because she sided with the Titans in the Second Rebellion. Don’t forget that while we’re questioning her.”

“Speaking of,” Kate said, joining us and glancing at the siren. “How exactly are we going to question her?”

“We’re going to go in there and use enough gray energy on her that she’s confused enough to answer our questions without a second thought,” Chris said. “Did the siren song mash up your brain or something? Because that was all part of our original plan.”

“But when we came up with the plan, we weren’t counting on our hostage being a siren,” Kate pointed out. “To get information from her, we need to be able to hear her. Which means talking to her without the earplugs and muffs on. Which means—”

“We can’t talk to her without getting hypnotized by her song,” Danielle interrupted. “So all of this was for nothing.”

We were silent as the reality of the situation sunk in. We’d done such a great job of capturing the siren. It was so easy… maybe too easy.

But we’d gone through so much trouble to get her here. There had to be a solution to this problem.

“Maybe it wasn’t all for nothing…” I said, an idea forming in my mind. “Kate, what about her song made it so hypnotizing? You said it was the tone and cadence of her voice, right?”

“Yep.” Kate nodded. “We can’t let her talk to us. And we can’t ask her to write out her answers to our questions, because with her hands free, nothing would stop her from pulling off our earmuffs and forcing us to listen to her.”

“So what should we do?” Blake asked, reaching for his gun. “Shoot her in the heart, and then wait for another monster to escape that we actually can question?”

“We might not have to do that.” I eyed up his gun, relaxing when he let his hand fall away from it. “The siren’s voice is hypnotizing because of its tone and cadence—not because of what she’s saying. It’s the quality of her voice that makes people believe her. So… what if we took that away from her?”

“How would we do that?” Danielle looked at me as if I were a complete idiot. “Unless you know a spell like the one Ursula used on Ariel in The Little Mermaid to take away her voice?”

“Nothing that complicated.” I purposefully ignored how Danielle was making fun of me, since we all knew that real witches didn’t use spells. “But I have had the flu before. And as a singer, I know that the worst part about the flu is that it ruins my voice—sometimes for the entire month.”

“And my brother has the flu right now…” Kate smiled, her eyes lighting up. “He’s so contagious that he spread it to everyone in my extended family who hadn’t gotten a flu shot. They’re calling him ‘Typhoid Steven.’”

I looked through the glass at the siren, who was just beginning to stir, and said, “I think it’s safe to bet that they don’t give out flu shots in Kerberos.”
  


CHAPTER TEN
 

It didn’t take Kate long to go to her house and come back with a plastic bag full of used tissues.

“Gross.” I backed away when she got close with the bag, even though I’d had my flu shot.

“I need to do this quick,” she said, putting on her earplugs and earmuffs. “I looked it up, and the flu virus will only remain active on these tissues for fifteen minutes. It took me five minutes to get here, so I have ten minutes to get that siren infected.”

“Five minutes?” Blake smirked. “Did you—the perfect rule-following student—speed?”

Kate lifted the earmuff away from her ear. “What was that?” she asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, although the thought of Kate speeding was pretty amusing. “Go infect that siren.”

* * *

Two days later, the siren’s porcelain button nose had turned red from all of her sniffling and sneezing. We’d untied her from the chair, since she didn’t pose a physical threat, and she was lying on the floor, her arms splayed out around herself. She was so sick that she could barely eat the food we’d given to her, because she had to keep taking breaks to cough, sneeze, and blow her nose.

“I thought that once she got the flu, she would look more normal,” Chris said. “But nope. She’s still totally hot.”

I rolled my eyes. “Too bad she’s an ancient monster who lures people to gruesome deaths.”

“Tell me about it,” Chris agreed. “So, what’s the plan from here?”

“We see if it worked,” Kate told him. “You’ll come into the room with me—you’ll be wearing earmuffs, and I won’t. I’ll chat with the siren. If her powers work on me, use your power over air to stop me from doing anything destructive to myself. I won’t be able to do much to fight back, since the room is empty of anything connected to the earth.”

“And if her powers don’t work on you, then the five of us can go in there and question her,” I said.

“Exactly.” Kate smiled. “Let’s hope that’s what happens. Because I really don’t feel like killing her and capturing another monster.”
  


CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

Just like we’d hoped, now that the siren had the flu, her voice had no power over us. Which was how the five of us found ourselves gathered around her in the shooting range, with her bound to the chair again. And despite all of her sobbing and wailing, we refused to let her go.

“Why are you doing this to me?” she pleaded, struggling against the ropes. “I don’t know anything. Just set me free and I’ll go far away from here and leave you all alone. I promise.” She widened her eyes and looked at each of us, as if appearing all innocent would be enough to make us believe her.

Danielle sat down and leaned against the wall, trying to balance the tip of her knife on the ground. It kept falling to its side. “Your powers don’t work on us now,” she said, barely paying the siren any attention. “The faster you tell us what we want to know, the faster we’ll let you go.” This time when she let go of the knife, it stood straight, balanced on the tip. “Wow,” she said, staring at it with her mouth dropped open. “I didn’t actually expect that to work.”

“It only worked because I helped.” Chris laughed, and the knife floated towards him, the handle settling in his grip. “Now,” he said when he turned to the siren, the tip of the knife facing her. “I don’t want to use this on you, but I will if I have to.”

“Seriously?” The siren laughed, tossing her long hair behind her shoulders. But the laugh quickly turned into a cough, and she took a few wheezing breaths to collect herself. “You would never use that on me.”

Chris lowered the knife, which proved the siren’s point.

“He might not.” Blake grabbed the knife and stepped forward, towering over the siren. “But I will. We need answers, and since you tried to kill us when we were out on the ocean, we don’t owe you anything. Now, we’ll ask you nicely one more time—how are you and the others escaping Kerberos? And how do you come back after we kill you?”

“How could I possibly know?” she purred, fluttering her eyelashes at Blake. “I’m just a lowly siren. All I wanted was to return to the world to sing and relax near the water. You could join me, if it would please you. All you would have to do is let me go and come with me. We could be such wonderful company for each other, don’t you think?”

“It’s trying to play you.” I rushed forward to stand next to Blake, clenching my fists to control the heat coursing through my veins. “Don’t believe a thing it’s saying.”

“How sweet.” The siren smiled, still focused on Blake. “Is your girlfriend jealous?”

Blake smirked and flicked on his lighter, balancing a ball of fire on his palm. “What would I want with a life near the water?” he asked, the light reflecting dangerously in his eyes as he stepped closer to the siren. “Fire’s my element.”

Before he could get any closer to her, droplets of water formed above the fire and rained down on it, extinguishing it. “Let’s not show off too quickly,” Danielle said, her voice tight. “Give it a chance to talk on its own first.”

“Can you please stop calling me an ‘it?’” the siren hissed, her eyes narrowing in the first monstrous display we’d seen from her all day. “I have a name. Thelxepeia.”

Chris laughed, and the siren bristled at his reaction. “There’s no way we’ll be able to pronounce that,” he said. “So… we’ll just call you Tina. It’s close enough, right?”

Tina frowned and stuck her chin in the air, apparently not happy with her new nickname. Then she sneezed and rubbed her nose on her shoulder, ruining whatever snobbish effect she was going for. “Stupid mortals,” she said, sniffing again. “As if you’ll ever be able to get anything out of me.”

“I think it’s time to use that knife now,” Danielle said, reaching to grab it from Chris.

“Not so fast,” Kate jumped in. “We have other options.”

“Oh, yeah?” Danielle raised an eyebrow. “Such as what?”

“Gray energy.”

I did a double take, making sure it was Kate who had said those words. It was.

“Do you even know how to use gray energy?” I asked her. “I thought you were against using it.”

“I was,” she said. “But I’m also logical. We have a serious problem on our hands with the portal to Kerberos weakening, so we need to know how to use every possible weapon at our disposal—including gray energy. I’ve been practicing.”

“Impressive.” Danielle stood up and brushed imaginary dust off her leather pants. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“Then I guess you underestimated me.” Kate straightened her shoulders and leveled her gaze with Danielle’s. “Come on. Let’s get started.”
  


CHAPTER TWELVE
 

After an hour of forcing the siren—Tina—to drink water infused with gray energy, we had nothing to show for it but a confused, tired siren who still hadn’t given us answers to our questions. I was beginning to think that this was hopeless. But we hadn’t given up yet.

Danielle held Tina’s head as she tipped up the glass of water, forcing her to drink. “Now, let’s try this again,” she said, dropping her hand down to rest at the hilt of her sword. “How did you get through the portal from Kerberos, and how did Orthrus come back after we killed him?”

“I don’t know.” The siren yawned, her head lulling to the side. Danielle splashed the rest of the water in her face, and she jerked up, her eyes hooded as she looked around. “Where am I?” she slurred. “Why do I feel like I’ve been run over by a chariot?”

I stood up, sick of trying the same thing and getting nowhere. “This isn’t working,” I said. “All the gray energy is just making her confused. And even if she knows the answers, she won’t be able to tell them to us if she’s so out of it that she can’t remember how she got here.”

“Or maybe she’s just pretending she doesn’t remember anything, so that we’ll get all compassionate and stop questioning her,” Danielle said, holding up the empty glass. “I’m going to fill this back up so we can try again.”

“No.” Blake stepped in front of Danielle, blocking her path. “Nicole’s right.”

“Of course you’re on her side.” Danielle rolled her eyes. “Why am I not surprised?”

“It’s not about sides.” He stood strong, his eyes blazing with determination. “It’s about facts. Gray energy is what the Elders use to manipulate memories. We barely know what we’re doing with it—but we’re definitely messing with her memories, and it’s not helping. If anything, it’s making this worse. We need to try something else.”

“Like what?” Danielle asked.

“I can try using white energy to take away the gray energy we made her drink,” I said. “I’m not sure if it’ll work, but if it does, at least she’ll remember how she got here.”

“Good idea,” Blake said. “You think it’ll work on the siren the same way it did when you removed the gray energy that Danielle put into your tennis racket last month?”

“You told her about that?” Danielle’s mouth dropped open, and she stepped away from Blake. “I told you not to say anything.”

“And you promised that you would stop using gray energy, and then you turned around and used it on Nicole,” he said. “So let’s call it even.”

“Whatever.” She huffed and glared at me. “Just because you could remove gray energy from a tennis racket doesn’t mean you can remove it from a siren.”

“Maybe not.” I stepped closer to the siren, kneeling down so my gaze was level with hers. Despite her eyes being watery from the flu, they were an otherworldly, startling shade of sea green that made it clear she wasn’t human. She was so tired that she could barely keep them open. “Can one of you untie her hands?” I asked the others. “It’ll be easier to do this if my palms can connect with hers.”

Her lips quivered as Chris unbound her wrists, but she didn’t turn away from my gaze. “Why are you all doing this to me?” she asked again, her voice shaky and meek. “I swear I don’t know anything. Won’t you please let me go?”

“The gray energy confused you.” I reached forward and held onto both of her hands, so our palms met. “I’m going to use white energy to push away the gray energy clouding your thoughts. Then, if you answer our questions and we can prove that you were telling the truth, we’ll let you go. Deal?”

“And if I still don’t know the answers?” she asked.

Blake flicked on his lighter and passed a ball of fire back and forth in his hands. “If you know the answers after Nicole cleans the gray energy out of your system, then you should tell us everything you know,” he said. “If you do, then we’ll let you go. If you don’t…” He stared at the ball of fire, the flames growing higher, and let the threat hang in the air.

“Then you’ll burn me?” She laughed, but it was raspy, and broke up when she started coughing. “You don’t have it in you to hurt me. None of you do.”

Blake held her gaze and sent a few sparks flying onto her arm.

“Ow!” She flinched. “That hurt.”

He closed his fist, the fire disappearing within it. “It’ll hurt more if you don’t cooperate,” he warned.

Tina sniffed, rubbing the place on her arm that was already turning red where the sparks had burned her. I looked up at Blake and swallowed. Even though I knew he was doing this to benefit us, in that moment, I couldn’t help feeling slightly scared of him.

But then I thought about Orthrus, and about the hideous harpy that had tried to kill us last month in the cave. None of us had thought twice before attacking either of them. And while Tina might not have her power right now, she was still dangerous. How many innocent people had she lured to their deaths? She’d also sided with the Titans during the Second Rebellion. Meaning that she’d wanted to destroy the Olympian rulers and let the world slip into chaos.

As I took her hand back in mine, I reminded myself that while she might look like a china doll, she was still dangerous. I couldn’t let myself forget that.

“Will this hurt?” she asked me, her voice soft. “What you’re about to do?”

“No,” I said. “I’m a healer. But if you don’t give my friends and me the information that we need, I will not waste a bit of my energy to heal you after they finish with you.”

With that, I closed my eyes, my hands still wrapped around hers, and cleared my mind of everything but the white energy surrounding me. Last month, I had to focus really hard to absorb the energy and channel it, but now I did it on instinct. Warmth flooded my body as the white orbs of light rushed through my veins, and I directed it through my palms and into the siren, pushing the gray energy out of her body and back out into the Universe.

Once I could feel no more remnants of gray energy inside of her, I pulled my hands out of hers and stepped back. Her eyes were clearer now, less tired, and her skin flushed with renewed life.

I stood up to look down on her, even though at five feet four inches, I wasn’t exactly intimidating. “Do you remember anything now?” I asked.

“I remember how I got here.” She sneezed again, and now that her arms were free, she reached for a tissue and blew her nose. I never knew that such a loud sound could come out of such a tiny creature. “But I still don’t have the answers to your questions. So you might as well plunge that sword into my heart right now and put me out of my misery.”

“You would like that, wouldn’t you?” Danielle took a few steps forward, her hand on the hilt of her sword. “Because you know that if we do that, you’ll be able to come back.”

The siren just stared at her, saying nothing.

“Well?” Danielle prodded her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re lying,” Kate said, so softly that it was eerie how confident she sounded. “You don’t want to die. And you’re used to using your voice to convince people that everything you say is true, so you’ve never had anyone doubt you. But I don’t believe you for one second.”

“Your loss, then.” The siren smiled, and I knew at once that Kate was right. Why did we think the siren might go along with us and answer our questions? She was thousands of years old. I couldn’t fathom how young we must seem to her.

If we wanted information, we weren’t going to get it by being nice.

I picked my bow off the floor, got into stance, and readied the arrow. “Blake?” I said, keeping my eyes on the siren. “Give me fire. I’ll make sure to aim anywhere except for her heart.”

He raised an eyebrow in question, as if asking if I was sure about this. But I didn’t budge. So he tossed a fireball at the arrow, lighting up the tip. The siren’s eyes were locked on mine, like she was daring me to go through with it. She must not think I would.

I pulled back on the string, ready to shoot.

“Wait!” she said, and while I didn’t shoot, I didn’t move, either. “I can tell you what you want to know. Just don’t shoot me with that. Please?”

I looked over at Kate, and she nodded for me to lower my weapon. I did.

“Want me to put the fire out?” Danielle asked.

“No,” I said. “Keep it burning. In case I need to shoot fast.”

I didn’t really need the fire—Blake could aim at the siren from this distance, and a shot from the arrow would hurt even if it weren’t flaming. But the siren seemed terrified of fire, and we needed to use every intimidation technique possible.

Kate stepped closer to the siren, her hand on her gun. “First question,” she said. “How did you, Orthrus, and the harpy get here? And why did you come first instead of the powerful monsters, like the Titans?”

“That’s two questions,” Tina said. “Not one.”

Blake threw a fireball straight at her hair, which was draped over the back of the chair, as long and shiny as a mermaid’s.

“Put it out!” she yelled, followed by a string of curse words that I couldn’t have imagined coming out of her delicate mouth.

Danielle just crossed her arms and smirked.

“We were able to escape because the portal between Earth and Kerberos is weakened,” the siren said, her words coming out fast as she eyed up her flaming hair. “The portal detects magic to know what to keep out. It’s getting weaker every day, but for now, only those of us who aren’t as powerful are able to sneak through. The big guys are still stuck.” She looked at Danielle expectantly. “There’s your answer, so put out the fire now!”

“Only because I hate the smell of burning hair.” Danielle flicked her wrist at the cup of water on the floor, and the water shot up into an arc, dumping straight onto the siren’s head. The fire sizzled out, but the bottom half of her hair was burned to a crisp.

“Wow.” Chris whistled. “You’re going to want to see a stylist about that.”

“Shut up,” she said, although the power behind the words was lost, since it was followed by a fit of coughing.

“How much longer until the portal is weak enough for the Titans to get through?” Kate asked.

“I don’t know,” she answered. “I didn’t put the portal there.”

Blake flicked his lighter, and the siren flinched back.

“But if I had to guess, it’ll be a few more months for it to get to that point,” she said, relaxing when Blake put the fire out. “Around the time of the summer solstice.”

“Good,” Kate said. “And I have one more question.”

The siren glared at her, but said nothing. At least she understood that she wasn’t in the position to barter.

“What happens when we shoot you in the heart with our weapons?”

“We disappear,” the siren said, not missing a beat. “But you know that.”

I raised my bow, which had the intended effect of making her shrink away. “Where do you go when you disappear?” I asked. “We thought we’d killed Orthrus, but he came back. How?”

Blake focused on the fire on my arrow, and it grew taller. But the siren still said nothing.

“Would the same thing happen if I shot you through the head?” I asked, raising my weapon to aim at the proposed target. “Would you disappear?”

“Why don’t you try it and find out?” she said sweetly.

“That’s a yes,” Kate said, and I nodded, since I’d already assumed so. “Don’t do it, or you’ll be giving her what she wants.”

Instead, I shot the arrow so it grazed her arm—slicing the skin open enough to draw blood. She threw her head back and screamed, and I strung another arrow through my bow, ready to shoot again.

“When we disappear, we go back to Kerberos.” She turned away from my bow, as if that would be enough to stop me from shooting her again. “Once there, we heal, and when our strength returns we can leave again. Try as you may, no human weapon will be strong enough to kill any of us.”

“We’re not human,” Chris said. “We’re witches. And Nicole’s a demigod.”

“You all have human blood in you.” The siren shrugged. “Same difference.”

“If none of our weapons will kill you, then what will?” Blake asked.

The siren tossed back her charred hair and laughed. “As if I’ll ever tell you.”

“I’m going to ask you the question again.” Blake flicked on his lighter, creating a fireball in his hand. “If our weapons don’t kill you, what will?” He reached forward and held the fire to the siren’s leg, which was bound to the chair. She let out a bloodcurdling scream, struggling so much that the chair tipped over, dumping her into fetal position on the floor. Blake leaned next to her and held the fire in the same spot, burning her skin until she begged him to stop. “Are you ready to answer the question now?” he asked.

“Never,” she hissed, spitting into the flames.

Danielle walked over to the siren and unsheathed her sword. “Then you have no use to us anymore,” she said, plunging the weapon straight into the siren’s heart.

The siren let out one last final gasp and disappeared.

Kate rushed to where the siren had been sprawled out only seconds ago, as if she might still be able to find her there. But she was gone. “What was that for?” she asked Danielle, pointing at the empty space where the siren had been. “She might have told us what we wanted!”

Danielle stepped back, casually holding the sword that was smothered with the siren’s blood. “No, she wouldn’t have,” she said calmly. “Not if she wanted to preserve her own life. Which I can guarantee you that she did.”

“We could have made a deal with her,” I said. “If she’d told us how to kill the monsters permanently, we could have spared her life.”

“And would we have stuck to that bargain?” Danielle smiled, as if she thought she had me cornered.

“Yes.” I stood strong. “She might not have expected us to—she might not have even done so if she were in our shoes—but we’re better than that. We would have honored the deal.”

“Except that you just said it yourself—she wouldn’t have expected us to stick with it,” Danielle said. “So she would have had no reason to trust us with the information we’d asked for. Trying to talk to her for any longer would have been a waste of our time.”

Kate stepped between us, putting her arms out to stop the fighting. “What’s done is done,” she said, looking back and forth between the two of us. “But at least we know that somehow, there’s a way to permanently kill these monsters. We just need to find someone else—someone on our side, so we know they can be trusted—who can help us figure out what that way is.”
  


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 

When I woke up the next morning, one of the first things I noticed was a package resting on my windowsill. I’d been checking every day, since the last time I’d woken up to find something there, it had been a necklace with an A carved into the pendent. I kept the necklace safe in my jewelry box, since I didn’t want to risk losing it during training. While I couldn’t say for sure, I suspected it was a gift from Apollo—my father.

Ever since receiving the necklace, I’d been hoping to hear from him again. So I pushed open the window and reached for the package. It was a brown parcel, tied together with twine. I undid the knot and opened it, revealing a handwritten note inside.

To get the answers you seek, all you must do is touch the Book and ask. –A

It was written in perfect script. I read it a few more times, as if there would be a secret message to decode, but came up with nothing. The note must be literal.

I had to let the others know, but first, I had to write back to “A.” Because I needed answers, too.

So I pulled a piece of paper out of a notebook and started to write.

Hi… I’m not quite sure what to say—I guess this is the first time we’ve ever “talked.” If this is who I think it is, there’s so much I want to ask you. But it’s too much to say in a note. Will we ever be able to meet?

I didn’t sign it, because he would know who it was from. Instead, I folded it up and wrapped it inside the parcel, writing “To: A” on the outside.

I placed it on the windowsill, and then texted the others. Because if what Apollo had said in the note was correct, then this might be the clue we needed about how to access the Book.

Today, after school, we had to test it out for ourselves.
  


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 

I showed the others the note when I saw them at school, and that afternoon, we sat in Darius’s living room, gathered around the Book of Shadows.

“So, you think this note is literal?” Kate asked after reading it again. She reached for the Book, but pulled back, as if afraid she might hurt it. “We can just touch the Book, and it will somehow answer us?”

“That’s what the note says.” I shrugged. “Do you want to try it?”

“Yes.” She nodded, her eyes eager. “If that’s okay with you?”

“Of course.” I motioned for her to go ahead. Kate had done so much for me since I’d arrived in Kinsley—she’d caught me up on everything I needed to know about witches—and she was so excited to see if this worked. She should be the one to try first. “Go ahead.”

She situated herself in front of the Book, laid her hands on the cover, and closed her eyes. “How do we kill the creatures escaping from Kerberos?” She spoke slowly, as if that would help the Book understand her. Then she opened her eyes and lifted her hands, looking down at the Book in question. “Do I just… open it?” she asked.

“I don’t know any more than you do,” I said. “But yes, that seems like it would make sense.”

“Right.” She hovered over the Book and took a deep breath, wringing her fingers together. “Here goes nothing.” She opened the Book and flipped through the pages, her expression blank as she looked through them.

“Well?” Danielle asked, tapping her fingers on her knee.

“There’s still nothing there.” Kate sat back on her heels and sighed. “It’s empty.”

“So much for that,” Chris said. “Looks like we’re back to where we were last night.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” Blake rested his elbows on his knees, staring at the Book. “Nicole was the only one who could lift the Book from the stand. Maybe she should ask it what’s inside.”

“It’s worth a try.” I kneeled in front of the coffee table, closed the Book, and placed my hands on the cover. “How do we kill the creatures from Kerberos?” I asked, repeating Kate’s words exactly.

Heat surged up my arm, feeling like it was coming straight from the Book, and I took a sharp breath inward.

“What?” Kate asked. “Did something happen?”

“I think so…” I pulled my hands off the Book, opened it, and gasped at what I saw. Now, instead of being blank, the first page had Table of Contents written in old text. One row down, it said Crafting Your Weapons, page 4.

The others gathered around me—Darius, too—their mouths open as they saw the script on the page. We were all silent as I turned to page four. Now, instead of being blank, it was full of text.

“I need my reading glasses to see that,” Darius said, moving back to his armchair. “So would one of you like to read out loud?”

“I’ll do it,” I volunteered, barely taking a breath before starting to read. “It says that by now, the Fire Elemental should have begun welding the weapons found in the book he received in his clue.” We all nodded, because Blake had done a fantastic job creating the weapons described in the book. He was a complete natural. My bow, Danielle’s katana, and Chris’s knives had all been crafted by Blake. “Part of the curse put on the creatures in Kerberos, to keep them there for all eternity, is that if they ever find themselves back on Earth, they will be returned to Kerberos upon their death.”

“It makes sense,” Kate said. “Kerberos was supposed to be the most secure place to imprison them—even more secure than Tartarus. The Olympians never expected anyone to be able to escape, but of course they needed a back up plan in case it happened.”

“But there’s something we can do to change it, right?” Chris asked.

“I’m getting to that,” I said, continuing to read. “However, if the correct ingredients are gathered and mixed by the Elementals, the mixture can be coated onto their weapons. When used to fatally wound, these weapons will send the creature to limbo for one year. This will prevent them from being immediately returned to Kerberos.”

“Just as I suspected,” Darius mused. “It is impossible to permanently destroy the soul of any immortal creature. However, sending them to limbo will buy us time to figure out how to seal the portal. What are the ingredients you’ll need?”

“They’re all listed here,” I said, finding them on the center of the page. “There are three of them. The seed of the lotus fruit, the milk from the sacred immortal cattle of Helios, and the blood of the slain hydra.”

“Sounds like we won’t be able to walk into the grocery store and pick that up,” Chris said. “Where are we supposed to find that stuff?”

I scanned the rest of the information in the Book. “It doesn’t say,” I said. “There’s a recipe under the ingredients, but no instructions about where we can find them. If they even exist.” I sighed and placed the Book back down, feeling defeated already.

“They exist,” Darius broke in. “They can be found in the Aegean Sea, on the Greek islands of old mythology that have been hidden from human eyes for centuries.”

“You mean the islands that Odysseus visited in The Odyssey?” Kate said.

“Those places are real?” I asked.

Darius raised a bushy eyebrow. “After everything you’ve learned this past month, this shouldn’t be surprising,” he said. “There are hundreds of islands in the Aegean Sea. Human scholars believe that the islands Odysseus visited in The Odyssey were imaginary, but they’re wrong. The islands where the old mythology reigns exist. They’re simply kept hidden from humans by illusions that make them appear deserted—but witches are able to see everything that’s truly there. And, according to the Book of Shadows, the five of you must journey there to collect the ingredients you’ll need to create this formula for your weapons.”

“We can’t just leave Kinsley to go to Greece,” Kate said. “Our parents would never let us do that. And what about school? And how would we even get to Greece at all?”

“February vacation starts on Friday,” Darius said. “That would be a perfect time for you to make the journey. I can use my powers to convince your parents that the five of you have been chosen for a school-sponsored trip to Washington DC. As for getting to Greece, I’m sure that the Head Elder of Greece will have no problem creating a portal so the five of you can get there. She—along with all of the Head Elders—knows all about your situation. I imagine she’ll be happy to help in any way she can.”

“You can’t make the portal yourself?” I asked.

“Oh, no.” Darius laughed, as if the thought were ridiculous. “Portal-making is some of the most advanced magic there is. It requires the power of a Head Elder. And it’s about time to introduce you to Hypatia. She’s heard all about the five of you, and is very eager to meet you.”

“Back up for a moment,” Blake said, and all heads turned to him. “Getting the lotus seeds and the milk from Helios’s cattle sounds crazy, but feasible. But the blood of a slain hydra? I know we’ve been practicing with our powers and weapons for a month—and we’ve gotten pretty good at it, too—but the hydra is one of the most dangerous creatures out there. Slaying it was one of Hercules’s twelve labors. What if one of us gets hurt? Or worse?”

I didn’t know if I was imagining it or not, but I could have sworn that his gaze drifted to mine when he’d said that last part. It was like he was saying that he didn’t want me getting hurt. My cheeks heated at the thought, and I focused on my hands, unable to look at Blake without my feelings for him showing on my face for everyone else to see.

“Hercules was one person,” Chris pointed out. “We’re five.”

“Actually, Hercules didn’t slay the hydra on his own,” Kate said. “He needed help from his nephew.”

“But neither of them had powers like ours.” Chris rubbed his hands together, his confidence not wavering. “We’ve got this.”

“Oh, I know we can slay the hydra.” Blake crossed his arms, as if offended that anyone had thought he’d doubted our abilities. “We just need to make sure that we all get back here alive.”

“First of all, I’m glad to hear that you all have been paying attention during our Greek mythology class,” Darius said. “Secondly, you must remember that your powers, and your ability to fight, are gifts from the gods. Your progress this past month has been astounding. Not only do I believe that you’re ready for this, but I believe that the Book wouldn’t send you on this mission if it didn’t think you could succeed. You must retrieve these ingredients. It’s the only way to make sure that the creatures who escape from Kerberos are sent away and unable to return to Earth before the portal is sealed.”

“Can you all back up a bit?” I said, and everyone looked at me, waiting for what I had to say. “I know that you’ve all been studying Greek mythology for your entire lives, but I’ve only been in the class since January. And I don’t remember much from when I read The Odyssey last year. So can you please tell me—what are the seeds of the lotus fruit, what are Helios’s immortal cattle, and what’s a hydra?”

For a few seconds, everyone looked at me like I was crazy for not knowing this. Then Chris jumped in.

“The Land of the Lotus Eaters was my favorite part of The Odyssey,” he said. “It’s an island where people live off the lotus fruit, which is basically a drug that makes them lazy. When Odysseus’s men ate it, it they decided they wanted to stay on the island forever, so they blew off their mission to return home.”

“So it sounds like getting the lotus fruit should be easy?” I asked. “A bunch of drugged up locals shouldn’t give us trouble. We’ll just need to gather the fruit and get out of there.”

“The scent of the fruit is rumored to be quite tempting, so it might not be as easy as you think,” Darius said. “But yes, if you bring water infused with yellow energy onto the island, you should be able to stay focused on your mission and not get distracted by the scent of the fruit.”

“The milk of Helios’s cattle shouldn’t be hard, either,” Kate said. “The only reason the island was a problem in The Odyssey was because Odysseus’s men slaughtered the cattle for meat, despite knowing that harming them would mean angering Helios.”

“Odysseus’s men sure messed up a lot,” Chris said.

“Yeah.” Kate laughed. “They did. So as long as we don’t kill any of Helios’s cattle, we should be fine there.”

“What about the hydra?” I asked. “That’s the real challenge, isn’t it?”

“The hydra is a monster with five heads.” Blake pressed his fingers together, his gaze locked on mine. “The myths say that it has poison breath, but really, it’s just its bite that’s poisonous. The only way to kill it is to cut off its heads. But if you cut off a hydra head, two grow back in its place.”

“Then we can’t kill it by chopping off its heads,” I said. “There has to be another way.”

“Hercules figured out that if he immediately burned the open stumps, the heads couldn’t grow back,” Blake said. “With my power over fire, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Except there’s the immortal head,” Kate added. “It breathes fire, and it can’t be killed.”

“But Hercules killed the hydra, didn’t he?” I asked. “Immortal head and all?”

“With a special golden sword gifted to him by Athena,” she said. “We don’t have one of those.”

“Hm.” I balanced my chin in my hands. “That does sound like a problem.”

“Why don’t you ask the Book?” Chris suggested.

“Ask it what? If we can have a golden sword from Athena, too?”

“Sure.” He shrugged. “It can’t hurt to ask.”

Even though it felt silly, I placed my hand on the book and asked, “May we please have a weapon that will help us slay the hydra?”

Instead of another entry appearing in the Table of Contents, writing began to form on the previously blank page on the left, as if someone were writing in the Book at that very moment.

You already have all of the weapons you need.

I read the words out loud. Right afterward, they disappeared. We all watched the Book closely, as if more writing might appear, but it didn’t.

“Well, that was vague,” Kate finally said.

“Maybe not,” Blake said. “I did use my power to forge our weapons, using the instructions in the book I received in my clue. Those weapons must be strong enough to defeat the hydra. It would make sense with what the Book just told us.”

“It would,” Chris agreed. “So, what do we do now?”

“We train,” Danielle said, standing up. “We have one week to study how Hercules slayed the hydra and figure out how to do it ourselves. So let’s get to it. We have no time to waste.”

With that, she headed to the training center in the basement, and we all followed her lead.
  


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 

A few days later, we gathered in the training center at the crack of dawn, ready to go. We had a few bags with changes of clothes and extra weapons, but other than that, we’d packed light. Most of the weapons we planned on using were already on us. Darius had connected to Hypatia on Skype, who was on board the yacht we would be taking through Greece, ready to create the portal.

“As you know, it’s already the afternoon here in Greece.” She spoke perfect English, with only the trace of an accent. “Once you arrive, we’ll get you settled in, and then we’ll set sail to the first island on our journey. It will take me about a minute to create the portal. Are you ready?”

“Yes,” we said, although I fidgeted with the strap of my quiver. I wasn’t sure if there was truly a way to feel ready for something like this.

“Every second the portal remains open will take up more of Hypatia’s energy,” Darius reminded us. “She can keep a portal open for a maximum of five minutes, but please step through as quickly as possible. We want to help her preserve as much of her energy as she can.”

“If her portal will only last for five minutes, how come the portal to Kerberos can stay open?” I asked.

“Because that portal was created by the gods,” Darius answered. “Portals created by anyone who isn’t a god can only stay open for a limited amount of time.”

Hypatia stood up, and she held her hands in front of her, closing her eyes in deep concentration. A minute later, wind rushed through the room, and the wall in front of us shimmered, transforming into the circular whirlwind that would lead us to Greece. It was like looking through foggy glass—I could barely see the shape of a person and what seemed to be a living room on the other side.

“It’s safe to come through.” Hypatia spoke to us through Skype, since sound didn’t travel through the portal.

“I know that the five of you wish you had more time to prepare,” Darius said to us. “But in all my years, I’ve never seen power as strong as yours. You’re ready for this—I know it.”

“Thank you,” I said, blinking back tears. “We wouldn’t have been close to this ready if it weren’t for you showing us the way.”

“May the gods be with you,” he said. “And I must admit, I’ve always been curious about the Islands of Old Mythology. I’m looking forward to hearing your stories upon your return. Now, don’t keep the portal open for any longer than necessary. Hypatia’s waiting.”

Blake stepped up to the portal, staring at it with determination. “I’ll go first,” he said, walking through without hesitation.

Danielle and I stepped forward at the same time, bumping into each other’s shoulders. I moved aside, figuring it wasn’t worth fighting with her over this. “I’m next,” she said, tossing her hair behind her and walking through with as much confidence as Blake.

Once she was gone, I straightened my shoulders and gazed into the swirling portal. My stomach flipped—I’d never even left the country by plane before—so I had no idea what to expect. But I couldn’t put it off for any longer.

“Here goes nothing,” I said, taking a deep breath and stepping through.
  


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 

It was just like the portal in the boulder to enter the cave—like passing through a mist machine at a theme park. My stomach flipped, like it does on a roller coaster, although my feet never left the ground. Once the prickly sensation left my skin, I opened my eyes and allowed myself to breathe again, stepping aside so the next person wouldn’t crash into me.

Once all five of us were through, Hypatia closed the portal, severing the one connection I had to home.

“Welcome aboard the Artemis,” she said, smiling at each of us. She was young for a Head Elder—just a little older than my mom—which I already knew from when Darius had introduced her on Skype. She was also shorter than I’d expected—just barely five feet tall. “Let’s get you all settled in, and then we’ll sit down for lunch while we look over the map,” she continued. “It’s only one hour to the Land of the Lotus Eaters, but I want to make sure you’re prepared before we set sail.”

“Sounds good,” I said, looking around the yacht for the first time since getting here. The only boat I’d ever been on was the fishing boat that Blake had taken us on to find the siren. This was nothing like that. This was more like a house that just happened to be floating. We were gathered in what looked like a living room, except that the windows on one side looked out to a glittering blue sea, and the ones on the other to a hill dotted with white stucco homes.

Hypatia led us down a flight of stairs to the bedrooms, where we dropped off our stuff. There were three main bedrooms—one for Hypatia, one for me, Kate, and Danielle, and the other for Blake and Chris.

“The staff bedrooms are that way,” she said, pointing to the other door. “One of them is unoccupied, so you can use it to store your weapons.”

“Staff?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

“You didn’t think I was going to captain the yacht myself?” She laughed.

I suppose I did think she would be captaining it herself, but since she seemed to think that would be a silly thought, I said nothing.

“So the boat is yours, then?” I asked instead.

“For now,” she said. “It’s given to the Head Elder of Greece, so we can easily travel to the various islands in the area. I also have a house on Santorini—the island you saw out the window when you arrived. Now, how about I show you the rest of the yacht?”

She led us up to the top deck, where there was a bar stocked with sodas and snacks, a sitting area to look over the water, and the captain’s chair. There was also a hot tub, although there was no water in it.

“Too bad I didn’t bring a bathing suit,” Chris said.

“This is a mission, not a vacation,” Hypatia replied, and while she was friendly, I could tell that she would be strict, too. “Lunch should be ready by now. We have about one hour until we’ll arrive at the Land of the Lotus Eaters, and here in Greece, we love our meal times. So let’s eat and discuss our game plan.”
  


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 

The chef served us salad for lunch—it didn’t have lettuce in it, which I found strange, but I ate it anyway. It was mostly tomatoes and cucumbers and cheese, and it was really fresh and delicious. Hopefully he didn’t notice that I avoided the olives.

At the end of lunch, the yacht pulled closer to a small island, and we gathered on the deck so we could get a look at it. But there wasn’t much to look at—the island seemed to be deserted. The sparkling blue water crashed onto a sandy beach, which led to a forested hill. Seagulls flew overhead, but they were the only signs of life.

I didn’t know what I’d expected, but given that these were the magical islands of old mythology, it hadn’t been this.

“This is it?” I asked, unable to keep the disappointment from my tone. “I thought that people were supposed to live here.”

“They do,” Hypatia said. “We’re keeping our distance from them because the scent of the lotus fruit can be quite… intoxicating. We couldn’t risk getting too close and having myself or the crew affected. So we’ll anchor here and you’ll take the dinghy to the beach. Walk about thirty minutes around the cove, and you should find the locals.”

“That makes sense,” Kate said, turning to us. “Remember—all we’re doing is gathering the fruit and coming back here. Do not eat the fruit under any circumstances. If you start to feel affected by the smell of the fruit, drink the yellow energy water in your bag, and you’ll be brought back to your senses.”

“The locals should provide you with the fruit,” Hypatia reminded us. “They love the lotus fruit, so they’ll be anxious to share. All you need to do is fill your bags with as much of it as you can and return back here.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Chris said. “Especially since the locals are all doped up on lotus. It sounds like they’ll have no clue what’s going on.”

“But we have our weapons, just in case.” Blake rested his hand on his gun, which he’d hidden under his jacket.

“If you haven’t returned once the sun has set, I’ll come looking for you,” Hypatia said. “Hopefully it won’t come to that. For now, one of the crew members will take you from the yacht to the beach. Once there, follow the beach around the cove to find the Lotus Eaters. Good luck, and I’ll see you soon.”

With that, we piled into the dinghy, and we were off.
  


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 

We strolled along the beach, listening to the waves crash against the shore, lost in our own thoughts. Between school, training, and homework, I barely had much time to think anymore. Could it be possible that my dad—Apollo—was watching me now? I’d assumed he was watching me back in Kinsley, since he’d known to leave that package on my windowsill. He hadn’t replied to my letter, but now that we were here, in the ancient lands, would he finally show himself to me? If he had time to leave me presents and letters, surely he could stop by for a short visit, just to introduce himself.

Then my thoughts were interrupted by hollow, rhythmic music that sounded like it came from bongos. We all stopped in our tracks, staring ahead at where it was coming from.

“Is that a drum circle?” Danielle asked.

“It’s coming from that way.” Chris pointed forward, running around the next turn. “I see them!” He came back around and motioned for us to hurry. His face was lit up with a huge smile, as if he’d discovered a buried treasure. “This way.”

We followed him around the corner, and in the distance I saw what appeared to be a giant beach party. People of all ages and heritages danced around a drum circle, played games of volleyball, surfed on the sea, and lounged around in hammocks. They didn’t seem to have a care in the world. We stood there, watching them, not saying a word.

Then a young boy who couldn’t have been older than ten pointed at us and shouted, “New visitors!”

I froze, my hand going to my bow. The others reached for their weapons, too.

The boy ran toward us, but an older woman in a kimono followed him, placing her hands on his shoulders to stop him. “We were just about to start a bonfire,” she said with a grin, as if she’d been expecting us. “Come, join us!”

“Yes, join us!” the others chorused, to the beat of the bongos. They kept repeating their request, the goofy smiles not leaving their faces. They all were dressed from different times—one man wore a dirtied toga, a woman wore a tattered medieval gown, a teen boy wore a t-shirt and board shorts, and another man wore a Scottish kilt, among many others. It was like the strangest Halloween party ever.

“What do you think?” Danielle asked, her hand still on her katana.

“They seem friendly,” I said. “And we’re supposed to talk to them to get the fruit, so I don’t think it will do us any good to walk over there brandishing our weapons.”

A little girl ran up to us, wearing a nightgown that had probably once been white under all the dirt, laughing as she kicked up piles of sand. “Come play with us!” she said, her ringlets bouncing around her face. “You can help us light the campfire.”

“I think I can help with that,” Blake said, flicking on his lighter and balancing a fireball in his hand.

The girl stopped in her tracks and looked up at him in wonder, the fire lighting up her face. “Wow,” she said, her tongue practically hanging out as she admired the flames. “Can I try?”

“You better not.” Blake closed his hand so the fire snuffed out, and the girl pouted. “You wouldn’t want to burn yourself,” he explained. “But I can definitely help you with that bonfire.”

She reached for his sleeve, tugging him towards the group.

He laughed and looked back at us. “Come on,” he said, allowing her to pull him away. “They seem harmless.”

I wasn’t so sure about that—their goofy grins and unison way of speaking put me on edge. But Hypatia had instructed us to interact with the locals, so as we made our way toward the group, I listened to Kate as she filled us in on her observations about the people here.

“They’ve all gotten lost here during different periods of history,” she said. “That’s why they’re wearing clothes from different eras. Once they’re here, they must stay the same age forever.”

“Like the Lost Boys in Never Land?” Chris asked.

“Exactly.” Kate nodded, and ran to catch up with the girl. “Hi, there,” she said, perching on her knees and smiling. “What’s your name?”

The girl paused for a second, as if she had to think to remember. “Marion,” she finally said, and then she grinned, as if proud of herself for knowing her own name. Her two front teeth were missing from her smile.

“And what year were you born?” Kate asked.

“I don’t know.” She giggled, as if the question were silly. “Come on! Let’s go play.” She took off toward the drum circle, sand flying behind her feet as she ran.

Sadness filled my chest as I watched her hurry away. Had she truly been on this island for so long that she’d forgotten what year she was born? Her nightgown didn’t look like anything modern—it could have been from a hundred years ago. Her name was old-fashioned, too.

Kate was right… it was like she’d been frozen in time. Everyone here was. Goosebumps prickled over my arms at the thought. This island was a ghost town, and we were outsiders, being welcomed in.

“This place is giving me the creeps,” Kate said once the girl was out of earshot.

“Me, too,” I agreed, glad that I wasn’t the only one who felt that way. “Let’s get the fruit, and get out of here.”
  


CHAPTER NINETEEN
 

“We have to act like we want to hang out with them,” Kate said as we walked closer to the drum circle. “It won’t take long until they ask us if we want to try the lotus fruit. When they do, we have to say—”

“That it smells delicious, but we’re in a hurry and would love to take some for the road,” I completed her sentence. “We’ve been over this. It’ll be fine. Like Chris said, they’re so doped up on lotus that they don’t seem to care about anything but having fun.”

When we arrived at the drum circle, Chris was already sitting down, banging on a bongo. “This is actually pretty fun,” he said, although it wouldn’t have taken a professional musician to tell that his drumming was completely off beat.

“Your friends should try, too” a man next to him, who was wearing an Egyptian headdress, said. “Come, join us!”

I loved music, but my talents were with the guitar, not with bongos. So I looked around, searching for the others. Blake was helping Marion and some of the other kids gather wood for a campfire. Danielle had grabbed a surfboard and was running toward the ocean. They both were smiling and laughing, as if they were having the time of their lives.

“I guess I’ll join the drum circle,” Kate said with a shrug.

“Wonderful!” the Egyptian man said, scooting over to make room for her between himself and an Indian woman whose arms were covered in beautiful henna tattoos.

“I think I’ll check out the volleyball courts,” I finally said. “See if they could use an extra player.”

“Have fun, dear!” A woman in a flapper outfit waved at me and inhaled on her cigarette holder, blowing smoke in my face as I passed by her.

I breathed it in, and the smell of the smoke was so delicious that it made me stop in my tracks. I’d never smelled something so wonderfully sweet. My favorite food had always been chocolate, but I imagined that if chocolate were put next to this delicious smell, the chocolate would be ignored completely. I took another deep breath, inhaling the lingering smoke, wanting the amazing aroma of it to stay with me forever.

“What were you saying, dear?” the flapper woman asked, blowing out more of the intoxicating smoke. I inched closer to her, savoring every bit of it. “You were going to play volleyball?”

“Yes.” I smiled at the thought of playing volleyball—I’d never played before, but it was similar to tennis, so it couldn’t be hard, right? “Volleyball sounds fun. I’ll see you all soon!” I waved to Kate and Chris, flashed them a grin, and bounced over to the volleyball courts.

I was halfway there when I saw him. He threw the volleyball in the air and served, the sun glistening off his perfectly tan body. He had silky, blond hair, and he was so gorgeous that he looked like a movie star.

Then he turned around and smiled at me. His eyes were clear blue, like the sky, and the way he was looking at me—as if I was the only person in his world—made my heart feel like it had transformed into fluttering butterflies in my chest.

“Hi, there,” he said, his accent making me melt. I didn’t know where it was from—England, maybe? “Care to join our game?”

I blinked and glanced over my shoulder, making sure he was actually talking to me. There was no one else there.

“Yes, I’m talking to you.” He laughed, and it sounded like musical bells. “I’m Ethan. That’s my twin sister Rachael.” He pointed to the girl across the net, who was equally blonde, tall, and gorgeous. “And you are…?”

“Nicole,” I answered, needing to remind myself to breathe.

“Nice to meet you, Nicole.” My name sounded beautiful when he said it. “Care to join in?” He tossed the ball to me, and thanks to my natural reflexes, I caught it without a second thought.

“Sure,” I said, flashing him what I hoped was a flirty smile. “Yes. That sounds great.”

“Perfect,” he said, smiling right back at me. “I claim you for my team.”

I bounced over to him, and he took the ball back from me, his hands brushing mine. Warmth flooded my body, as if his touch had filled me with pure, white energy.

“Have you ever played before?” he asked, standing so close to me that I could smell the same delicious sweetness in his breath that had been in the flapper lady’s smoke. I wished he would kiss me, so I could taste that same sweetness on his lips.

But I couldn’t kiss someone I’d just met. Could I?

I stepped back, trying to organize my thoughts into something somewhat coherent. “No, I haven’t played before,” I said, smiling at him and tossing my hair over my shoulder. It was something Danielle always did when she was flirting. It worked for her, so I might as well try it, too. “But I do play tennis, and I’m pretty good at sports. I’m sure I’ll have no problem picking it up.”

“Sounds like a fun challenge,” he said. “Since you’re a newbie, I’m sure that Rachael will have no problem going two-on-one.” He grinned and stepped back, tossing the ball into the air and serving it across the net. “Game on!”

I watched his perfect form, and the way he smiled at me, and it was like I was in my own personal part of heaven.

I could imagine staying here on this island, with him, forever.
  


CHAPTER TWENTY
 

I lost track of how long we played volleyball—all I knew was that Rachael beat us, and that I could barely pay attention to the game because everything about Ethan was so ridiculously distracting. I wondered if he was equally as distracted by me, too. I doubted it, but it didn’t hurt to dream.

“That was a blast,” he said once the game was over. “Now I just want to collapse in the sand and do nothing for the rest of the day.”

“That sounds tempting.” I smiled, and then plopped down right in the middle of the volleyball court. “Come, join me!”

Ethan tossed the ball over the net and dove down next to me, spraying sand all over me. I laughed, shaking it out of my hair and onto him.

“I’m going for a swim,” Rachael called over to us. “See you both later!”

“Bye!” we called back, waving to her as she ran out to the ocean.

Now it was just me and Ethan, lying together on the sand. He was watching me with so much intensity in his clear blue eyes that I nearly forgot to breathe. With the bongos playing out in the distance, and the waves lapping on the shore, this moment was so incredibly perfect. I wouldn’t want to be here with anyone but him.

“Water?” he asked, handing over a bottle.

“Thanks.” I sipped from it, needing to cool off after the game. The water was the most incredible thing I’d ever tasted. Sweet, like the smoke from the flapper lady’s pipe. “This is amazing,” I said, taking a few more sips. A drop fell down my chin, and I caught it and licked it off my finger, not wanting to waste a single bit of it.

“Save some for me.” He winked and snatched back the bottle, taking a few gulps. I reached for it to finish whatever was left, frowning when I realized it was empty.

“There’s plenty more where that came from.” He pried it from my hand, letting it fall to the ground. “We’ll get some later. For now, let’s just hang here, together.”

“Okay.” I smiled and twisted a strand of my hair around my finger, liking the sound of spending more time with Ethan. This was the most perfect day ever.

I vaguely recalled something I’d wanted to ask him before… what was it? I tried to search my mind for it, but everything felt so hazy. Oh, well. It must not have been important.

“I’m glad you’re here, Nicole,” he said, putting his arm around me and pulling me close. His skin glistened with sweat, and it rubbed off on me, but I didn’t care. Even his sweat smelled delicious. “You’re going to be fun to have around. I can tell.”

I smiled, my heart beating a million times a minute. The way he said it, in his perfect accent, made me believe that it was true, too.

That was what I’d wanted to ask him about! His accent.

“Where are you from?” I looked up at him and tilted my head, resting it on his shoulder. “England?”

“No.” He laughed, as if the question were silly. “I’m not British.”

“Where then?” I asked. “Because you’re definitely not American. No one in America talks like you.”

“You like my accent?” he asked.

“Yes.” I smiled. “I do. Is it Irish? Scottish?”

“No…” He shook his head and scrunched his eyebrows, as if it were taking him effort to remember where he was from. “Australian.”

“Wow,” I said. “I’ve never been there.”

“Most people haven’t.” He shrugged and looked out over the ocean, his eyes distant. As if he were searching for an answer he couldn’t find.

“How’d you get here all the way from Australia?” I asked.

“It’s a long story.” He ran his fingers through my hair, untangling the knots I’d gotten while playing volleyball. “I’m sure you would find it boring. Especially compared to all the fun we can have here.”

“I doubt I could find anything about you boring,” I said. “I could listen to you talk forever.”

“Forever?” He raised an eyebrow. “I doubt that.”

“It’s true!” I laughed. “So… tell me. How did you get to this island? You’re wearing normal clothes, so I guess you got here recently, right?”

“It feels like I got here yesterday…” he trailed, his eyes going distant again. “Maybe it was a few days ago? Or a week? I’m not sure. My sister and I went on a gap year program, and Greece was one of our stops. We were jet skiing, and we ended up here. The island is paradise, and our tour group will be in Greece for three weeks, so we figured it couldn’t hurt to stay for a bit.”

“The people who live here are fine with that?” I asked. “They don’t make you pay or anything?”

“We go on rotations to gather more lotus, but that’s all,” he said. “Anyone who wants to stay is welcome. I’m sort of hoping…” His cheeks flushed, and he looked down at his hands, twisting them together.

“You’re hoping what?” I held my breath, hoping he was about to say what I thought he might.

He raised his eyes to meet mine, trapping me in his clear blue gaze. “I’m hoping that you’ll stay here, too.”

The butterflies exploded in my chest all over again. “I think I might,” I said, excitement flooding my veins at the thought of it. “Everything is just so stressful back at home. There’s this portal that’s weakening, and all of these monsters are escaping, and I’m supposed to be able to handle it, but I’m only a teenager. And I recently found out that my bio-dad is a god. How crazy is that?”

“No way.” Ethan smiled. “My dad’s a god, too!”

“Really?” I asked. “Which one is he?”

“Zeus,” he said, sitting straighter. “King of the sky. The leader of the Olympians. But he’s only talked to me and Rachael once. Pretty lame parenting if you ask me.”

“Yeah.” I huffed, blowing some pieces of my hair off my face. “At least that’s better than my dad—Apollo. I’ve never met him. He’s left me a present and a note, but that’s it. It’s like he’s afraid to talk to me or something.”

“His loss.” Ethan leaned closer to me, and my cheeks flushed at the realization of how close his lips were to mine. “By not knowing you, he’s missing out on something pretty great.”

Then he kissed me, and he tasted so sweet that I never wanted the kiss to end. He pulled me closer, and in his arms, I’d felt safer than I had since first coming to Kinsley. Here, on this island, with Ethan, everything felt so right.

A few people behind us hooted and clapped, and their support made me even happier. I tangled my hands in Ethan’s hair, pulling him closer. This island was an incredible place to be. It was like I’d found the family I’d never known I had. I really did want to stay here forever.

“Nicole!” someone yelled, and then that someone grabbed my arm, pulling me up and away from Ethan. I looked up at Blake, his eyes swirling with anger, his hands clenched to his sides. But Blake wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at Ethan. “Who are you?” he asked. His voice was eerily calm, as if it took everything in him not to kill Ethan on the spot. “What do you think you’re doing to her?”

“Whoa, there.” Ethan held his hands up and scooted away. He glanced at me, confused. “Is this your boyfriend?”

“No,” I said bitterly. Which was stupid, because it was technically my choice that Blake wasn’t my boyfriend, but whatever. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Good,” Ethan said, standing up to face Blake. “What’s your problem, then, man? Nicole and I were just having a good time.”

“Yeah.” I crossed my arms, sticking my chin in the air. “Ethan and I were bonding. Because we’re both demigods. Isn’t that crazy?”

“So when two people find out they’re both demigods, the first thing they do is stick their tongues in each other’s mouths?” Blake scoffed. “Is that some kind of traditional demigod greeting that I’m unaware of?”

I giggled, because as annoying as it was that Blake had forced me and Ethan apart, he was being pretty funny. “No,” I said, laughing again and grabbing both of their hands. “We were just having fun. This whole island is fun. I think we should stay here.”

Blake turned to Ethan, and I stayed between the two of them, still holding both of their hands. I didn’t know what was going on between them, but if this was a war, then I would be Switzerland.

“What did you give her?” Blake asked, his eyes blazing.

“Just a little lotus water.” Ethan picked up the empty bottle and shook it. “No big deal.”

“It’s really good,” I added. “You should try some.”

“No.” Blake stepped closer to me and pushed my hair off my face, his hand cupping my cheek. “Nicole,” he said my name slowly, his eyes not leaving mine. “There was lotus fruit in that water you drank. That’s why you’re acting like this. This isn’t you. You need to focus. Okay? Can you do that? For me?”

I glanced over at Ethan, and we both collapsed into giggles.

“Stop being so serious,” I told Blake, yanking my other hand out of Ethan’s so I could place it on his chest. “You should have some of that water, too. It’ll help you relax.”

“We’re about to cook some of the fruit by the fire,” Ethan said. “You should both try that. It’s even better than the water.”

Blake’s jaw tightened, and he turned to look at Ethan. “Why don’t you go over there first?” he told him. “We’ll meet you in a few minutes.”

“Sure.” Ethan looked back and forth between the two of us, holding out his hands as he backed away. “Sorry about all of this. I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”

“Sure he didn’t,” Blake muttered once Ethan was out of earshot.

I looked past Blake, watching Ethan as he joined a large group, smiling and laughing and having fun. Just watching him made me smile, too. I couldn’t wait to go over there and join him. Mainly, I just wanted to kiss him again. He was an amazing kisser. My heart melted at the memory of our kiss—it had been broken apart way too soon.

“Come on,” I said to Blake, pulling him toward the bonfire. “Let’s go join them.”

“No.” He held me in place, shoving something into my other hand. A water bottle. “You need to drink this. It’ll help you focus.”

“Is that the yellow energy water?” I asked, recognizing the bottle. I moved away from it, scrunching my nose. “I don’t need that. I need more of the water that Ethan gave me. So do you. Trust me. It’s so good.”

“It’s not energy water,” Blake said, smiling down at me. He had such a nice smile. He should smile more often. “It’s the same water that Ethan gave you.”

I tilted my head, confused. “But I thought the energy water was in that bottle?”

“I emptied it and refilled it with the water from here,” he said, holding it in front of me. “Here. Drink.”

“You first,” I said playfully, swatting at his hand. “You need it more than I do.”

He uncapped it and took a sip, his gaze not leaving mine. His eyes blazed with so much intensity that I could barely breathe. “Done,” he said, handing the water bottle to me. “Now, it’s your turn.”

Greedy for more of the delicious water I’d tasted earlier, I grabbed the bottle from Blake and took a long gulp. But instead of being hit with euphoria, an icy clarity swept through my veins. The fuzzy, relaxed happiness from seconds ago was gone, the world around me now sharper and more defined.

I looked out at the ocean, where the sun glowed orange above it, inching closer to the horizon. How was it sunset already? The last I remembered, it was noon. I blinked, thinking back to what had happened. We’d arrived on the island, walked to the drum circle, and the flapper woman had blown smoke into my face. After that…

I had no idea what had happened after that. I searched my mind, but it was like trying to remember a dream. The memories slipped through my fingers like fog. It was so strange, knowing that I’d been living life for the past few hours, and not remembering a bit of it. I shuddered and wrapped my arms around myself, feeling violated by my own body. What had I done?

“That was yellow energy water, wasn’t it?” I whispered, even though I already knew the answer.

Blake nodded, not saying a word. I looked back up at him, hoping he could tell me what happened. But the moment my eyes met his, my heart sunk into my stomach. Because seconds ago, I’d thought his eyes had been intense with desire. Now that my mind was clear, I saw the truth—what I’d seen hadn’t been desire.

It had been disappointment. In me.

And I had no idea what I’d done to deserve it.
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 

“Why are you looking at me like that?” I asked, barely able to get the words out. “What happened?”

He walked over to my bag—I must have dropped it at the side of the volleyball court at some point—and brought it over. Still saying nothing, he pulled out my still full bottle of yellow energy water and handed it to me. “Drink more,” he said. “It’ll bring your memories back.”

He was right—the more water I drank, the less fuzzy my memories became. Once I’d finished half the bottle, I remembered everything. Meeting Ethan, the intense attraction I felt toward him, playing volleyball, wanting to stay on the island forever, and kissing him.

I’d made out with a guy I’d just met, in front of everyone. In front of Blake.

I wouldn’t blame him if he hated me forever.

“Blake.” My voice cracked when I said his name. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened. I don’t know why I did that…”

“It was the water he gave you,” he said. “There was lotus fruit in it. They put lotus in everything around here. They eat it, they drink it, they smoke it—there’s so much lotus in their systems that they exhale it and sweat it. Just being around them is enough to affect someone. We should have drank yellow energy water before stepping foot on the island, instead of just bringing it with us for emergencies.”

“But you were able to resist it,” I said. “How?”

“I went straight to the bonfire with the kids,” he said. “The rest of you stopped at the drum circle first. They were smoking lotus at the drum circle—I think that being so close to the smoke was enough to make you forget about our mission.”

“So if you’ve been unaffected by it this whole time, why didn’t you do something sooner?” I asked. “You were the only one of us who remembered our mission. Now we’ve wasted hours, hanging around here doing nothing.”

“I wasn’t unaffected.” He rubbed his neck, looking out at the ocean. “It’s in the air. I was breathing it in, too—just not as directly as you all, since you were around the smoke. I didn’t realize how much time had passed—I was entertaining the kids by the fire by doing ‘magic tricks’ for them with my power. Then I saw you over here, kissing that guy…” His jaw hardened, his gaze far off, as if he were seeing it again. I wanted to reach for him, to hold his hand, so he knew it would be okay. But how could I comfort him when I was the one who had hurt him?

“It wasn’t me.” I lowered my eyes, too embarrassed to look at him. “I mean, technically it was, but it also wasn’t. It was like the lotus made me unaware of any consequences that could happen from what I did. I’m sorry. I know that can’t fix it, but I am sorry. And I wish more than anything that I could take back what happened.”

“Seeing the two of you together made me focus enough to remember to drink the energy water,” he said. “If you hadn’t kissed him, we would probably all still be high on the lotus, our mission forgotten.”

“I still wish I hadn’t done it,” I said, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “You have to know that I never would have if I’d been thinking straight.”

“Well, it’s done now,” he said, his eyes hard. “And I’ve had enough of this island. So let’s get the others to drink the energy water, we’ll collect the lotus fruit that we need, and then we’ll get out of here.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 

We approached Danielle first, since Kate and Chris were hanging at the drum circle together, and Danielle was alone with some surfers in the ocean. Of course, she’d picked up on surfing easily, and was showing off her powers by getting the waves to dance around her as she surfed. It was like she was Aphrodite rising from the ocean, and the water had taken on a life of its own.

Since Blake and I didn’t want to tip them off that we weren’t under the influence of the lotus anymore, we had to pretend like we were still having the time of our lives. So I laughed and clapped as Danielle rode the board to the beach, tossing my hair and adding in a twirl. Blake also cheered her on, giving her a high five when she reached the shore.

“Wasn’t that awesome?” Danielle said, her blue eyes sparkling. She squeezed the excess water out of her hair and shook it out, laughing as she spritzed us. “This island is the best place ever. I want to stay here forever!”

I looked at Blake and rolled my eyes. Had I sounded this ditzy when he’d found me with Ethan?

Then again, it was entertaining to see Danielle like this. I’d never seen her so… happy.

“Yeah!” I said, trying to mimic her bubbly tone. I even threw in a jump and another clap for emphasis. “This place rocks!”

Blake chuckled—for real—and I wondered if I’d been too over the top. “Totally rocks,” he agreed. “So, who are your friends?”

“That’s Finn and Brynn,” she squealed, widening her eyes and leaning in closer. “They’re twins. Aren’t they gorgeous?”

One of them—I wasn’t sure if he was Finn or Brynn—toweled his hair off and threw his head back like he was a model in a commercial. “I’m starving,” he announced, and by the way he was looking at Danielle, I wondered if he meant he was hungry for food, or for her. He strolled up to her, swung his arms around her shoulders, and nuzzled his nose into her ear. “They’re cooking up dinner by the fire,” he said. “Want to come eat with me?”

The other twin made his way to Danielle’s other side and threw his arm around her, too, as if she were the middle of a surfer dude twin sandwich. “You’ll love the fruit kebabs,” he said. “They’re to die for.”

“I was hoping Danielle could show me a move on the board first.” I flashed them both a smile, making sure to sound extra bubbly. “It’ll only take five minutes. We’ll meet you guys there?”

One of them—Finn or Brynn?—smiled back at me, running his eyes up and down my body. “I can show you,” he said, apparently approving of the way I looked. “Want to share a board?”

Blake placed his hand on my back in a clear male territorial move. Even though I knew it was just for show, my chest warmed at how much I liked it, and I stepped closer to him. “The only person she’ll be sharing a board with is me,” he said, his gaze unwavering as he stared down the twin.

“Whoa, there.” Finn/Brynn held his hands up and backed away. “Wasn’t trying to steal your girl, man. But here on the island, everything belongs to everyone, if you know what I mean.”

His brother laughed and gave him a high five. “We certainly don’t have a problem with sharing,” he said, pulling Danielle closer so his forehead rested against hers. “Do you?”

“Is that an offer?” she asked, batting her eyelashes at him.

If I saw any more, I was going to be sick. “I don’t need to hear the answer to that,” I said. “Why don’t the two of you go over to the fire first, and we’ll meet you there? I’m sure Danielle will be grateful to whoever makes her the best kebab.”

“Is that a challenge?” the twin on her right said.

“I’ll take it!” The twin on the left bounded up the beach towards the fire, followed closely behind by his brother. “You’ll like my kebab better than his!” he yelled over his shoulder to Danielle.

She giggled and tossed her hair, her cheeks flushing bright pink. I’d never seen Danielle blush—ever. Who was this girl, and what had she done with the snobby witch I’d met when I first moved to Kinsley?

“Aren’t they adorable?” she asked once they were out of earshot. “I think I’ll take them both. They’re just so… delicious.”

“You haven’t kissed them, have you?” I asked.

“Of course I have!” She giggled again, cupping her hands over her mouth. “They tasted so sweet. How could I resist?”

Blake and I shared a look. At least that explained why Danielle was so doped up on lotus. It must have gotten into her system when she’d kissed those boys.

“What?” She flipped her hair over her shoulder and placed her hands on her hips, finally reminding me of the Danielle I actually knew. “As if we all didn’t see you making out with that hot volleyball player on the beach.”

Blake’s hand dropped from my back, and I dug my feet in the sand, pressing my lips together at the reminder of kissing Ethan. Even though it had only happened because of the lotus, I had a sinking feeling that Blake wouldn’t forget about it anytime soon. And I couldn’t blame him. If I’d seen him kissing another girl, I would be crushed, too. Which I supposed wasn’t fair, since I was the one distancing myself from him, but it still wouldn’t stop me from feeling that way. Sometimes emotions were crazy and unpredictable, and it was impossible to be logical about them, no matter how hard you tried.

“Anyway, what are we still doing here?” Danielle asked. “Because I’ve got two identical hotties waiting for me by the bonfire…” She raised her eyebrows and turned on her heel, stepping in the direction of the fire. But Blake reached forward and grabbed her arm, holding her in place.

“Wait,” he said. “We have something for you.”

“What?” She glanced over at where the boys were waiting for her. “My kebabs are probably ready by now…”

“Sweet water!” I grabbed the bottle full of yellow energy water and twirled around, presenting it in front of her face. Hopefully my giddiness would distract her from the surfer twins. “It’s like the smoke from the drum circle, and the way the guys here taste, but a million times better! The volleyball guy I met gave me some and it’s so good. You have to try it.”

“Yeah.” Blake opened it and took a sip. “It’s so good. Here. Have some.” He thrust the bottle in her face, nodding for her to go on and try it.

“I did love the taste of those boys.” She shrugged, looking at the water. “Okay.” She brought the bottle to her lips, taking a few sips of the water. At first she made a face, as if it tasted sour, but then her eyes widened and she drank some more. She wiped her mouth, blinking a few times as she focused. “What happened?” she finally said, lowering the bottle and looking out over the ocean. “How is it sunset already?”

“You were under the influence of the lotus,” Blake said, continuing on to quickly explain everything he’d told me when I’d first come to. “Drink about half of the energy water, and then you’ll remember everything.”

She gulped it down in a few seconds. “Where are Chris and Kate?” she asked when she was done.

“Over by the drum circle,” I told her. “We’re getting them next.”

“Then we’re gathering the lotus fruit and getting out of here,” Blake added.

“Sounds like a plan,” Danielle said, marching up the beach to lead the way to the drum circle.

We didn’t make it far before someone called her name. She stopped to figure out who it was.

“Yeah, you, the water goddess!” It was one of the twins, yelling from the bonfire. He held up fruit on a stick, grinning proudly. Then he held the stick in front of his pants and did a little dance that involved moving his hips. “Want a taste of my kebab?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows.

“Ew,” Danielle said, crinkling her nose. “I seriously went for that?”

“Yep.” I nodded, laughing at the memory of how happy she’d looked when she’d been squished between the twins.

“Yuck.” She shuddered and tossed her hair over her shoulder, turning away from them. “Let’s hurry up and finish what we came here to do—because I need to get off this island.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 

We retrieved Kate and Chris the same way we did Danielle—by luring them away from the drum circle with the promise of “sweet water” that was actually yellow energy water. They took the bait easily.

“Hours?” Kate said once she snapped out of her lotus haze. “We’ve been here for hours, and we still haven’t gotten any closer to completing our mission?”

“We don’t have long until Hypatia comes after us,” I said, glancing out at the horizon. “We have about thirty minutes until the sun sets completely.”

“That should be more than enough time,” Kate said. “All we have to do is bag up the lotus, thank the locals for their hospitality, and be on our way. They’re so drugged up that they won’t notice when we leave.”

I glanced over at where everyone had gathered around the bonfire, in their strange mishmash of clothes from different time periods from all over the world. A nun chatted with a man in traditional Muslim garb, an ancient Egyptian shared a drink with a pirate, and the flapper laughed as she passed her cigarette to an old man in a toga. I’d never thought that people with such different backgrounds and beliefs could get along without fighting, but here they were, having the time of their lives.

It would be nice if everyone in the real world could put aside their prejudices and simply enjoy each other’s company like the Lotus Eaters were doing now. And while it was sad that they’d been stuck on this island for so long, at least they were happy. I doubted most of them would be that way if they went back to the real world, where their families—and cultures—had been gone for decades, or centuries.

Then I caught sight of Ethan. He plucked two pieces of fruit from a large bowl in the center, handing one to his sister and keeping one for himself. They looked as much at home here as the others, but from what he’d told me about how they’d arrived on the island, they couldn’t have gotten here long ago.

“Wait,” I said, stopping the others before they could go join the group. “We can’t leave Ethan and Rachael here. They have to come with us.”

Chris’s eyes bulged. “Are you crazy?” he asked. “We came here to collect the lotus fruit—not to save the locals.”

“But they aren’t just any locals,” I said. “They’re children of Zeus—which means they’re demigods, like me. And Ethan told me that he and his sister got lost here when they were traveling on a gap year program. They’re from present day. Their mom is probably at home in Australia, worried sick about them because they didn’t come home. We have to take them with us. If the situation were reversed, we would want them to do the same for us.”

“I’m not Ethan’s biggest fan, but Nicole’s right,” Blake said, which took me by surprise. I thought he hated Ethan. “Since Ethan and Rachael are demigods, they can help us on our mission. Slaying the hydra is going to make our fights against Orthrus and the harpy look easy. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“We won’t be able to get them to come with us,” Danielle said, crossing her arms. “Even if they got here within the past year or so, they’ve been eating the lotus for weeks, or months. And we don’t have any yellow energy water left. If we can’t give them the energy water, we can’t get the lotus out of their system. They won’t want to leave. They’ll refuse.”

“Unless we could get them to come with us willingly…” I said, my mind working at a million miles per minute as I tried to figure out a solution.

“Except that we don’t have any energy water left.” Danielle rolled her eyes. “Did you not drink enough of it to clear your mind? Because you’re not making any sense.”

“Give her a chance.” Blake glared at Danielle, and she pressed her lips together, silenced. Then he turned to me and asked, “What’s your plan?”

“It seems like the lotus acts like a drug,” I started, hoping this would make sense to them. “What if I used my power to heal Ethan and Rachael from the effects of the drug? Then they’d come with us willingly, and we’d have two demigods with us to help us on our mission.”

“It could work.” Blake nodded. “It’s worth a try.”

“Definitely,” Kate agreed. “Me, Chris, Blake, and Danielle will gather as much lotus fruit as we can. It’s better to have too much than not enough. Nicole, you try to heal Ethan and Rachael. Once we’re all done, we’ll meet back here. If it goes smoothly, we should have no problem getting back to the yacht before the sun sets.”

“And if it doesn’t go smoothly?” Danielle asked.

“These people are too doped up to cause any trouble,” Kate said. “And the yellow energy water will keep us focused. Just make sure not to eat the lotus fruit, and we’ll have no problems at all.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 

Once we got closer to the bonfire, we split ways. The others didn’t want to attract attention about how they were going to bag up the lotus fruit without eating it, and I was the only one who needed to talk to Ethan and Rachael. Right now, the twins’ backs were towards me, so all I could see was their perfect blond hair that shined under what was left of the sunlight.

I took a deep breath, surprised by how nervous I was to talk to Ethan. Before kissing him, I’d only ever kissed one person—Blake. I’d felt awkward enough after that, since he’d kissed me before he’d broken up with Danielle. But at least Blake and I had had time to get to know each other first. Ethan was a complete stranger. I couldn’t believe that I’d kissed a stranger. Yes, it was because of the lotus, but I’d still done it. What was I supposed to say to him now?

Unfortunately, I couldn’t take time to think about it, since the sun was inching closer toward the horizon every minute. If I wanted this chance to heal Ethan and Rachael, I had to suck up the awkwardness and talk to them. So I raised my chin, pulled my hair in front of my shoulders, and marched over to the log where they sat, doing my best to replicate Danielle’s confident attitude.

Luckily, Ethan smiled when he saw me approaching, which made me instantly relax.

“Hey there,” I said once I’d reached him. “Remember me?”

I was actually asking for real—since he was doped up on lotus, I wasn’t sure how much of this afternoon he remembered. It wasn’t until the words were already out of my mouth that I realized how flirty they sounded.

“Of course.” He moved over and patted the open spot next to him. “Come sit down.”

I needed to be close to him to try healing him, so I sat down on the log, my leg brushing his. My breath caught, and I moved over to leave some space between us. The pull I’d felt toward Ethan when I was under the effect of the lotus was gone, but my nerves were still a jumbled mess, since there was no denying that I was sitting next to a very attractive guy. Not just any guy—a demigod. A son of Zeus. Who I’d just kissed.

But I was here for a reason—to get him and his sister back home. I had to focus on that, and not on how he was smiling at me as if seeing me made him happier than anything else in the world. After all, he was only doing that because of lotus. It didn’t actually have anything to do with me.

“Have you tried the lotus fruit yet?” he asked, picking one out from the bowl and holding it out to me. It was reddish-brown, and about the same size as a cherry. “If you liked the water I gave you earlier, you’ll love the lotus fruit. There’s nothing like it.”

The lotus smelled sweet—like the smoke, and the water, and like the smell coming off of Ethan and all the other Lotus Eaters. Being so near it made my mouth water, and I reached for it, tempted to taste it.

But I couldn’t risk getting stuck here forever. I had a family back home, and a mission to complete.

“I’m not hungry right now,” I said, dropping my hand down to my lap. “But thanks.”

“Really?” he asked, his eyes wide. “I’ve never seen someone turn down lotus fruit before.”

Rachael giggled and grabbed the fruit from his hand. “I’ll take it!” she said, popping it into her mouth. She closed her eyes as she chewed, as if it were the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted. “It’s soooo good,” she said, wiping some lotus juice from her chin. “Now, I’ll go somewhere else so the two of you can be alone!”

I wanted to tell her to stay here—after all, I needed to heal her, too—but she bounced away before I could call after her. And everyone around here was so relaxed that if I ran after her, it would bring unwanted attention to myself. So for now, I would focus on healing Ethan. Afterward, we could find Rachael so I could heal her, too.

He popped a piece of lotus fruit into his mouth and chewed. “So,” he said, brushing his hair out of his eyes. “That dude from earlier wasn’t your boyfriend, was he?”

“You remember that?” I asked.

“Yeah.” He smiled at me—that same heart-melting smile that he’d given me plenty of times while we were playing volleyball. “Of course I remember. It just happened.”

Heat flooded my cheeks. Apparently the lotus fruit didn’t make people as empty headed as I’d thought it did. Or maybe they remembered stuff that happened on the island, but not their lives from before. “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said, looking down and picking at my nails. “Things with Blake are… complicated. It’s a long story.”

“But you came here to sit with me instead of hanging out with him,” he said. “That has to mean something, right?”

We were running out of time, so I straightened, knowing that it was now or never. Plus, I didn’t want to tell Ethan the story of my relationship with Blake—mainly because I wasn’t quite sure what was going on between us, myself. “I came over here for a reason,” I said. “I want to try something.”

“Try what?” he asked, his eyes lighting up with curiosity.

“I can’t tell you exactly,” I said. “But if it works, it’ll make you happier than even the lotus can do.”

“No way.” He smiled and shook his head, as if what I’d just said was endearing. “That’s impossible.”

I tilted my head and smiled back at him, doing my best to act like I was still under the influence of the lotus. “How can you know if you don’t try?” I asked.

“Okay, fine,” he said with a small chuckle. “I’m curious. What do you want to try?”

From the way he was looking at me, I thought he might try to kiss me again. Right here, in front of everyone. Is that what he thought I was talking about? That I thought if he kissed me again, it would make him happier than the lotus?

Realizing that it had probably sounded like that, I scooted away, making sure there were a few inches between us. His brow furrowed, but he continued to watch me, waiting.

“Hold your hands out,” I told him, lowering my voice so it sounded like we were about to do something secret and exciting. “It’ll work best if you let me hold your hands.”

“All right,” he said, doing as I’d asked. “This sounds good to me so far.”

He was watching me so intensely that it made my heart leap into my throat.

“Close your eyes,” I said suddenly. “It’ll work best that way.”

It was a lie—I could focus better if my eyes were closed, but it didn’t matter if his were closed or not. It was just that the thought of him watching me while my eyes were closed made me nervous. What if he tried to kiss me again? It could break my concentration. So technically, I wasn’t lying that this would work best if he closed his eyes, too.

Once his eyes were closed, I took his hands, making sure my palms rested on top of his. “This should only take a minute,” I said. “Keep your hands in mine, okay?”

“Not a problem.” His grip around my hands tightened, as if he never wanted to let me go. He looked so calm and trusting. “I’m ready.”

I closed my eyes, focusing on the white energy around me. I sensed it immediately, and no longer had to call it to me—it came to me as if it were drawn to me. The orbs of white filled every inch of my body, the warmth traveling through my veins, from my head to my toes.

Then I allowed the energy to flow from my palms into Ethan’s. Instantly, I could feel what was wrong with him. It was as if his natural energy was coated with gray sludge. I’d never felt energy that was this consistency before. Whatever the lotus fruit was doing to these people… it wasn’t natural. It was like it had poisoned him. This sludge must be what was keeping Ethan—and all of the others trapped on this island—frozen in time.

I closed my eyes tighter, pushing my white energy through the sludge, breaking it up section by section. It took so much effort that a bead of sweat dropped down my forehead, but I let it fall, unable to move my hands away from Ethan’s. Pushing the white energy through was like trying to trudge through a swamp. But I managed, piece by piece, until his energy was cleansed of the lotus.

Once finished, I dropped my hands from his. My forehead felt clammy, and my entire body felt heavy, weakened by the effort it had taken to heal Ethan from the poison.

After seeing what that fruit had done to him, I would never be tempted to try it again.

“What just happened?” Ethan’s voice sounded sharper—more alert. “Where am I?”

I sat straighter and gathered the energy that I had left. I had to push through my exhaustion. We were so close to completing this part of the mission. Once we got back to the yacht, then I could sleep. For now, I needed to focus.

“I can answer your questions, but you have to promise that you won’t freak out,” I said, leveling my gaze with his. “Can you do that?”

“Yes.” He watched me closely, his eyes clear and focused. It was like he was a completely different person from the relaxed beach bum I’d met this afternoon.

“We’re on an island called the Land of the Lotus Eaters,” I said, speaking softly so no one else could hear. “My friends and I are here to collect the lotus fruit for a special mission that we were sent on by the Olympian gods. I met you and your sister on the island, and once I found out that you’re both demigods as well, and that you got stuck here recently, I used my healing ability to cleanse the lotus poison from your body. I just finished doing it, which is why you just came to.”

His jaw tightened, and he looked around at the others, who were happily chatting and dancing around the bonfire. “I remember being on a trip to Greece with my sister,” he said, managing to remain miraculously calm given what I’d just told him. “We rented jet skis to explore the area, and took them out further than we were supposed to. We stopped at an island—we were just going to take a break before heading back—but some of the locals came over to talk to us. And… that’s the last thing I remember.”

“You won’t remember what happened on the island until you drink yellow energy water,” I said. “We don’t have any left—we needed it to stay focused—but come back with us to our yacht, and we’ll give you some there.”

“You have a yacht?” he asked, his eyes wide.

“It’s not our yacht,” I said. “It belongs to Hypatia—the Head Elder of Greece. She’s letting us use it for our mission. But that’s a long story, and I’ll explain it all later. The others should be finished collecting the lotus fruit by now. We’ll get your sister, head to our meeting spot, and then get off this island.”

“One more question,” he said, rubbing his arms with his hands. “It’s colder now than I remember it being on our trip. It doesn’t feel like July right now.”

I looked down, unable to meet his eyes, and picked at the log I was sitting on. I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to break this news to him until later.

“Nicole,” he said, and I looked up, surprised that he remembered my name. “What month is it now?”

I swallowed, hating that I had to do this now. “February,” I said, barely able to get the word out.

“And what year?” he asked.

I told him, and he cursed, looking up at the sky as if he blamed Zeus for what had happened to him. “I’ve been gone for two and a half years,” he said. “Rachael, too. Our mom must be worried sick.”

“We’re going to get you back home,” I said. “I promise.”

“I trust you,” he said. “I don’t remember much about you—and I’m sorry about that—but I know that I do trust you.”

“There’s not much to remember,” I said. “You only met me today. But right now, we need to focus on getting your sister off this island. Your energy was extremely contaminated with the lotus—I’ve never seen anything like it—and it took a lot more energy to heal you than I’d anticipated. I’ll be able to heal your sister after I get some rest, but I don’t have enough energy left to do it right now. So we’re going to have to get her back on the yacht while she’s still on the lotus.”

“It won’t be a problem,” he said confidently. “I’ll tell her that we need to leave, and she’ll listen to me.”

“I’m not sure it’ll be that easy,” I said. “When people eat the lotus fruit, it makes them never want to leave the island.”

“So what are you saying we have to do?” he asked. “Drag her out of here screaming?”

“I hope it doesn’t come to that.” I looked around at how peaceful and happy everyone was. If someone started screaming and fighting, it would rouse suspicion. That was the last thing we needed. “But if it does, then yes, that’s what we’ll have to do.”

“She’s over there,” he said, pointing across the bonfire. I spotted Rachael surrounded by a group of children, who were laughing as she threw lotus fruit at them and they tried to catch it in their mouths.

“She might be more willing to come with us if you tell her it’s part of a game,” I said. “Don’t tell her that we’re leaving the island. Just tell her that you found something super cool that you want to show her, but that she has to be quiet because it’s a secret.”

“Good idea,” he said. “Let’s go get her.”

But right when we stood up, a booming voice echoed across the entire area, and we froze in place.

“What do you think you’re doing?” A huge man in a toga stood up and snarled at Kate. She hid a bag full of lotus fruit behind her back, but it was too late—everyone had already paused what they were doing and had seen it. The laughing and chattering had stopped completely. Now their mouths were dropped open, horrified, as if they’d just witnessed a murder.

“Nothing.” Kate looked at the ground, her voice shaking.

“Show me what’s in your hand,” he said, slamming his wooden pole into the ground.

She did as he said, and he stared at the bag full of lotus fruit, his face twisted with anger.

“Where do you think you’re going with that?” he asked.

“Nowhere,” she said. “I was just keeping it so I could have some more tonight. It’s so delicious that I wanted to make sure I had enough.”

The others in our group surrounded her now, their backpacks full as well. Danielle’s hand drifted to the hilt of the sword hidden beneath her clothes, and Blake reached for his lighter.

“Edith,” the man in the toga called, and the flapper lady who had blown lotus smoke in my face stepped to his side. “Is she telling the truth?”

“No.” Edith shook her head, her bobbed hair hitting her chin. “She isn’t.”

“Edith is a demigod—a daughter of Aletheia,” the man explained. “Aletheia is the goddess of truth. So Edith here can sense when someone is lying. And she’s always right. We were so lucky when she found us recently.”

Judging by Edith’s clothes, she must have gotten to the island a hundred years ago. But I supposed, given how some of them seemed to have gotten here over a thousand years ago, that their sense of time was extremely warped.

“We weren’t doing anything wrong,” Kate said, holding her hands up. “I promise.”

“Except that you were.” Edith smiled sweetly, but her eyes were anything but kind. “Because no one is allowed to leave the island with the lotus fruit in their possession.”

The man tightened his grip on his wooden pole and said, “At least, they’re not allowed to leave while still alive.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 

The Lotus Eaters’ eyes, which moments ago had been glazed over and hazy, were now sharp and livid. They stood up and clenched their fists, hissing with what appeared to be the intent to fight.

Not wanting to bring attention to myself—I could help my friends more if I wasn’t being targeted—I stood up with everyone else. But my mind was spinning. The Lotus Eaters were supposed to be lazy and spaced out. Why had no one warned us that they would go crazy if they realized we were trying to take the lotus fruit off the island? If we’d known, we would have taken more precautions than one weapon each.

I glanced over at Ethan, who at least had the wits to follow my lead and stand up as well. But he appeared as surprised as I felt.

I slowly stepped closer to him, careful not to make any sudden movements. “This is going to be a problem,” I whispered. “We need that lotus fruit.”

“Then we’re going to have to fight them for it,” he said. “You’re all demigods, right?”

“Only me,” I told him. “But the others are just as powerful—or more so.”

Doubt crossed his eyes, but he nodded, his jaw hard with resolve.

The big man in the toga picked up his stick and swung it at Kate, but Blake raised his hands and the bonfire exploded, covering toga-man and the nearby Lotus Eaters in flames. They screamed and jumped around, running to the ocean to extinguish themselves. A few of them didn’t make it, and they collapsed into wailing, burning blobs on the beach. Then a gust of wind rushed through the beach, knocking most of the Lotus Eaters onto the ground.

“That’s our cue,” I said to Ethan. “We’re going to hold them off. Grab your sister, and follow us back to the yacht. And hurry!”

I ran to join the others, but a pair of hands reached for me out of nowhere, pulling me to the ground. My bow was squished between my body and the sand, impossible to reach. I tried to push against whoever was holding me down, but there were two of them—one was holding me by the neck, the other pinning down my legs. They were so much stronger than I was that struggling was futile.

“We have you now, girl,” the man clawing my neck hissed in my ear. His breath was sickly sweet with lotus, and he tightened his grip around my neck so that I couldn’t breathe. “This is what you get for trying to take the lotus off the island. Stop struggling, and this will be nice and easy.”

My lungs screamed for air, and I tried desperately to suck in a breath, but it was impossible. I dug my nails into his hands, trying to pry them off me, but he just cackled, his eyes wide and manic as he suffocated me. A haze danced over my eyes, and all I could see was his rotted, blackened teeth hovering over me as my vision started to dim.

This was it. He was going to kill me. So without the physical strength to stop him, I did the only thing that I could do. I thought about all the hate I currently felt for this man—this man who was laughing as he strangled me—and I pulled as much black energy as I could into my body. I was already drained from healing Ethan, so once I’d gathered as much as I could manage, I reached up and touched the man’s face, pushing the black energy straight into his soul.

His eyes went blank, and he dropped to the ground. Dead. I didn’t have to check. I just knew.

I sucked in a long breath, feeling the sweet burn as it filled my lungs. I’d never been so grateful for something as simple as breathing. My hands rushed to my neck, to the swollen skin where the man had choked me. It was going to bruise, but I couldn’t expend the energy on healing it right now. That would have to wait until later.

The man holding down my feet stared at his friend, his mouth dropped open. “What the—” he said, looking at me in shock. “What did you do to him?”

I sat up and looked him in the eye. Judging from his garb, he and his friend had both been pirates before landing on the island. And from the murderous glint in his eyes, I could tell that he wouldn’t hesitate to kill me, either. “Nothing that you have to worry about,” I said, grabbing an arrow from my quiver at the same time as he lunged for me. He barely had time to realize what was happening before it pierced through his skull.

The life drained from his eyes, and I pulled out the arrow, letting his body collapse on the ground. Then I stuck the arrow back in my quiver. After all, there was no need to lose a perfectly good arrow.

I stood up and brushed the sand off my clothes, surveying the damage. More people were ablaze, wailing and screaming as they tried to run for the ocean. Danielle held her sword in front of her, swinging it at anyone who got in her way. Kids squirmed in the trees, vines wrapped around their wrists. I recognized the girl—Marion—who had greeted us when we’d arrived. Her eyes were raging mad, like the other Lotus Eaters, and she struggled against the vine to free herself. But she and the other kids appeared unharmed. Thanks to Kate’s quick thinking, they would be fine once we were off the island and they returned to their normal, peaceful selves.

Ethan ran towards me, carrying Rachael in his arms. “She tried to attack me, so I had to knock her out,” he said. “I hated doing it, but I had to.”

“It was your only choice,” I told him, and he nodded in affirmation. “But the others can’t hold the Lotus Eaters off forever. Come on. We have to go.”

We ran for the others, and relief washed over Blake’s eyes when he saw me. He ran to me and pulled me in a huge hug, holding me so tightly that I thought he would never let go. “You’re okay,” he murmured in my ear. “You have no idea how worried I was.”

“Of course I’m okay.” I said it lightly, as if it should be obvious that I could defend myself, even though that man had been moments away from strangling me to death. I pulled back to look into his eyes, my breath catching as I saw how he was looking at me—as if I meant more to him than anyone else in the world.

“We can’t hold them off for much longer!” Danielle yelled, ending the moment between me and Blake. “Come on! We have to get back to the yacht.”

Chris held his hands out, and a gust of wind rushed across the beach, pushing all the Lotus Eaters back towards the woods.

“That’s all the energy I’ve got,” he said. “Let’s go!”

We ran back the way we came, with Kate and Blake at the tail, shooting at anyone who got too close.

“Everyone get on the dingy!” Danielle said once the raft was in sight. We followed her instructions, jumping in without a second thought. Ethan laid Rachael down in the front. Since we were two more people than when we began, the fit was tight, but we all made it.

A few of the Lotus Eaters got closer, but Kate, Blake, and I were able to hold them off. We were careful to hit in places that weren’t fatal—like their legs—since we didn’t really want to kill these people. It wasn’t their fault that they were trapped here, under the spell of the lotus. We just wanted to get off the island—with the bags of lotus fruit that we’d collected.

“I’m going to count to three,” Danielle said. “Brace yourselves.”

She started the count off, and I gripped the side of the dingy, planting my feet firm on the floor. Once she reached three, the water around us swelled into a huge wave. It lifted us up, and moved away from the shore, so we rode the crest toward the yacht. We arrived in seconds—just as the last sliver of the sun sunk below the horizon.

“I was just about to go after you all.” Hypatia peered down from the railing, her mouth dropping open when she saw us.

I looked around at the others—who had ripped clothes and were covered in soot and dirt—and I couldn’t imagine what she was thinking. I imagined that I appeared to be in a similar state as well.

Panic crossed Hypatia’s eyes when she noticed the two additions to our group, but she pressed her lips together, as if holding back her thoughts. “You all look like you’ve been to Hades and back,” she finally said. “Let’s get you on board and cleaned up, and then you can fill me in on what happened on that island.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 

We all got showered and changed, and met back with Hypatia in the living room area of the yacht. We were all there except for Rachael, who we’d had to lock inside one of the staff rooms. She’d been given yellow energy water and had stopped trying to attack us, but since she’d been eating the lotus for over a year, she was still doped up on it and begging for more. She needed me to heal her to clear it from her body, but I wouldn’t be able to do that until tomorrow, when my energy would be replenished. For now, she had to stay locked up, so she wouldn’t try to attack us or eat the stash of the lotus fruit that we’d taken from the island.

It didn’t take long to catch Hypatia up on everything that had happened to us in the Land of the Lotus Eaters. We each took turns telling different parts of the story. Of course, I left out the part where I killed the pirate with black energy—I said that I attacked both pirates with my arrows.

No one could ever know the truth about what had really happened.

“You could have warned us that the Lotus Eaters turned murderous if anyone tried to take the fruit off the island,” Blake said. “Then we could have been prepared.”

“I’m sorry,” Hypatia said, shaking her head. “I didn’t know. No one who’s landed on the Land of the Lotus Eaters has ever returned.”

“Except for Odysseus and his men,” Kate pointed out, patting her copy of The Odyssey that she’d laid out on the table.

“But Odysseus and his men didn’t try to take the lotus fruit with them,” Danielle said. “So the Lotus Eaters didn’t turn psychotic on them.”

“Those people were pretty determined to kill us,” Chris added. “If we didn’t have our powers, and our weapons, and if we hadn’t been training to fight… well, we wouldn’t have stood a chance.”

“The gods wouldn’t have sent you on this mission if you didn’t have a chance of succeeding,” Hypatia said confidently.

“So you’re saying that we have nothing to worry about?” Chris asked. “We’ll make it out of this—even the part where we have to fight the hydra—and be fine?”

“Unfortunately, I can’t promise that,” she said, her expression grim. “Just that you have a chance. It’s up to you to make the most of that chance.”

Dread settled in my stomach at the reminder that this mission put our lives at risk. How was it that two months ago, I was living in Georgia, and my biggest worry was if I could lead our high school tennis team to victory in the state regionals? Sometimes none of what had happened to me these past few weeks felt real. Was I crazy, going on such an insane mission, knowing that it might not end well for us? Perhaps. Then again, if we didn’t try, the portal to Kerberos would open, and the Titans would unleash their wrath upon all humanity.

So we didn’t have much of a choice. We had to do this. And we had to succeed.

“The good news is that you were successful in acquiring the lotus fruit, so one third of your mission is complete,” Hypatia said with a tight smile. Then she turned to Ethan, and added, “I’ll speak to the Head Elder of Australia as soon as possible to get her up to date on what’s going on. Once Nicole heals your sister, I’ll open a portal for the two of you to return home. I’m sure your mother will be relieved to discover you’re alive.”

“Thank you,” Ethan said, although he didn’t look as happy as I’d imagined he would at the prospect of returning home. “But since Nicole risked her life to save my sister and me from the island, we want to return the favor by staying here and helping her and the others complete their mission. Once the mission is complete, then we’ll return home.”

“You don’t have to do that,” I said, even though the possibility of them helping was what had convinced the others to take them off the island in the first place. Ethan and his sister had been gone for two and a half years—I wouldn’t blame them if they wanted to go home immediately.

“I know we don’t have to.” He held up a hand to stop me from arguing any further, his eyes hard with determination. “I want to. It’s the least I can do to thank you. If you hadn’t saved us, my sister and I would have been trapped on that island until the end of time. Helping you with your mission is the least we can do in return.”

“Thank you,” I said, my voice cracking with how much I meant it. “We won’t let any harm come to you or your sister. After our mission is complete, the two of you will be returned safely home. I promise.”

It was a huge promise to make, but I flexed my fists, determined to follow through with it. After all, I had the power to heal. If anyone could promise safety, it was me.

“I appreciate it,” Ethan said, his eyes only on me. “My sister appreciates it as well, even if she can’t say so right now. We’ll do everything we can to help.”

“Good,” Blake said to Ethan, his jaw tight. “Now… let’s get you up to speed on the plan. Because the fight we just had with the Lotus Eaters will be nothing compared to what’s coming with the hydra.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 

I was able to heal Rachael after dinner, and due to all the energy I’d used that day, I fell asleep pretty soon afterward. But because I’d gone to bed so early—and because I’d always risen with the sun—I found myself wide awake before everyone else the next morning.

Not wanting to disturb Kate and Danielle, who were still sleeping soundly, I went up to the main deck to see if anyone else was awake. The only person there was the chef, who was busy in the kitchen. He was a heavyset, older man, and from what I’d seen of him so far, he absolutely loved his job.

He looked up, smiling when he saw me. “Awake so early?” he asked. “Breakfast isn’t for another hour.”

“I know,” I said. “But I couldn’t fall back asleep, and I didn’t want to wake my roommates. So I figured I would come up here.”

“Can I get you anything?” he asked. “Tea? Coffee?”

“Tea would be great,” I said. “Thanks.”

Once my tea was ready, I thanked him and took it out to the picnic table on the front deck. I didn’t want to disturb Chef while he was cooking, and after the craziness of yesterday, I relished the time to myself. This time of day—early morning, when the birds were starting to chirp and the sun was preparing to rise—was always so peaceful. I loved being awake when the rest of the world was still asleep.

For the first time since arriving here, I was also able to look around and appreciate the fact that I was in Greece. It was still dark, and there wasn’t much to see right now—mostly the sea, and a few small islands that appeared deserted—but I was here. In a different country. For the first time in my life. Even though this mission was top secret and I could never tell anyone else about it, it was amazing to sit back for the first time since I’d arrived and appreciate where I was.

After about twenty minutes alone, the door leading out to the deck opened. I turned around, my breath catching when I saw Blake walking toward me. He was also holding a hot drink, and as he got closer, I could smell that it was coffee. His eyes were bleary, with circles under them—apparently he needed the caffeine. From the way he trudged along the dock, I doubted he was a morning person.

I sat there, frozen with my mug of tea in my hand, unsure what to say. I hated the thought that Blake might be upset with me for what had happened with Ethan—so much so that seeing him made my lungs tight with worry. If he’d come out here to take back everything he’d told me last week about wanting to give it a chance between us, I wouldn’t be able to blame him.

“Hi,” I eventually said, since I had to say something. “Why are you awake?”

“Chris’s snoring kept me up all night,” he said, running his hand through his already mussed up hair. “Eventually I gave up trying to sleep, and I was hungry, so I came up here to grab some food. Chef told me you were out here. You don’t mind if I join you, right?”

“No,” I said, scooting over to make room. Even though Blake’s being here broke my pact not to be alone with him, I was relieved that he still wanted to be around me after seeing me with Ethan. Knowing that I might have his forgiveness made breaking the pact worth it. “Of course not.”

“Good.” He smiled, his eyes alert for the first time this morning. He joined me on the bench, his arm brushing mine as he sipped his coffee. The slight contact sent tingles shooting up my arm.

“Did Chef give you any food?” I asked. “Since you said you came up here to get it.”

“He let me wolf down a pastry,” he said. “But don’t tell anyone. No one’s supposed to eat on this boat until breakfast is officially served.”

“Don’t worry,” I promised. “Your secret is safe with me.”

“I know,” he said. “We’ve been through enough by now that you should know how much I trust you.”

I tried to smile, despite the guilt weighing down my chest. Because Blake was right—we should trust each other. When we first started developing our elemental powers, we’d gone to each other first. We were the first to fight against a monster that escaped from Kerberos—and we stopped it, together. Plus, he saved me—he saved all of us—from getting stuck on the Land of the Lotus Eaters forever.

Thinking about the island reminded me about how I’d killed that man with black energy. I kept seeing the murderous look on his face as he tried to strangle me to death, and hearing how he’d laughed when he thought I was taking my last breaths. Then, there was the way his eyes had gone empty the moment I’d touched him. The thud as his body hit the ground. It had been so easy—and natural—for me to end his life forever. Not just him, but his friend, too. I’d run that arrow through his head without thinking twice. And afterward, I’d felt a sense of… achievement.

Was this who I was now—a killer? I shivered at the thought. I didn’t want to kill anyone. But if I hadn’t, they would have killed me first. What choice did I have?

“Are you all right?” Blake asked, his question interrupting my thoughts. “You got really quiet all of a sudden.”

“Sort of.” I stared into my tea, as if it could tell me whether or not I should be honest with Blake about my ability. But the tea wasn’t going to give me the answer—I needed to trust my instincts. And right now, I believed with all of my heart that I could trust Blake with my life.

When I looked back up and met his eyes, I was determined to go through with this.

“What do you know about black energy?” I asked, feeling stronger now that I’d come to a decision about what I was going to do.

“Not much.” He scrunched his eyebrows, clearly taken aback that I’d asked. “Why?”

“I’m just curious,” I said. “I know it exists, because Kate mentioned it to me once, when I first moved here. But no one ever talks about it. And I’ve never known why.”

“That’s because only the most powerful witches in the world can access black energy,” he said. “And even they haven’t used it for centuries, since it was made illegal in the middle ages. If any witch is caught using it, they’ll be stripped of their powers and locked away forever. It’s rumored to be a fate worse than death.”

“But why?” I asked, since I already knew all of that. “What can they do with black energy that makes it illegal?”

I hated having to ask this way—because given my experience with black energy, I already knew what it did—but I couldn’t come out and say it. Despite choosing to trust Blake, I still had to be careful.

“It inflicts torture on others.” He lowered his voice, as if just speaking about it was a crime. “The worst kind of torture imaginable.”

“That’s it?” I asked. “It doesn’t kill?”

He scrunched his eyebrows, as if he needed to think about it. “It might make someone try to kill themselves,” he said. “But no, the energy itself doesn’t kill. The pain it causes isn’t physical—it’s all in the person’s head.”

“Oh.” I deflated, taking a sip of my tea in the hopes that Blake wouldn’t see how confused I was. Because what he was describing was different than what I could do.

What I could do was worse.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. “I mean—I didn’t want to bring it up unless you did, but I saw what happened back on that island, with those two pirates who attacked you. I was running over to help you, but then—”

“What did you see?” I asked, my voice rising in panic. Did he already know about what I could do? Was he going to turn me in?

“I saw them strangling you,” he said. “There were so many Lotus Eaters in front of me, and I got so mad when I saw what those pirates were doing to you that I used the flames from the bonfire to burn everyone who was blocking my path. I would have shot the pirates from there if I didn’t worry that I might accidentally hit you instead. Then I was running over to help you, and I saw you push one of them down, and then ram an arrow straight through the other one’s face.”

I looked down at my feet, ashamed that Blake had seen me in that moment. But I was also relieved. Because from what he’d said, he didn’t realize what I’d actually done to that first pirate. He had no idea that I’d killed him, too.

Then his hand was on my chin, and when he forced me to look up at him, it wasn’t disappointment that I saw in his eyes. It was respect—or even more so—admiration.

“You did what you had to do back there,” he said, his voice strong. “Your resilience kept you alive. We had to kill those people—it was self-defense.”

“I just wish I could have healed them all,” I said. “Like how I healed Ethan.”

“Even if you did, where would they have gone?” he asked. “Most of them have been trapped on that island for centuries. Their families are long gone by now. They wouldn’t even know how to have a life in our world.”

“I know,” I said, and I smiled at him—a real smile for the first time this morning. “And I haven’t had a chance to tell you this before now… but thank you, Blake.”

“For what?” he asked. “You saved yourself without my help.”

“I’m talking about before that,” I said. “You snapped to it on that island when no one else did, and made sure we didn’t get trapped there like everyone else. And you believed in me when I thought I could heal Ethan and Rachael from the lotus poisoning. Sometimes it feels like you believe in me more than I believe in myself.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” He smirked and nudged my shoulder with his. “You were pretty badass when you fought those pirates.”

“About that…” I said, and he held my gaze, watching me like he would value anything I said no matter what. I swallowed away any lingering doubt, because this was my chance. If I was going to tell him the truth, it should be now.

“What?” He brushed a strand of hair off my face and took my hand in his. “What’s going on?”

I opened my mouth, ready to tell him. But before I had a chance, the door banged open, and we both whipped our heads around to see who it was.

Kate stood in the doorway, her breathing heavy, her eyes wide in panic. “You guys have to come inside,” she said, not moving from where she stood.

“Why?” I held Blake’s hand tighter, as if he could protect me from whatever was coming. “What happened?”

“Nothing yet,” she said. “But it’s about to. Because we’re about to pass between Scylla and Charybdis.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 

Blake stormed into the dining area, Kate and I following close behind. Hypatia and the others had already gathered around the table, all with worried expressions on their faces. The engines on the yacht had stopped, and the anchor had been dropped, presumably to give us time to come up with a plan. But despite the panic rising up my chest, I tried to remain calm. There had to be another route—something less dangerous. We would figure it out together.

“Scylla and Charybdis?” Blake ran his fingers through his hair, pacing around the room. “Really? You couldn’t have given us more advance warning on this one?”

“I didn’t want to worry you, because there’s nothing that you all can do,” Hypatia said calmly. “We must pass through Scylla and Charybdis to get to the island of Thrinacia, where Helios’s sacred cattle roam.”

“Why?” I asked, joining them at the table. “Thrinacia’s an island. Can’t we go around Scylla and Charybdis and approach the island from another direction?”

“No.” Hypatia shook her head. “The strait of Scylla and Charybdis is one of old magic, and there’s no way around it. But I have a plan, and I promise that the five of you—plus your two demigod friends—will be kept safe no matter what.”

“Hold up one second.” Chris glanced at Kate’s copy of The Odyssey and pressed his lips together, as if embarrassed about whatever he was about to say. “I know this isn’t a great time to admit this, but I didn’t actually read The Odyssey last year.”

“You didn’t?” Kate’s mouth dropped open—you would have thought from looking at her that Chris had admitted to cold-blooded murder.

“The book was tough to get through, and kind of boring, so I just skimmed the SparkNotes,” he said. “No big deal—I passed the class. But… do any of you want to remind me about what Scylla and Charybdis are?”

Kate picked up the book and opened to a bookmarked page. “The part about Scylla and Charybdis—and Helios’s cattle—is all found in Book Twelve of The Odyssey,” she said, although I wasn’t sure why she’d bothered to open the book, since she continued on from memory. “Odysseus and his men have to pass through a dangerous strait to reach Helios’s island. On one side of the strait is Charybdis, and on the other is Scylla. Scylla is a huge monster with six heads who will pluck six people from the yacht and devour them alive. Charybdis will create a gigantic whirlpool that will open up so she can gulp the yacht down whole. The strait is so narrow that anyone passing through is forced to sail close to one of the monsters. No matter what, people will die.”

“Stuck between a rock and a hard place,” Danielle muttered.

“Exactly.” Kate nodded.

“What did Odysseus do?” Chris asked. “He managed to get past the monsters, right?”

“Odysseus sacrificed six of his men to Scylla,” Hypatia answered. “Sailing near Charybdis is too dangerous, so we must do as Odysseus did and stay close to Scylla’s mountain. Six members of our staff will stand on the top deck. Scylla will take them, and the rest of us will continue on our mission.”

“You’re going to sacrifice six of your own staff?” I asked, sitting back in shock. “And they’re okay with this?”

“Once I speak with them, they will be,” she said solemnly.

“You’re going to use magic to compel them to sacrifice themselves for us.” I posed it as a statement, not as a question.

Hypatia looked down at the table and said nothing, and I knew that my guess was correct.

“No.” I shook my head, thinking of the friendly chef who’d given me my morning tea. Would he be one of the ones killed? “Absolutely not. You can’t ask them to do that.”

“It’s my job to ensure that your mission is a success,” Hypatia said sharply. “That means keeping you and your friends alive. So unless one of you comes up with a better plan in the next hour, then we do as I say.”

Blake stopped pacing, and I could tell by the light in his eyes that he’d had an idea. “Scylla and Charybdis are monsters,” he said, walking forward and placing his palms flat on the table. “So instead of avoiding them, why don’t we just attack them?”

Rachael laughed—the first sound she’d made all morning—and we all turned to look at her.

“Do you have something to add?” Danielle asked, glaring at her. For once, I was grateful for her icy tone.

Rachael pulled her hair over her shoulders and smiled at Danielle, apparently not intimidated by her in the slightest. “I know you’re all more powerful than most witches because you were gifted with your abilities by the gods or whatever, but come on. Scylla and Charybdis are two of the most ancient monsters alive. Do you really think you’re strong enough to kill them?”

“We’re on a mission to slay the hydra so we can steal its blood,” Blake reminded her. “I don’t see how this is any different.”

“Well… it is a little different,” Kate said softly, as if she were worried that we weren’t going to like what she was about to say. “A hydra has been slayed before, by Hercules. But no one has ever killed Scylla or Charybdis. In fact, it says right here…” She paused, leafing through the pages of The Odyssey until she found what she was searching for. “When Circe is warning Odysseus about Scylla and Charybdis, Odysseus had the same idea as Blake—he wanted to fight Scylla. But Circe said, ‘Scylla’s an immortal devastation, terrible, savage, wild. There’s no fighting her, no defense. Just flee the creature, that’s the only way.’” Kate closed the book and placed it back down, her face hard with resolve. “We can’t kill Scylla,” she said. “We just have to get past her alive. She’ll let the yacht by once she takes her six sacrifices. Perhaps… maybe Hypatia’s plan is the best.”

“I’m not happy about it,” Hypatia said. “But isn’t this the meaning of being trapped between Scylla and Charybdis? There is no good choice. There’s simply a bad choice, and a worse one. We cannot escape unscathed.”

“Except you’re forgetting one important thing,” Blake said, and we all turned to him to hear what he had to say. “Odysseus and his crew were all humans. We’re witches with elemental powers, and Nicole, Ethan, and Rachael are demigods. We should be able to get through this without losing anyone on this boat. If we can’t, then I don’t know what we’re doing here at all.”

The energy from what he’d said filled the room, but only for a few seconds. Because then we were right back to where we were before—sitting around the table, stumped about the best way to approach this problem.

“I have an idea,” Danielle finally said, sitting straighter. “Charybdis lives in the ocean, and she’s dangerous because when she opens her mouth, she creates a whirlpool. What if we sail on the side of Charybdis, and if she opens her mouth, I’ll use my powers to control the water so it doesn’t suck us in?”

“Do you think you’re strong enough to do that?” I asked her.

“I wish I could say yes,” she said. “But honestly… I’m not sure.”

“We can’t risk it,” Kate said. “In The Odyssey, Circe tells Odysseus that if he’s there when Charybdis opens her mouth, that ‘not even the earthquake god could save him from disaster.’ The earthquake god is Poseidon. So if a god like Poseidon—the King of the Sea—wouldn’t have been able to save Odysseus’s ship, I don’t see how you could manage it.”

“If you fail, our ship would be crushed, and we would all die,” Hypatia added. “We can’t risk it.”

“What if we avoided the water altogether?” Chris sat straighter, as if he had the best idea ever. “What if I flew the boat over Charybdis? That way, when she opens her mouth, we won’t get sucked in.”

I waited for him to laugh, or say that he was joking. When he didn’t, I asked, “You seriously think that you’re strong enough to lift an entire yacht?”

“Maybe,” he said. “If I drink a lot of yellow energy water first to help me focus.”

“Come on, Chris,” Danielle said, rolling her eyes. “Let’s be practical. Back at training, you were barely able to lift a car for half a minute, and afterward you were so wiped out that you couldn’t use your powers for the rest of the day.”

“Is this true?” Hypatia asked.

“Yeah.” Chris shrugged and slumped back in his chair. “I guess it was a stupid idea.”

We all nodded, the hope that had been in everyone’s eyes after Blake’s speech starting to dim. I hated the idea of having to sacrifice six members of the crew to Scylla. But maybe Hypatia was right—we didn’t have another option. After all, if we didn’t go through with this, and the Titans escaped Kerberos, then a lot more than six people were going to die. Perhaps it was worth sacrificing six people for the good of so many more.

“It wasn’t a stupid idea,” Ethan spoke up, which shocked me for a moment, since he’d been quiet all morning. “Even though Rachael and I don’t have power over the elements, we have our father on our side. And while Chris might not be able to lift a yacht, I bet Zeus could.”

“Except that Zeus isn’t here,” I pointed out.

“He gave us each a pendant to use to call on him if we ever needed his help,” he said casually. “We’re only supposed to use them for emergencies, but I’m pretty sure this would classify as an emergency.”

“I would say it does,” Rachael said, twisting her pendant around her neck. I’d never noticed it before because she’d tucked it under her shirt, but now that I knew to look for them, I saw that Ethan wore one, too.

It reminded me of the pendant I’d found on my windowsill the day after retrieving the Book of Shadows. The sun, with an A carved on the back. I’d left it at a safe place at home, because I didn’t want to risk anything happening to it on this journey. But perhaps I could use the pendant to call on my dad, the same way that Ethan and Rachael called on theirs?

It was worth a shot—but since I didn’t have the pendant with me, I couldn’t worry about it until we completed this mission and returned home.

“Calling on Zeus might not be a bad idea,” Kate said, looking more optimistic than she had all morning. “He and Poseidon have a pretty intense sibling rivalry. And Charybdis is a daughter of Poseidon—she was completely loyal to her father, which made Zeus so angry that he changed her into the monster she is today. Zeus might like the idea of helping us thwart Charybdis on Poseidon’s own turf.”

At that moment, thunder rumbled so loudly that the entire boat vibrated, followed by a crack of lightening so bright that I would have sworn it had struck the front deck. Then someone pushed through the front doors and stepped into our living room—a tall, muscular man in jeans and a white t-shirt. A breeze whooshed through the air as he entered, and he watched us all with a knowing smirk, as if we should have been anticipating his arrival. With blond hair down to his shoulders and a few days scruff on his face, he reminded me of a more attractive version of Brad Pitt—if that were even possible.

“That’s one smart girl you’ve got on your hands,” he said, motioning to Kate. “But I would expect nothing else from a descendant of Athena.”

“Hi, Dad,” Rachael said with a smile, her fingers still holding onto her pendant. “I’d hoped you would come.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 

“That’s your dad?” My eyes widened, and I stared at the guy who had just joined us on the yacht. “You’re Zeus?”

“The one and only.” He chuckled. “Let me guess—you expected me to look different? Older, with white hair and a thick, bushy beard?”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “And I also always imagined you wearing a toga.”

“I find this much more comfortable.” He stuck his hands in his pockets, as if he were testing them out. “It’s incredible how far clothing has come in the past century. I save the formal attire for meetings on Mount Olympus.”

Hypatia stood up with so much speed that I would have thought she’d never seen a deity before in her life. “Thank you for coming here, sir.” She cleared her throat and looked down at her hands, as if afraid to meet his eyes. “As it sounds like you already know, we have a bit of a situation on our hands. Your children said they would ask for your help, and I hope they haven’t bothered you…”

“No, no, of course not,” he said, waving the thought away. “And no need for the formalities in address. It’s all so… human, don’t you think?”

“Of course.” Hypatia nodded, finally meeting his eyes. “What should I call you, then?”

He raised an eyebrow. “I would assume that you know my name?”

“Yes, of course, sir,” Hypatia stuttered, and then she lowered herself into what I could only describe as a curtsy. “I mean, Zeus.”

He chuckled, clearly amused. “I don’t have much time here, so let’s make this quick,” he said. “I’m aware of your dilemma, and I must say, Hypatia’s plan sounds solid to me. By losing six of your crew to Scylla, the five of you will still be able to complete your mission—and trust me when I say that me and all of the others on Olympus are rooting for your success. Since the entire purpose of this strait between Scylla and Charybdis is to teach a lesson in tough decisions, I was going to leave you to it, and have you make the sacrifice.

“However, Kate here had quite a good point. No one has made it through the strait unharmed since Jason, and that was thousands of years ago—ancient history.” He waved it away as if Jason’s feats meant nothing anymore. “It’s about time to piss off my brother Poseidon again, don’t you think?”

“Yes.” Kate nodded, a grin spreading across her face. “Most definitely.”

“Except there’s one problem,” Zeus said. “If I do this for you, Poseidon won’t like it. He has quite the temper, and I wouldn’t put it past him to lose all foresight and take it out on you just to get back on me. And if he brings disaster to your ship and everyone on board perishes, then we’ll have a bigger problem on our hands, because we need at least some of you alive to re-seal the portal to Kerberos. If all of you die, then the Titans will be released onto the Earth again, and none of us want that.”

“No, we don’t,” I said, and everyone else shook their heads in agreement.

“Doesn’t Charybdis only open up her mouth three times a day?” Blake asked. Kate nodded, and his eyes brightened, as if he were coming up with a plan. “What if we waited until night time, and crossed over Charybdis’s side of the strait while she was sleeping?”

“On average, Charybdis does only take her meals three times a day,” Zeus said. “But if she smells something delicious—like a boat full of witches and demigods—she won’t be able to resist having a fourth meal. After all, mortals are her favorite food.”

“So we should proceed with Hypatia’s plan, then?” Danielle asked.

“You could,” Zeus said. “Or, you could use this.” With a flourish, he stuck his hand in his back pocket and pulled out a Lifesaver mint.

“A mint?” Danielle arched an eyebrow, looking at him as if he had a screw loose. “What are we supposed to do with that?”

I wanted to tell her to have more respect—this was Zeus we were talking to—but I supposed that Danielle would always be Danielle no matter what.

“That’s up for you to decide,” he said. “You see, this is more than your average mint. It’s been infused with power. When any of the five of you starts sucking on it, your powers will be increased ten fold. The magic will last until the mint is gone—so for about ten minutes.

“But of course, there’s a catch,” he added. “It can only be used once. For instance, if you start sucking on it but take it out of your mouth before it’s finished, you won’t be able to use it again. The magic can only be ignited one time. Understand?”

Chris smiled and stepped closer to Zeus, eyeing up the mint. “You mean that if I pop the mint right when we reach Charybdis, I’ll be able to fly the yacht over her so we can pass through the straight without anyone getting hurt?”

“If that’s when you choose to use it, then yes,” Zeus said, dropping the mint into Chris’s hand. “And don’t tell Poseidon about this little gift I’m giving you. Let’s have him believe that you got past Charybdis on your own, all right?”

“Deal,” Chris nodded. “Thanks for giving this to us. It’ll help a lot.”

“Of course.” Zeus smiled. “I didn’t want to miss the chance to give a descendent of mine a little glory. And kids?” he said, turning to Ethan and Rachael. “Good luck in the fight against the hydra. Help bring Team Zeus some glory up on Olympus.”

“We will.” Rachael smirked with a cockiness that matched her father’s.

“It shouldn’t be hard,” Ethan added. “After all, it’ll be seven against one. We’ve got this.”

“I know you do,” Zeus agreed, backing towards the door. “Anyway, my job here is done, so it’s time for me to head out. Best of luck out there.”

“Wait,” I said, stepping forward to stop him. “One more question before you leave?”

He paused, his raised eyebrow letting me know that he didn’t have all day.

I swallowed down my anxiety about what I was about to ask, since it was now or never. “Next time you see my father, can you let him know that I’m hoping to meet him, if he has any time?” I asked, wringing my hands together. “I know he’s probably busy and everything… but it would mean a lot.”

“Of course,” Zeus said, his eyes softer than they’d been since we’d met him. “I can’t promise what Apollo will do, but I will give him your message.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”

Then there was a flash of lightning, and as quickly as Zeus had arrived, he was gone.
  


CHAPTER THIRTY
 

“Was it just me, or did Zeus say that I was a descendent of his?” Chris asked, still holding tightly onto the mint.

“He did say that,” Kate agreed. “He also said that I’m a descendent of Athena. I’d always hoped that might be the case… and now I know it’s true. Wow. Amazing.”

“If you’re a descendent of Zeus, then that makes us relatives,” Ethan said to Chris. “Cool, man. Welcome to the family.”

“But very distant relatives,” Rachael clarified, twisting her hair around her finger as she looked at Chris. “Probably from centuries ago. So untraceable that it doesn’t matter.”

Was she flirting with him? I glanced over at Kate—I’d always suspected Kate had a crush on Chris, although she was too shy to ever admit it—and the way she refused to look at either Chris or Rachael convinced me that my suspicion was correct. Rachael was flirting with Chris, and by the way Chris smiled back at her, he seemed to be into her, too.

“So,” Chris said, pacing around the room, as hyped as ever. “I’ll pop the mint once we’re close to Charybdis, fly us over the water, and set us down on the other side of the strait. I’ve never done this before, so you all should probably brace yourselves. Are there seatbelts on this boat?”

“We’re not going anywhere yet,” Hypatia said, resuming her spot at the head of the table. “Because first, we need to discuss how we plan on using this present from Zeus.”

“What do you mean?” Chris’s forehead crinkled. “I’m going to suck on it and fly us over Charybdis so we can pass by her and Scylla without anyone getting hurt. That’s why Zeus gave it to us.”

“Zeus was clear that if you took the mint when we reached the strait of Scylla and Charybdis, you would be able to use it for that purpose,” Hypatia said. “But he never said it was the only thing you could use it for. While your proposal is a good one, we have to be responsible and think through all of our options.”

“When else would we use it?” Danielle asked. “In the fight against the hydra?”

“We won’t have any problem fighting the hydra,” Rachael said, brushing the idea away. “After all, Hercules slayed the hydra on his own. But… no one’s ever fought Charybdis before, have they?”

For the answer to that question, we all looked to Kate.

“No.” Kate shook her head. “Both Scylla and Charybdis are ancient and immortal. They can’t be killed. Like I said earlier, it isn’t even advised to try. We just need to focus on getting past them with our yacht and everyone on it intact.”

“But didn’t you hear what Zeus said?” Rachael asked. “He said he was rooting for us. He trusts us to slay the hydra, so that won’t shock him much. But if we manage to slay Charybdis…” She smiled, as if she was already basking in the glory of it. “Think of how proud he would be then.”

“You cannot slay Charybdis,” Hypatia said, so calmly that it was clear this wasn’t up for debate. “I’m here to guide you on a mission, and that mission is to gather the three ingredients for the potion you need to kill the monsters who have escaped from Kerberos. So far, we have only one of those three ingredients. Attempting to attack Charybdis will do nothing to help us on that mission. And, on the rare chance that you succeed in slaying her, you will bring the wrath of Poseidon upon this entire ship. Rachael, I understand that you want to impress your father, but to protect us all, I’m putting my foot down on this idea.”

“Fine.” Rachael leaned back in her chair and pouted, crossing her arms over her chest. “It was just a thought.”

“But Danielle did have a good point,” Hypatia said. “If you save the mint to use during your battle with the hydra, your chances of slaying it will increase tremendously.”

“But then six of our crew—who are all fellow witches who volunteered to join us on this mission—will die,” I said. “If Scylla eats them alive, I’ll have no chance to heal them. But if one of us gets hurt in the fight against the hydra, I can heal them.”

“But if we can’t slay the hydra, way more than six people will die once the Titans escape Kerberos,” Danielle said. “Yes, we would have to sacrifice six lives to get past Scylla, but by doing so, we would save many more.”

“You don’t think we can slay the hydra?” Chris asked her.

“I never said that,” she said. “I was just pointing out that it’s a possibility.”

“Both options are valid,” Hypatia said. “Which means there’s only one fair thing for us to do now.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“We’ll have to leave it up to a vote.”
  


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 

Only the five of us were allowed to vote, since this was our mission. Kate and Danielle voted to use the mint in the fight against the hydra. Chris, Blake, and I voted to use the mint to fly the yacht over Charybdis.

“It is decided, then,” Hypatia said. “Chris will use the mint now, and everyone on board will survive the strait between Scylla and Charybdis.”

“Good choice,” Rachael said, nodding at me in approval. But I could barely reply to her—all I could do was stare at Kate, my mouth open in shock.

“You wanted to sacrifice six of our crew?” I asked her, feeling like I was looking at a complete stranger. “Why?”

“I don’t want to sacrifice anyone,” she said. “But I had to think about numbers. So many more people will die if we can’t slay the hydra.”

“Which is irrelevant,” Blake cut in. “Because we will slay the hydra.”

“Exactly,” Ethan agreed. “No one is going to die. We’ll get the other two ingredients, and once we do, Rachael and I will go home. It’ll all work out fine.”

I nodded, wishing I could share their confidence. Because while I did believe in us, I also knew it would increase our odds of slaying the hydra if we used the mint against it. But my gut told me that using it now was the best decision. I’d gone with my gut so far, and so far it had worked out. And since one of Apollo’s abilities was prophecy, I had to hope that I’d inherited some of that, too.

Chris tossed the mint in the air, catching it with his other hand. “What are we waiting for?” he asked, spinning around and heading toward the door. “Let’s fly past these monsters.”
  


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 

Eager to get a view of Scylla and Charybdis, we gathered on the front deck, along with the captain and a few of the crew numbers. Chef was there, hanging over the railing like a kid trying to see an animal at the zoo. But most of the crew had gathered below deck. They wanted to see the monsters, but they didn’t want to risk being in the open air in case Scylla got too close. We assured them that that wouldn’t happen—that Chris was going to fly the ship near Charybdis’s side of the strait—but they still didn’t want to take their chances.

Just to be safe, I stood on the left side of the ship, which was as far away from Scylla’s side as possible. And even though we wouldn’t need them, we all held onto our weapons, just in case.

“When will it be time to take the mint?” Chris asked Hypatia.

“You’ll want to wait until we’re as close to Charybdis as possible,” she answered. “We can’t risk the mint fully disintegrating before we’re completely across the strait. I’ll tell you when.”

Trying to relax—after all, there was nothing I could do to help at this moment—I watched the land funneling around us as we approached the entrance to the strait. Mountains towered high on both sides, although the right side—Scylla’s side—was so tall that clouds covered the peak. The cliffs were so steep that barely any trees grew on them—they were mostly jagged rocks. If Chris messed up and ran the boat into the mountain, the rocks would cut into us like the iceberg did to the Titanic.

But with the gift Zeus had given to him, he shouldn’t mess up.

As we got closer to the strait, the water became rockier and rockier. It soon got so bad that we had to sit down or hold onto something so we didn’t fall over. Wind rushed past the rocks, creating a faint whiny sound that reminded me of a whimpering puppy. This place was so eerie, and we all remained silent, as if paying respect to the ancient monsters we were about to pass.

As we got closer, I saw an alcove on the left side of the strait—all that grew there was a single tree, with branches so wide that they extended far over the water.

“The fig tree,” Kate whispered, as if it were a holy object. “Its branches extend over the center of Charybdis’s mouth. It’s the tree that Odysseus held onto when he came back through the strait—Charbydis ate his ship, but that tree saved his life. I can’t believe we’re seeing it with our own eyes.”

We didn’t have much time to take it in, because there was a low rumbling, and the water below the tree started to swirl, like a toilet when it’s flushed.

“Chris,” Hypatia said his name, her eyes wide in panic. “Pop that mint. Now!”

Chris did as she said, and the next thing I knew, the yacht was hovering above the water, gaining height until it was slightly higher than the tallest branch of the fig tree. The ascent was smooth, like a hot air balloon—we could now stand steadily without having to hold on for dear life. And Chris was managing this without any visible strain at all.

The water swirled beneath us, whooshing and roaring like an oncoming train. A large tree branch floated below, and the tendrils of the churning water rippled and reached out, trapping it and pulling it inward. It cracked into two, and was sucked into the watery tornado.

If that tree branch had been our boat, we would have been crushed and drowned by now. Instead, we soared over Charybdis, untouched by the raging water. Confident that Chris was holding the boat steady, I leaned over the railing to get a better look, my mouth dropping open at what I saw below.

In the center of the whirlpool was a giant pink gullet, wide enough to consume an entire ship. Its fleshy throat dipped in crags and valleys, the seawater sloshing down into its bottomless depths. Along the top rim sprung giant yellow fangs—teeth.

I was staring straight into Charybdis’s mouth.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Blake rested his elbows next to mine on the rail, yelling over the noise. I’d been so entranced by the monster below that I hadn’t heard him approach.

“I’m just glad we’re up here and not down there,” I said.

He nodded in agreement, and we both continued to stare down at Charybdis, watching her consume everything in her reach.

Then something shot down from the yacht, hitting one of Charybdis’s teeth and ricocheting into the water. An arrow.

One of my arrows.

“Hey!” My head shot up, and I saw Rachael standing on the other side of the yacht, the wind blowing her golden hair all around her as she prepared to shoot again. I recognized the weapon she was using—it was the backup bow I’d brought in case something happened to mine. And I definitely hadn’t given her permission to use it. So I hurried over to her, yanking the arrow out of the weapon before she had a chance to realize I was there. “What are you doing?” I asked, screaming to be heard over Charybdis’s roar. “This is mine.”

“It was in the extra room that my brother and I are staying in,” she said. “I figured that with no one else using it, I might as well try to get a shot or two at Charybdis.”

“As if she could actually feel this?” I laughed and waved the arrow in the air. “Do you see how big she is? This arrow would barely scratch her.”

“Obviously I see how big she is.” Rachael rolled her eyes and reached for the arrow, but I swiftly pulled it out of her grasp. “I thought that if I hit her in the right spot, I could find a weakness somewhere.”

“And you thought that spot would be… her tooth?” I asked. Maybe all that lotus fruit had gone to Rachael’s brain more than I’d realized.

“Of course not,” she said. “I was aiming for her eye.”

I’d been so focused on Charybdis’s gaping mouth that I hadn’t looked for an eye. Now that I did, I saw one of the huge, rock-like chunks smashed into the side of her face. I swear at that same moment she stared back at me, and she let out a low rumble, deep enough that I could feel the vibration resonate through the air. But I couldn’t help chuckling—because her eyes were nowhere near her teeth.

“What’s so funny?” Rachael asked.

“Your aim was a bit off,” I said, suppressing another laugh.

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you saying that you could do better?”

“I’m a daughter of Apollo.” I reached for my bow, held it up in position, and strung the arrow through it. “Of course I can do better.”

But before I had a chance to center in on my target, a long growl echoed from the other side of the strait, followed by an ear-splitting crack. Something rumbled high up in the peak, and a few rocks rolled down the mountain, splashing into the sea.

“Is that an earthquake?” Rachael asked, blocking the sun with her hand as she stared up at the peak.

“No.” I shook my head, ice-cold dread running through my veins. “I don’t think so.”

The whimpering puppy sounds returned, loud enough to rival the churning of Charybdis, as if there were an entire pack of them. There was more crashing up ahead—like footsteps. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought they were the footsteps of a Tyrannosaurus Rex.

More rocks tumbled down into the sea as they grew closer. Then, out of a pitch dark cave buried in the side of the mountain, slithered one humongous reptilian head, and then another, and then another, until there were six of them in all. Each one yelped, whimpered, or barked—with the occasional hiss thrown in between. They were each identical, with green eyes, and were connected to long, snakelike necks that went on forever. Three lines of teeth glinted in the sunlight whenever one of them opened its mouth, and they chomped their teeth wildly, looking at us and salivating as if we were dinner on a platter.

The creature was out of reach of my arrows, so I dropped my bow to my side, transfixed as I stared up at the huge monstrosity. Rachael did the same.

“Um, you guys?” Kate said, her voice shaking as she gazed up at the terrifying creature. “I think Scylla’s mad.”
  


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 

“Why’s Scylla showing her ugly faces?!” Chris yelled, still controlling the wind that was keeping our yacht afloat.

“Don’t speak,” Hypatia said, shooting him a look so stern that he stopped talking. “You can’t risk that mint falling out of your mouth.”

“Chris is right,” Blake said, his eyes determined as he stared Scylla down. “We chose Charybdis’s side of the strait. Scylla was supposed to stay in her cave and leave us alone.”

“Except we broke the rules by flying over Charybdis,” Kate pointed out. “And I don’t think Scylla’s happy about it.”

Danielle sneered at Scylla, as if that would be enough to scare her. “Is she even allowed to do this?” she asked.

“She’s a monster,” Ethan answered. “She’s ‘allowed’ to do whatever she wants.”

Kate held her hands up, her palms facing the side of the mountain, her brows furrowed in concentration. I don’t know what she was trying to do, but her expression grew more and more frustrated, and I could tell it wasn’t working. Finally she let out a long breath and dropped her hands to her sides.

“I was trying to make Scylla’s cave collapse around her,” she explained. “But we’re too far away from the land for me to use my power.”

“And Charybdis’s hold on the water is so strong that it overpowers anything I try to do,” Danielle said.

I leaned over the railing again to check our progress—the back of the boat had just passed over the center of Charybdis’s mouth. At this pace, we still had a few more minutes until we would be out of the strait. And with the way that a few of Scylla’s mouths were licking their lips, I doubted we had that much time. Scylla must have realized it, too—or else she would have already attacked.

“Hey, Chris?” I called to him. “Is there any way you can make us move faster?”

He shook his head, his lips pressed tightly together.

“The mint increased his power ten-fold,” Hypatia reminded us. “It doesn’t make his abilities endless. If he pushes himself and loses control of the yacht, we’ll be crushed in the mouth of Charybdis. We can’t risk it.”

Blake drew his gun and held it in front of him, focused in on Scylla. “Then it’s a good thing we brought our weapons,” he said. “Because it looks like we’ll need to fight.”

“Yes.” Hypatia nodded, her expression grim. “It appears so.”

“I thought we couldn’t fight Scylla?” I asked, although I still held tightly onto my bow. “That it was impossible and we shouldn’t even try?”

“I did say that,” she said. “But Chris needs to be out in the wind for his powers to work, and we can’t risk losing him to Scylla. Then the yacht will fall into Charybdis’s mouth, and we’ll all be dead. We need you and the others here to protect him. So… I suppose it’s time for you to prove me wrong, isn’t it?”

Kate’s face was pale, like she’d just seen a ghost. “We wouldn’t just be proving you wrong,” she said. “We would be proving thousands of years of history wrong. We can’t do it. It’s impossible.” She backed up and gripped the handrail, terror in her eyes as she stared up at Scylla. We weren’t moving fast enough to escape, and the expression on Kate’s face said it all—she didn’t think we were going to make it.

My stomach rose into my throat, fear weighing down my body. I knew this mission was dangerous, and that our lives would be at risk. But the real danger wasn’t supposed to happen until we reached the hydra. It wasn’t supposed to happen this soon. Not here. Not now.

“You also must remember that in thousands of years of history, there’s been no record of anyone like the five of you, with powers over the elements,” Hypatia said, the confidence in her voice forcing me to focus. “And we have demigods with us as well. If there was ever a team to fight Scylla, it’s the one we have right here.”

I readied my bow, but Blake reached for me, pulling me to stand behind him.

“What are you doing?” I tried to step forward, but he held his arm out to hold me back. “We need to be ready to fight.”

“But you don’t need to be on our front lines,” he said. “I—we—need you. And Rachael seems more than ready to race to the front, and she has a bow and arrow, too.”

“Obviously you haven’t seen her shoot.” I rolled my eyes, but didn’t run forward again. I knew from training that I wasn’t supposed to rush ahead of everyone. I needed to keep myself in one piece so I could heal the others. And if Blake didn’t want me ahead of him, then I would fight right beside him.

“What’s the plan?” Kate asked, still gripping onto the rail.

Before anyone could answer, one of Scylla’s heads darted forward, as quick as a rattlesnake, and wrapped its mouth around Chef’s arm. His screams drowned out my thoughts, and I shot an arrow straight into one of Scylla’s eyes. That was enough to make her open her mouth in a scream and release Chef, who toppled to the floor, blood spurting all around him.

Scylla prepared to take another bite of him, but Danielle dashed forward, a shield of ice in one hand to protect herself. She stabbed Scylla’s other eye with her katana. The head whimpered and pulled back, blindly crashing into the side of the mountain a few times on its way there.

The other heads made a similar sound to the one I heard earlier—what had reminded me of lost puppies. Could blinding one of her heads have been enough to scare the other ones away from attacking?

I wanted to hope so, but then the center head hissed and reared back, its eyes locked on mine as it prepared to strike.
  


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 

“Give me fire!” I yelled to Blake, my gaze leveled with Scylla’s.

The tip of my arrow erupted in flames, just as we’d practiced in training, and I released it straight into Scylla’s open mouth. I did it again, and again, and again, moving so quickly that it felt like one big blur. Blake and I worked together seamlessly—he always had the fire ready when I was ready to shoot. So much energy buzzed between us that we didn’t need to speak to communicate. It was like we’d been fighting in tandem for years.

Once my quiver was emptied, Blake held up both of his hands, beads of sweat collecting on his forehead as he focused on the flames coming out of Scylla’s mouth. She looked like a fire-breathing dragon. Her neck flailed around, her eyes wide in pain—and in what also looked like confusion.

Then the fire exploded, and Scylla’s head burst into thousands of scaly pieces, raining blood and guts and squishy green goop all over the deck.

Blake pulled me close and held his arm above our heads, shielding us both from the fallout of Scylla’s guts. Some of the pieces were still on fire, so Danielle pulled water from the air to create an isolated rainstorm, extinguishing the flames.

The destroyed neck crashed lifelessly into the swirling sea, splashing water up at us on impact. The four uninjured heads reached forward and clamped their mouths around different sections of the neck, pulling it away from Charybdis’s deadly whirlpool. They poked and prodded at it, whimpering as they tried to urge it back to life. But it remained still.

The time Scylla spent tending to the limp neck was the time we needed for Chris to fly the yacht safely out of the strait. We landed with ease, and I looked behind us, surprised at how calm it all looked now. Scylla had disappeared back into her cave, and Charybdis had closed her mouth, the sea flat and calm. The sun had emerged from behind the clouds, rays of light sparkling over the water. It was as if the past ten chaotic minutes hadn’t happened at all.

At least, until I stepped back and my heel squished into the green goop that had come out of Scylla’s head in the explosion. I didn’t want to think about what it could be—because I highly suspected that it might be a booger.

“Nicole!” Kate called my name from the other side of the deck. “We need your help over here!”

I looked to see what she meant, and saw her kneeling on the floor next to Chef. He was slumped up against the rail, and Kate had removed her jacket, using it to tie a tourniquet around what was left of his arm.

His arm that now ended at his elbow, the skin above it torn and shredded to his shoulder.

I rushed over to them, and Chef’s eyes lit up when he saw me. “You can fix it, right?” he said. “Kate promised me that you could fix it.”

I looked at the stump again, swallowing down a wave of nausea. Because of what I could see, yes, I could heal. But as for the rest of it—how could I heal something that wasn’t even there? I didn’t think I could do it, but I took a few deep breaths, trying not to panic.

“I need my arm,” Chef said, slower this time. “I can’t work without my arm.”

“I’m going to do my best,” I told him. “Just lean back and close your eyes, okay?”

He did as I said, but the reason I’d asked him to close his eyes wasn’t because he needed to for me to heal him. It was because I didn’t want him to see my expression when I unwrapped the tourniquet.

It was a good thing he wasn’t watching me, because while I couldn’t see myself, I would bet that my expression was one of absolute horror. All that was left after his elbow was a bloody stump, with a jagged bone sticking out of the end. The surrounding skin was ravaged, mauled by Scylla’s teeth. Blood dripped out of the open hole of his arm and splatted onto the deck. My stomach swirled at the sight of it, and it took all my effort to swallow down the bitter nausea creeping up my throat. I couldn’t even reach forward to touch it. It was too gruesome.

“You can do it,” Blake said from behind me. I turned around and looked up at him, grateful that he’d somehow known I needed support. My eyes must have conveyed my doubts, because he kneeled down next to me and leveled his gaze with mine. “It’s no different than the other times you’ve used your power,” he said, sounding absolutely sure of it. “You’ve got this, Nicole.”

“What’s taking so long?” Chef asked. His voice shook from pain, and he was sweating so much that his hair was drenched and matted to his head. “Just do it already. Please.”

Unable to let him live with this pain for a second longer, I reached forward and placed my hand on his arm. Then I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and called on the white energy, gathering it until it filled my body. I let it out of my palms, allowing it to flow into Chef’s arm and knit his injuries back together.

Once finished, I opened my eyes, disappointment flooding my chest at what I saw. Chef’s injuries were healed—the skin was firm and smooth—but the piece of his arm that was missing hadn’t grown back. Instead, he looked like someone who had been an amputee for years.

“I’m sorry.” I looked down at his stump of an arm and shook my head, unable to meet his eyes. “I tried. I really did.”

“Try again,” he demanded. “Kate promised you could fix my arm.”

“I said she could heal you, and that you wouldn’t die,” Kate said, her voice soft. “And that maybe she could fix your arm.”

“Try again,” he repeated, staring straight at me. I finally looked up at him, and saw the desperation in his eyes. It was the same desperation and fear that I’d expect from anyone who was coming to terms with the possibility of losing a limb.

This shouldn’t have happened to him. We were the ones who were supposed to be putting our lives at risk on this mission—not the crew. I owed it to him to try again.

“Okay,” I said. “I will.”

I placed my hands back on his arm, and called on the white energy again. But unlike the other times when I’d tried to heal someone, I couldn’t sense anything there to fix. Still, I sent the energy into his arm, hoping it would do something.

I knew before opening my eyes that it hadn’t worked.

“I tried,” I told him. “I’m sorry. I really did.”

“You’re supposed to be a healer,” he said, yanking what was left of his arm back to his side. “What good are you if you can’t fix this?”

“She saved your life.” Blake’s voice was calm and controlled, but he flexed his arm muscles, and I could tell that it was taking all of his effort to keep himself from lashing out. “If Nicole wasn’t here, you would have bled out and died.”

“Death would have been better than this,” he muttered, glaring at his stump.

“You don’t mean that…” Kate said.

“Oh yeah?” he said, raising his eyebrows. “Cooking is my life. I worked for years to get to where I am now. Now, just like that, it’s gone. I’ll lose my job. I’ll never be able to cook again.”

Hypatia must have heard the commotion, because she walked over to us, her hands clasped in front of her. “Nicole did what she could, and you’re in much better shape now than you would have been if she wasn’t here,” she said. “You knew this would be a dangerous mission coming in, yet you volunteered anyway. You will be rewarded for your bravery. So while I know it can’t make up for what you’ve lost, as the Head Elder of Greece, I promise that you will be taken care of for the rest of your life.”

“All I want is my arm back,” he said. “Who am I if I can’t cook?”

Hypatia shot me a sympathetic look, and she reached forward to escort Chef below deck. He went with her, in a daze, not looking behind him.

All I could think as I watched him disappear down the steps was that I wished I could have done better.

I should have been able to give him his arm back.
  


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 

Once we were through the strait of Scylla and Charybdis, it wasn’t far to Helios’s island. During that time, we took turns showering—none of us wanted Scylla’s guts on us for any longer than necessary. And I didn’t want Chef’s blood on me, either. It just reminded me of my failure.

Unlike the Land of the Lotus Eaters, Helios’s island had a modern dock on it, so it was easy for us to pull up. According to Hypatia, this was because the island was now the home to a beautiful witches-only resort, popular for newlyweds on their honeymoons. From looking at it out of my window, I could see why. With huge overwater bungalows extending out into the sea, it reminded me of those exclusive resorts where only celebrities and socialites vacationed.

To avoid Scylla and Charybdis, most people portaled in. But the magic around the island prevented unapproved portals, and there was a long waiting list for a room at the resort. Which was why we’d had to travel there the old-fashioned way.

Once done freshening up, I gathered some of my extra arrows from the storage room and ventured onto the deck. Everyone was there—except for Chris.

“Where’s Chris?” I asked.

“He’s quite worn out after flying the yacht across the strait,” Hypatia said, as if what he’d done was a normal occurrence. “This will be your easiest task in this mission, so he’ll be staying back and resting, since he’ll need his full energy when you all fight the hydra.”

“Is he okay?” Kate asked, her eyes wide with worry. “Does he need someone to stay back with him?”

“He’ll be fine,” Hypatia said. “We need the rest of you on Helios’s island to collect the milk from the immortal cattle.”

“Maybe I could stay back to keep him company?” Rachael volunteered. “Since from what you said, collecting the milk shouldn’t be hard, right?”

“I don’t imagine it will be,” Hypatia said. “As long as you all stick to the rules and don’t slaughter any of the cattle, you shouldn’t run into any difficulties. And as I’ve said before, while we appreciate you and your brother joining us, this mission was given to the Elementals, not to either of you. So, you’re free to do as you please.”

“Then I’ll stay back with Chris,” Rachael said, smiling sweetly. “If that’s okay?”

Kate crossed her arms, her lips set in a firm line. “What if something goes wrong on the island?” she asked. “Like what happened on the Land of the Lotus Eaters. We’ll need all the help we can get.”

“You all would have gotten off that island with or without me and my brother,” Rachael said. “Weren’t we actually a detriment to you? After all, I was still under the influence of the lotus fruit and had to be knocked out so I didn’t try to kill you for taking me off the island…”

I looked back and forth between Rachael and Kate. The instinct I’d had before must have been right—Rachael was interested in Chris. She loved adventure too much to stay back for any other reason.

“Fine,” Kate eventually said. “Stay here. What do I care?”

But from the way her eyes welled up with tears that she quickly blinked away, it was obvious that she did care quite a bit. And from the looks of Rachael—who was an Amazonian golden girl—I couldn’t blame Kate for being upset. That was tough competition.

I wished I could honestly tell Kate not to worry, but I couldn’t tell her that when I couldn’t be sure of it myself.

“So Rachael will stay back with Chris,” Danielle said, marching toward the exit of the yacht. “Now, can we all get going? The cows aren’t going to wait all day.”
  


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 

Once we got off the yacht, we headed straight to the hotel lobby. The lobby was its own bungalow—the biggest one of them all—and it also extended over the water. The gleaming hardwood floor had a few clear tiles in it that looked down into the sea, and elegant waterfalls flowed down the sides of the walls, reminding the guests that they had entered paradise.

The group of us—five high school students dressed in workout gear, all carrying various weapons—was enough to make the receptionist’s mouth drop open. But she straightened and clasped her hands over her desk, quickly composing herself.

“Good afternoon, and welcome to Thrinacia, the island of eternal youth,” she said, her voice overly perky. “May I please have your names so I can find you reservation?”

Blake stepped forward to take the lead. “We’re not here for a vacation,” he said. “We’re here to speak to Lampetia.”

The receptionist said nothing, instead simply looking at us as if we’d lost our minds.

“You do know who she is?” Blake continued. “The daughter of Helios? The owner of this resort?”

“Y-yes,” she stuttered. “Of course I know who she is.”

“Good.” Blake nodded. “Because we need to speak with her.”

“You can’t just walk in here and ask to speak with Lampetia,” the receptionist said. “She’s a nymph—which as you know, means she’s a minor nature goddess—and a very busy one at that. She would have let us know if she was expecting anyone. But if you need to speak with someone in charge, I can call in my manager and she’ll be happy to assist you.”

“Will your manager be able to take us to Lampetia?” Blake asked.

“We know she’s on the island,” Kate added. “She never leaves, since she has to be here at all times to guard the immortal livestock.”

“Please make yourself comfortable in the sitting area,” the receptionist said, blatantly avoiding answering our questions. “The manager will be right with you. Feel free to enjoy the fresh fruit while you wait.”

We all took a seat, and Danielle reached for a pear. But Kate stuck her hand out, stopping her.

“I wouldn’t eat that if I were you,” she warned. “Remember what happened on the Land of the Lotus Eaters? I doubt there’s anything wrong with the fruit here, but we have plenty of food back on the yacht. It can’t hurt to be safe.”

“Okay,” Danielle said, dropping her hand to her side. “Fair point.”

We sat there for a few minutes, silent as we waited. To pass the time, I leafed through a booklet on the spa treatments offered at the resort. Apparently, they had the best anti-aging milk bath in the world. Which made sense, since that milk was exactly what we were here for—it must be from the immortal cattle themselves.

As the receptionist had promised, the manager came out to meet us in less than ten minutes. With tanned olive skin and dark wavy hair, she looked like she came from a family who had lived in Greece since the ancient times. But despite her friendly smile, her no-nonsense suit made it clear that she meant business.

“Good afternoon,” she said, shaking each one of our hands. I couldn’t help noticing the red scabs around her fingernails, as if she had a bad habit of biting them. “I’m Calliope—the manager of this resort. Maria here told me that you’re interested in learning about our owner Lampetia?”

“We don’t want to learn about her,” I said. “We’re here on a very important mission, and we need to speak with her.”

“I’m afraid that isn’t possible,” Calliope said, her bright smile never leaving her face. “But I’m more than happy to answer any questions you have about the resort. Are you interested in booking us for an event? A graduation party, perhaps? Or a spa day? We’re famous for our luxury milk treatments.”

“Enough.” Danielle huffed and raised her arms in the air, palms out. “Since you obviously won’t take us seriously, perhaps this will change your mind.”

The sound of trickling water that had been a constant in the background stopped. I glanced at the waterfalls—there were four of them in the lobby—and saw that instead of the water flowing down, it now defied gravity by moving in horizontal streams, straight to the center of the room. Once reaching the center, the streams twisted around themselves, forming a growing sphere. The water sparkled in the light, and it was breathtakingly beautiful—like a shimmering planet. Then the sphere exploded upward, scattering into a rain shower that drenched the entire lobby. Danielle held her arms out and raised her face to the ceiling, smiling as the droplets poured down on her. She looked completely in her element.

Just when Calliope’s eyes were about to pop out of their sockets, all of the water evaporated, leaving the lobby completely dry. The waterfalls flowed normally, trickling down as if nothing had happened at all.

Maria sat still at her desk, her mouth wide open. The pen that she’d dropped on the floor rolled until it hit the wall.

“How…?” Calliope said, her eyes darting around the room. Finally, she focused back on Danielle. “How did you do that?”

Danielle smiled smugly, and for once I was glad that she always looked haughty no matter what. “My friends and I aren’t just any common witches,” she said. “The gods have gifted us with powers over the elements. As you saw, my element is water.”

“I’m fire,” Blake said, flicking on his lighter. He balanced the flame in his hand until it was the size of a basketball. He divided it into four and sent each one flying into a waterfall, where they sizzled out in the water.

Then, all of the rocks that decorated the waterfalls began to shake, until the rumbling filled the entire room. With a wave of Kate’s hand, they stilled again, and it was silent. “Earth,” she said simply.

Calliope just nodded in response.

“And I’m the aether,” I said, stepping forward and taking Calliope’s hands in mine. I gathered white energy, sending it out of my palms and into hers, the warmth of it buzzing through my veins. When I pulled my hands away, the scabs around her fingernails were gone, her skin now soft and smooth. “The central element,” I explained. “Otherwise known as spirit. I have the ability to heal.”

“Wow.” Calliope examined her hands, awestruck. “Thank you. Not even the best milk treatments have been able to do that.” Then she turned to Ethan, her face relatively calm given everything we’d just thrown at her. “I would assume that you’re air?” she asked him.

“Actually, no,” he said, smiling sheepishly. “I’m a son of Zeus. The Elementals rescued me from the Land of the Lotus Eaters. My sister and I were trapped there for two and a half years… well, it’s a long story. But the guy who’s air is resting right now. He needed to recharge after he flew our yacht over Charybdis.”

Calliope opened her mouth, then closed it, and then opened it again. “He flew… a yacht… over Charybdis?” she finally said. “Our guests are all allowed to portal in.”

“Why take a portal when we can fly the yacht?” I waved away the feat, as if it were no big deal. No need to bring her attention to the fact that we weren’t approved guests. “Once Scylla noticed, she got mad and tried to attack us, so we blinded one of her heads and blew up another one. That held her off long enough for us to pass through the strait. Anyway, we’re on an important mission for the gods, and we need to talk to Lampetia.” I leveled my gaze with Calliope’s, hoping I looked intimidating and commanding. “Now.”

“Of course,” she said, taking her phone out of her bag. “I’ll call her on her private line. Just… give me a second.” She hurried toward the back room, her heels clacking against the tile. She only looked back at us once, and when she did, I swear I saw fear in her eyes.

“Do you think it worked?” Kate asked after a few seconds.

“Well, she’s calling someone,” Danielle said, resting her hand on the hilt of her sword. “If not Lampetia, then I’m guessing it’s security.”

“If she does call security, we’ll fight them,” I said, ready to grab my bow at a moment’s notice. “Because we’re not leaving this island without that milk.”
  


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 

Calliope came out ten minutes later, looking markedly less frazzled than she had when she’d rushed out of the lobby. “Lampetia will meet with you in thirty minutes,” she said. “Cars aren’t allowed on the island—the exhaust is terrible for the skin—so like everyone who lives here, she travels by golf cart. She hopes you understand. In the meantime, you can wait in our deluxe overwater bungalow suite. I’ll lead you there, so please, follow me.”

She led us out of the lobby and onto an overwater dock that passed by the bungalows. The water around us was topaz blue—so bright that it hardly seemed real. The dock curved farther and farther out into the sea, until we reached the largest bungalow at the very end.

“Here we are,” she said, opening the door and motioning for us to enter. “This is the nicest room we have to offer—a few celebrities have stayed here, although of course I can’t name names.” She winked, as if we should know who she was talking about. “Make yourselves at home. There’s food and drinks in the fridge, and a plunge pool on the back deck. Lampetia should be here shortly. In the meantime, is there anything else I can get for you?”

“No,” I said, walking to the back and sliding open the door. The stunning view took my breath away. The crystalline sea appeared to go on forever, the sky was perfectly clear, and the towering green mountains looked like they’d come straight out of a fairy tale. “This is great. Thank you.”

She just smiled in response, and then she left the bungalow, closing the door with a quiet click.

“It’s too bad Chris isn’t here,” Kate said. “He would have loved this.”

“Why don’t you take some pictures?” I suggested. “Then when we get back, you can show him what he missed.”

And that’s how, despite the pressure of being here on a dangerous mission to save the world from wrathful gods, the group of us spent the next half hour taking silly photos together in the bungalow. After all, we were in one of the most luxurious resorts in the world. This bungalow probably cost more for one night than most apartments did for an entire month. It would be a crime to leave without photographic evidence that we were here.

Although, we would never be able to show the photos to anyone, since our parents all thought we were on a school trip to Washington DC. I hated not being able to be honest with my family, but it was for their own safety. I had to remind myself of that to keep myself from feeling too guilty.

Eventually someone knocked on the door, and we put our phones away, sitting quietly on the sofas as if we’d been waiting patiently this entire time.

“Come in,” Danielle said, as cool and refined as ever.

A woman walked inside, and she was so beautiful that we could do nothing but stare in awe. Her skin glowed with ethereal luminance, her frost-blonde hair flowed down to her thighs, and her eyes gleamed as if they held the light of the sun within them. Her long, white gown flowed and shimmered behind her as she walked, like she was a Grecian princess who’d stepped right out of the ancient times.

She stopped in front of us, clasped her hands together, and met each of our eyes. Her pleasant expression didn’t falter for a second. “Hello,” she said, her voice light and musical. “I hear you’ve requested my presence—and that you have quite an interesting story to share with me.”

“Yes,” I said, sitting straighter and taking the lead. “Although, it’s kind of a long story. We know you’re super busy, and we don’t want to take up too much of your time, so maybe we should get straight to it and tell you why we’re here.”

“Don’t be silly.” She laughed—the most tinkling, lovely laugh I’d ever heard. “Here on Thrinacia, we strive to bring happiness and serenity to every guest who stays with us. And what makes people happier than hearing an entertaining story? So please—tell me your story. I would so love to hear it.”

Ethan got up from his armchair, tripping slightly as he stood. His gaze was so fixated on Lampetia that I supposed the location of the floor was the last thing on his mind. “Would you like to sit?” he offered, motioning to his chair.

“Yes.” She nodded, giving him an approving smile. “Thank you.”

She situated herself on the armchair, and Ethan headed to the dining room to bring over another seat. He placed it right next to Lampetia and sat down. He was transfixed by her—he hadn’t seen anyone else in this room since she’d entered.

Lampetia sat straight on the chair, as if she were a queen and it was her throne. “Now,” she said, turning her focus back to me. “You said it was a long story. So please, start at the beginning. I want to hear it all.”
  


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 

Together, the four of us—me, Blake, Danielle, and Kate—told Lampetia about who we were and how we’d gotten there. We started from the beginning—the day I’d first arrived in Kinsley—and continued on from there. The sun had finished setting by the time we’d completed the story, the last hints of light sneaking their final peeks over the horizon.

“And now we’re here on Thrinacia so we can retrieve the second ingredient we need—the milk from Helios’s immortal cattle,” I concluded. “We thought you might get angry at us if we tried to steal it, so we figured it was best to speak with you directly to see if you would be willing to help.”

She eyed me up for a few seconds, and I feared she might say no. “It was a risky move, coming to me,” she finally said. “Since, as I’m sure you know, my father Helios is a Titan.”

My stomach dropped, and I said nothing. I’d always assumed that Helios was a minor Olympian god. Why did no one mention that he was a Titan?

I reached for my bow, ready for a fight. We might not stand much of a chance against a goddess, but we owed it to ourselves to try. After all, we weren’t supposed to have a chance against Scylla, and we’d blown up one of her heads. Who knew the full extent of what we could do?

“It’s not risky at all,” Kate said, although her voice shook slightly. “Helios fought with the Olympians in both the Battle of the Titans and the Second Rebellion. And since you’re here and not in Kerberos, you must have fought with him, too.”

“Correct.” Lampetia laughed, shaking her hair over her shoulders. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. It’s just… things get rather dull around here sometimes, and your reactions to that were quite entertaining. Although, fierce daughter of Apollo, it would take more than an arrow to slay me.”

I dropped my hands onto my lap. “I would never do that,” I said, although my voice faltered.

“Yes, you would.” Lampetia’s small, amused smile never left her lips. “And I would expect nothing less of you. But don’t worry! Of course I’ll help you. Or at least I’ll try. I take it you want me to give you access to the immortal milk, do you not?”

“Yes,” I said. “We keep hearing about your milk spa treatments. So the immortal milk must be in the resort, right?”

Lampetia threw her head back and laughed, loud and musical, filling the entire room. “Silly girl,” she said between breaths. She finally managed to get ahold of herself, but her eyes still danced in amusement. “You don’t want that milk. It’s powdered garbage that we ship in from the mainland!”

Danielle arched an eyebrow. “You’re supposed to have the best milk treatments in the world,” she said, pointing to the brochure on the coffee table. “I read about it in there. ‘Bathe in the sacred milk, and then have it massaged deep into your skin to unveil a fresh, youthful glow like the immortal gods themselves.’ Everyone who comes here expects the milk to be from Helios’s cattle. But you’re ripping them off?”

“It sounds so awful when you say it like that.” Lampetia flicked her hand in the air, as if tossing the thought away. “I’m not ‘ripping them off.’ I’m simply making a smart business decision. Our spa treatments make us the prime destination for witches all over the world. If people knew that Helios’s sacred cows refused to share their milk with anyone… no one would come here anymore! They would jet off to Tahiti, or Bora Bora, or somewhere trendy like that. We had to do something to make us stand out. And what stands out more than an exclusive opportunity to bathe in the milk of Helios’s immortal cows themselves?”

“Except the milk isn’t really from the immortal cattle,” I reminded her. “It’s powder from a bag.”

“Details, details,” Lampetia said, laughing again. “It takes so much milk to fill up a Jacuzzi. Powdered milk is much more economical. Throw in a few bath bombs, and no one knows the difference! The bath will still leave you feeling youthful and refreshed—which is what they want, anyway. Who cares if the milk comes from a bag or from the udders of the sacred immortal cows?”

Blake pressed the pads of his fingers together, watching Lampetia with suspicion. “Except that from what you told us, it would be impossible to get the milk from the cows at all,” he said. “Since they refuse to share their milk with anyone.”

“Which is exactly why we have to resort to powdered milk!” She smiled and nodded at him, so enthusiastic that her hair bounced around her face. “I like this one,” she said, pointing to Blake. “He gets it.”

Ethan pressed his lips together, his hands curled into fists. “I don’t think Blake was trying to support your spa treatments,” he said. “It sounds more like he’s pointing out that you said you would help us get the milk from Helios’s cattle… but how are you going to do that when the cows refuse to be milked?”

“Since the gods sent you here for the milk, I figured they also told you how to go about getting it,” she replied. “But I’m more than happy to lead you to the cattle! It’s truly perfect timing. My sister is in charge of caring for them throughout the day—she really is quite protective of them—and since the sun has set, by now she’ll have brought them to the barn and retired to bed. You know how those farm girls are—early to bed, early to rise! So it’ll be easy to lead you to the cattle without her asking what I’m doing. I’m the only other person on this island who has access to them, so you did the right thing in coming to me!”

“At least it’s a start,” Danielle muttered.

“You do know how to milk the cows,” Lampetia said. “Do you not?”

We were all silent, and she laughed again, as if we were children. Which I supposed, given her immortal years, we were to her.

“Have any of you ever milked a cow before?” She leaned forward, watching us in anticipation.

Again, no one spoke up.

“Didn’t you grow up on a farm?” Danielle asked me.

“Yeah,” I answered, crossing my arms. “A peach tree farm. We didn’t have cows. Or any livestock, for that matter.”

“Well, sorry for asking.” She rolled her eyes, holding her hands up in defense.

“Why don’t we just look it up on YouTube?” Kate suggested, breaking the tension between Danielle and me. “There are instructional videos out there for everything.”

“That might help,” Lampetia said. “If the cows let you get close enough to milk them.”

The tone of her voice made it obvious that she thought this would be hopeless. And I couldn’t blame her. The cows were immortal, and in all those thousands of years, they’d never been milked. I wasn’t sure how that was anatomically possible, but I supposed that biology didn’t matter much while discussing sacred immortal cows.

“The gods wouldn’t have sent us on this mission if it was impossible for us to complete,” I said, echoing what Hypatia and Darius always told us when we doubted ourselves. “So let’s watch the videos, and then try milking the cows.”
  


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
 

We all hopped into Lampetia’s golf cart, and we were off to the ranch. Or at least—I’d assumed we were going to a ranch. Instead, we pulled up to an ornate gated driveway. Lampetia pressed a button on her phone, and the gate opened, leading us to a single-story mansion in the middle of acres upon acres of sprawling land. We peddled along the driveway, which was lined with rows of shrubbery shaped like cattle. Driving down it was like proceeding down a red carpet, with cows watching us instead of people.

“Is this where you live?” I asked as we pulled up to the house.

“Don’t be silly.” Lampetia laughed. “I don’t live with the livestock.”

“So you mean… this is where the cows live?”

“Please don’t refer to all the cattle as cows,” Lampetia corrected me, stopping the golf cart at the end of the circular drive. “It’s offensive. Only the female cattle carrying milk are cows. Male cattle are bulls. Quite wild animals, the bulls are. They sleep in a separate wing from the cows so they won’t get too feisty. But yes,” she said, flourishing her hand dramatically toward the mansion. “This is the barn.”

“Wow,” I mouthed, gaping at the building as I took it all in. With multiple marble columns in front of the entrance, it was hardly what I imagined when I thought of the word barn. Then again, I supposed the immortal livestock deserved only the best housing arrangements.

We hopped out of the golf cart, each of us holding a pail provided to us by the resort. Hopefully they would soon be filled with sacred immortal milk. Lampetia led us through the front doors, which were flanked with two golden statues of cattle, and we stepped inside the black-and-white tiled foyer. It featured a bubbling fountain in the center, and had busts of livestock displayed along the walls. Even the sofas were covered in cow-patterned fabric.

“The cows live in the west wing,” Lampetia said, pushing a button to open a huge set of double doors. “This way.”

We followed her down the hall, which had walls lined with wide doors—large enough to fit a cow. Above each door was a portrait of a cow, each one looking down on us as we passed by. There were golden plaques below each portrait, each with Greek writing on them.

“The cows have their own bedrooms,” Lampetia explained, stopping in front of a portrait for a cow named Melina. “Melina is the calmest and kindest of our cows. If there’s a chance of one of them allowing you to milk them, I would place my bet on Melina.” She smiled fondly up at the portrait of Melina, as if the cow could smile back at her. I suspected that Melina was her favorite cow of them all. “Follow me inside, and I’ll introduce you.”

“Wonderful,” Danielle said, although from the way she scrunched her nose, it was clear she was less than enthused. I guessed she wasn’t an animal person. “Let’s get this over with.”

Lampetia pulled a key ring out of her pocket and opened the door, revealing a space the size of a large college dorm room. Inside, a huge black and white cow slept soundly on a plush, shaggy rug. Against the walls were matching, golden troughs—one filled with water, the other filled with feed. There was even a crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling.

This was the nicest barn stall ever.

“Melina,” Lampetia cooed her name, walking up to the cow and rubbing her hand over her head. “It’s time to wake up. I have some people here I’d like you to meet.”

The cow rolled over to upright herself, and she looked around at us, dazed. If the cow could talk, I would guess she would be asking why we were waking her up so soon after she’d just gone to bed. She blinked a few times, then twitched her ears and let out a quiet moo, looking at Lampetia in question.

“I know—you’re tired,” Lampetia said gently, reaching out to stroke her nose. “But would you mind standing up to meet your guests? It’s quite rude to meet your guests sitting down, you know.”

The cow huffed, then she slowly stood up, mooing at us.

I took a few cautious steps forward, but stopped in the center of the room, keeping a safe distance between the cow and myself. “Does she… understand you?” I asked Lampetia, looking from her to the cow and back again.

“Well, I can’t exactly have an intellectual conversation with her,” Lampetia said, an amused smile on her face. “But yes, she understands the basics.”

I hid the milk pail behind my legs. Apparently this was one smart cow, and since she supposedly hated being milked, I didn’t want to scare her when we were first meeting her.

“You needn’t worry about the pail,” Lampetia said. “Since the cows are never milked, they would have no idea what it’s for.”

“So, what should we do?” Kate asked. “Should we just… go up to her and milk her?”

“You may try,” Lampetia said. “But I can’t promise that she’ll cooperate. I’ll actually be quite surprised if she does. But by all means, please try. If this works, I must be here to see it.”

With that, she walked over to the only couch in the room and sat on it in full recline, as if preparing to enjoy a show. I half expected a fruit platter to appear in front of her so she could enjoy a bunch of grapes as she watched.

“Well,” Kate said, holding her pail in front of her and watching the cow with determination. “I suppose I’ll just try, then.”

I nodded and backed towards the wall. Blake stood next to me, so close that his pinkie finger brushed against mine. My breathing slowed, and while I didn’t look at where his hand touched mine, I didn’t move mine away, either.

Kate crept toward the cow, and once it was apparent that the cow wasn’t going to move away from her, she placed the pail beneath its udder. So far, Melina seemed unperturbed by us being there. Maybe Lampetia was right, and we would be able to milk these cows with no issues, because we were sent on this mission by the gods.

“The first thing I have to do is rub her udder, so she relaxes and the milk drops down,” Kate said as she kneeled onto the floor. She cracked her knuckles, took a deep breath, and said, “Here goes nothing.” Then she reached forward, brushed her fingers against the udder, and… the cow mooed and kicked her in the face, knocking her to the floor.

“Ow!” She rolled over and cupped her hands over her face. “My nose!”

Blood pooled in her hands, and I rushed forward to help. “Let me see it,” I said, coaxing her hands away from her face. Her nose was bright red, and it was already puffing up, the bridge of it crooked. A few drops of blood dripped out and landed on the floor. “It looks broken,” I said. “But I can fix it.”

Kate nodded for me to get on with it, so I touched her nose, called on the white energy, and healed it. Afterward, she pulled a tissue out of her bag and wiped the remaining blood off her face. “Thanks,” she told me, turning around to look back at the cow. “That hurt.”

“I don’t think Melina liked that very much.” Lampetia laughed from her spot on the sofa, her eyes bright with amusement. “Who wants to try next?”

“Do you have any ropes?” Danielle asked. “Something we can use to tie her down?”

“Don’t be silly.” Lampetia scoffed and stuck her nose in the air. “We don’t tie down the sacred cattle of Helios. How utterly demeaning.”

“I’ll give it a shot,” Blake volunteered, looking over at Kate. “I just need to rub her udder?”

“Yeah,” she said. “But I want to try again. Maybe if I go up to her first and introduce myself, she’ll be more comfortable with me. After all, I wouldn’t want someone just coming up to me and touching me without a proper hello first.”

I chuckled, since she did have a point. I wouldn’t want someone doing that to me, either. The only time I ever had was with Ethan, after I’d inhaled the scent of the lotus fruit. But that didn’t count, since I was under the influence at the time.

“Be my guest.” Blake held his hands up and backed away, not looking too bummed about letting Kate try again.

This time, Kate slowly stepped up to Melina’s face and placed her hand gently on her nose. “Hi,” she said softly, stroking her fur. “I’m Kate. Your owner Lampetia here told me that you’re the nicest cow in this entire bunch.”

“Don’t refer to me as her ‘owner,’” Lampetia corrected her. “The immortal cattle are sacred to Helios and cannot be owned. I am a guard for all of the immortal livestock.”

Kate made a frustrated face, but when she turned to look at Lampetia, she was all smiles. “Sorry,” she said, turning back to the cow and continuing to stroke her nose. “Your guard Lampetia has told us how sweet you are. Now… we really need some of your milk, so we can save the world from the Titans and their supporters. I promise I won’t hurt you. Do you think you can relax for about thirty minutes, and not kick me in the face again, so I can milk you?”

Melina let out a soft breath, and nuzzled her nose into Kate’s hand.

“I think that was a yes?” I said.

“I hope so,” Kate said. “Let’s find out.”

She inched her way back around to Melina’s udder and kneeled next to it. “Here goes nothing,” she said, reaching for one of the teats.

The moment her finger brushed against it, Melina bucked up, kicking over the pail and running to the other side of the room. She huffed and glared at Kate, her nostrils flared, her backside up against the corner.

“At least she didn’t kick you in the face that time,” Danielle said brightly. “Progress.”

“As if you could do any better?” I asked. “Unless you have a secret way with animals that you haven’t shared with us yet.”

“Nope.” Danielle leaned against the wall and held her hands out. “I like to stay as far away as animals as possible, thank you very much.”

“Figured,” I muttered.

“I warned you,” Lampetia said. “The cows refuse to be milked. They get riled up whenever anyone tries. We’ve done everything in the books to calm them down—music, massages, incense, putting blue energy in their water—but nothing ever works. We eventually gave up and let them live in peace.”

“But we need that milk.” Blake clenched his fists, his eyes fired with determination. “There must be some way for us to get it.”

“I wish I could help.” Lampetia sighed and leaned back on the sofa, twirling her beaded necklace around her fingers. “But unless you have some magical ability you haven’t shared yet about how to get animals to relax, then it seems like all you’re doing here is wasting your time.”

“Bring Melina to the Land of the Lotus Eaters,” Ethan said with a chuckle. “That’s a place where everyone knows how to relax. She would let everyone there put their hands on her udder in no time.”

“That’s it!” I snapped my fingers, smiling as the solution came to me. “We might not be able to bring Melina to the Land of the Lotus Eaters, but we collected more fruit than we needed, to make sure we had enough. If we give Melina a bite, maybe she’ll relax enough to let us milk her.”

“I’ll go back to the boat and get the fruit,” Blake volunteered. “Let’s see how fast I can get that golf cart to go.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Kate said. “I have a piece of lotus fruit in my bag.”

“You what?” I gasped, my eyes wide. “Why are you carrying that around with you? It’s supposed to stay locked in the safe of the yacht until we’re ready to use it.”

“I know.” Kate shrugged and pressed her lips together, glancing down at the floor. “But I was careful with it—I made sure to double wrap it in plastic bags so none of us could smell it, and I brought a bottle of yellow energy water for us to share in case we needed to remove the fruit from the bags.”

“But why risk it in the first place?” Danielle asked. “You saw what that fruit did to us.” She shuddered, and I guessed she was thinking about those surfer twins we’d torn her away from on the beach.

“Think about it.” Kate straightened her shoulders and looked at each of us. “We have no idea what we’re going to face on this mission, and we know how much power that fruit has. I thought it could be useful. And if it helps calm Melina down enough so we can milk her, then I’ll have been right.”

I nodded, since when she said it that way, it was hard to disagree. “It’s worth a try,” I admitted, looking at the others. “What do you all think?”

“You already know that I’m in,” Blake said.

“I guess it’s not a terrible idea.” Danielle shrugged. “But it’s a bummer that we’ll have to waste some of our fruit on this. We can’t go back and get more, and we need it for the potion.”

“We need the seeds of the lotus fruit for the potion,” Kate corrected her. “Not the actual fruit. We can remove the seeds, feed the fruit to Melina, and still be able to use the seeds later. It’s a win-win.”

“Then let’s do it,” Ethan said. “As long as Lampetia approves?”

With that, we all turned to Lampetia. She’d stopped twirling her necklace, and I held my breath as we waited for her to speak, afraid that she might not be on board with the plan.

“Melina will not be hurt by this fruit,” she asked. “Correct?”

“Not at all,” I assured her. “The fruit will simply calm her down. Once it’s out of her system, she’ll be back to normal. Ethan was trapped on the Land of the Lotus Eaters for over two years, living off nothing but the fruit, and he’s fine now. Melina will be fine, too. I promise.”

Lampetia studied me for a few seconds, and I tried not to fidget under her gaze. “If you promise, then I’ll trust you,” she decided. “Give Melina this lotus fruit and see what you can do. If you’re able to acquire her milk, then you’ll be making history, and I’ll be most impressed.”

“Thank you,” I breathed, finally able to relax again.

“Now—get to it!” she said, clapping her hands in a chop-chop fashion. “There’s no time to waste.”
  


CHAPTER FORTY
 

It didn’t take long for us to drink the yellow energy water and extract the seeds from the lotus fruit. Now, we were ready to feed it to Melina.

“Do you want to do it?” Kate asked me. “Since this was your idea.”

“Sure.” I smiled at Melina, whose big brown eyes watched me with a mix of curiosity and confusion. “I’ll just hold it out to her, and she’ll eat it?”

“Yes,” Lampetia said. “She’ll eat it if she wants to. If she doesn’t want to, you won’t be able to force her—the same way you were unable to force her to allow you to milk her. And I won’t have you shoving anything down her throat.” She scowled. “How… undignified.”

“All right.” I inched closer to Melina, a piece of lotus fruit perched in my hand. It smelled deliciously sweet, and my mouth watered as the scent filled my head. But the energy water I’d drank kept me focused enough to know not to eat the fruit myself.

Melina seemed to enjoy the scent as well, because she sniffed a few times, and her ears perked up. She walked over to me and nudged the fruit with her nose, gobbling it up in one bite. Once finished, she licked my hand until the juice was gone, and then she looked at me, as if thirsty for more. But we’d left the rest of the fruit near the door, so we could use it on the other cows if it worked.

“I think she liked it,” Lampetia observed.

“I’m not surprised,” I said. “It’s impossible to resist the lotus fruit.”

Melina’s eyes glazed over—clearly the fruit had taken effect. She started to lie down, but Ethan rushed over and wrapped his arms around her neck, his muscles tightening as he held her up.

“No, you don’t,” he said sternly. “You’re going to stay standing so that we can get your milk.”

“Are you seriously holding that cow up by yourself?” Danielle asked him.

“I’m strong,” he said, winking at her. “I’m a son of Zeus.”

“How typical.” Lampetia laughed. “Sons of Zeus are always so arrogant.”

“Can you blame us?” he asked. “Our father is the king of the gods, after all.”

“As I said,” Lampetia said, although she smiled at him. “So arrogant.” Then she motioned for us to proceed, which reminded me that we didn’t have endless time here.

“Is it okay if I try milking her?” I asked Kate, reaching out to stroke Melina’s nose again. The cow let out a long breath of what seemed like appreciation.

“Go ahead,” Kate said. “Do you have any questions about what to do?”

“I think I’ve got it,” I said. “I watched the video, too.” I walked around to Melina’s backside and sat down, positioning the pail under her udder. Like the video instructed, I nudged the udder a few times to make sure the milk had dropped. The cow didn’t kick my face or buck back, which I took as a good sign. So I held onto the teat like the video said—by “clamping” it off with my index finger and thumb—and squeezed. I hadn’t expected anything to happen, so I hadn’t given much thought to aim, but out came a small squirt of milk—straight onto my face and hair.

“It worked!” I exclaimed, wiping the milk off my face. “I did it!”

“Now try getting it in the pail,” Danielle said. “Although, who knows? Maybe the sacred immortal milk is a good conditioner.”

I didn’t reply to her, instead continuing to squirt out the milk—and making sure that it landed in the pail. The whole process was taking quite a bit of time, so eventually Kate kneeled down next to me and milked one of the other teats, so we could work together. It didn’t take long for us to get a steady rhythm going.

“This is kind of fun,” she said, continuing to squirt one teat after the other. “I don’t know why Melina wouldn’t let us milk her before. It doesn’t seem to bother her at all.”

“Who knows?” I asked. “I’m just glad the lotus fruit worked.”

After about fifteen minutes, the milk production slowed down, until her udder was dry. Two of our pails were now full of milk. It wouldn’t take long to do this to a few more cows, especially if we split up. Then we could take the milk and get out of there.

“Ummm you guys?” Ethan said, still standing with his arms wrapped around Melina’s neck. “I don’t think Melina’s doing too well.”

I stood up, brushing my hands off on my jeans. “What do you mean?” I asked, walking around to check on her. But he didn’t need to answer, because I saw it for myself. Melina’s eyes were halfway closed, and her breathing was labored, as if each breath was painful for her to take. She continued like that for a few more seconds, until she let out one long breath and collapsed to the ground.

“My cow!” Lampetia shrieked, shooting up from the sofa and rushing over to her. She fell to Melina’s side and tried to shake her awake, but the animal was unresponsive. She nudged her a few more times, and then looked back up at me, her eyes wide. “What did you do to my cow?”

“She’ll be okay,” I assured her, joining her at Melina’s side. “I don’t know what happened to her, but I can heal her. She’ll be fine.”

“Yes,” Lameptia said, her voice soft with desperation. “Heal her. Now.”

But when I placed my hands on Melina’s body, I couldn’t sense her spirit. I searched harder—for a pulse, for the light that was her soul, for something—but no matter how hard I strained, there was nothing. She was beyond my help.

I pulled my hands off Melina’s body and leaned back on my heels, blinking away tears at the sight of the fallen cow. “I can’t heal her.” I shook my head hopelessly, unable to meet Lampetia’s eyes. “She’s gone. I’m sorry.”

“Gone?” Lampetia snarled. “Do you mean to say that you slaughtered one of Helios’s sacred cattle?”

Blake stepped forward to stand next to me, resting his hand on my shoulder. “We didn’t slaughter your cow,” he said. His other hand was wrapped around his lighter, as if he were worried that Lampetia might strike out at me at any second. “You were here the entire time. You saw everything we did. You approved of it all.”

“What I saw was that you milked Melina dry,” she spat, her eyes narrowed into slits of anger. “And now I finally know why the cows refuse to let anyone milk them. Because once they’re milked, they die. Just like poor Melina here.”

“I’m sorry,” I told her again, my voice catching in my throat. “I didn’t know. If we’d known, we never would have taken all of her milk…”

“There’s no point in apologies now,” she said, standing up and crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ll have to tell my father about this.”

“You mean Helios?” Kate asked, her eyes wide. “You’re going to tell Helios that one of his cows died?”

“Yes,” Lampetia said. “More precisely—I’m going to tell him that you and your band of cursed witches were the ones responsible.”

“But it wasn’t our fault,” Danielle said, her gaze level with Lampetia’s. “You were on our side—you helped us get the milk! Obviously none of us knew that it would end up killing the cow. If you’d known, you wouldn’t have let us do it.”

“But she’s dead, nonetheless.” Lampetia sniffed. “So I need to tell my father—now.”

“Just give us enough time to bring the milk to the boat and get off the island,” I pleaded. “Please. We need this milk. Without it, we can’t make the potion that we need to stop the Titans and their supporters from escaping Kerberos—”

“Blah, blah, blah,” Lampetia said, rolling her eyes. “You’ve already told me about the milk and your special potion. But you’ve forgotten one important detail—my father Helios is a Titan. Sure, he sided with the Olympians during the Second Rebellion, but who’s to say he won’t switch sides if the Titans come out ahead? And I’ve always been neutral in all of this war stuff. None of the gods care what I do, as long as they and the demigods and the witches and any other magical creatures out there have a grand old time on my island resort. So you’re going to need to leave that milk here, at least until I return from telling my father, so he can judge you as he pleases. I will leave it to him to determine what to do with you all.”

Kate’s eyes widened in panic, and she didn’t need to say anything to get the message across—Helios’s decision wouldn’t be in our favor. So I did the only thing I could think to do—I grabbed an arrow from my quiver, stabbed it through the remaining part of the lotus fruit, and threw it straight into Lampetia’s shoulder.

Her eyes went wide, and she stared at the arrow embedded into her skin, her mouth dropped open in shock. I’d purposefully aimed for a non-fatal spot, since I didn’t want to kill her—if it were even possible to kill an immortal goddess. I just wanted to get the lotus fruit in her system. Since she wasn’t going to eat it voluntarily, shooting her with it was the best way to do that.

She held my gaze for a few more seconds, but then her eyelids fluttered, and she gave me a loopy smile. “Ow,” she said, sitting down and pulling the arrow from her shoulder. She held it up and laughed, as if this were the most amusing thing to happen all day. “That hurt.”

“Sorry.” I walked over to her and plucked the key ring out of her pocket, twirling it around my finger. “But thanks for this.” I flipped my hair over my shoulder and turned to the others, who were watching me with expressions of shock and awe. “Let’s take the milk and get out of here,” I told them, looking at the pails we’d filled. “We have to bring it to the boat as fast as possible.”

“And what are you going to do with her?” Danielle pointed to Lampetia, who was massaging the place where she’d been punctured with the arrow. “Lock her in here with the dead cow?”

Sadness filled my heart as I looked at Melina’s body. She was a sweet cow. If I’d known that taking all of her milk was going to kill her, I never would have done it.

But it was too late now—we couldn’t take back what we’d already done. All we could do was make sure the sacrifice hadn’t been in vain.

“Yes, we’ll lock her in here,” I said, marching toward the door. “By the time she snaps back into focus and manages to escape, we’ll be long gone from this island.”
  


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
 

Once back on the yacht, we secured the milk and told Hypatia, Chris, and Rachael the story of what had happened on the island.

“I warned you not to slaughter any of Helios’s cattle,” Hypatia reminded us. “Once Lampetia tells her father about this, you all are going to be in serious trouble with him.”

“What’s he going to do?” I asked.

“I can’t be sure,” she said. “Back when Odysseus’s men slaughtered the cattle, Helios told Zeus and the Olympians that if they didn’t take their vengeance, he would shine the sun in Hades instead of on Earth. The gods couldn’t have that, so to calm Helios, Zeus struck Odysseus’s boat with a lightning bolt and destroyed it. Odysseus escaped by swimming to Calypso’s island, and he remained there for seven years.”

“I think we can be pretty confident that Zeus won’t destroy our ship,” Rachael said. “Not with two of his children and one of his descendants onboard, and with him being so vested in helping us on our mission.”

“I agree that Zeus wouldn’t harm us,” Hypatia said. “But what about the other gods? They can be… unpredictable.”

“The Olympians are on our side,” Blake pointed out. “They’re counting on us to reseal the portal to Kerberos to stop the Titans from returning to Earth. Helios can beg all he wants, but I can’t imagine what would convince the Olympians to stop us from completing our mission.”

“I can’t, either,” I agreed. “But we’ll still have to worry about Helios himself.”

“Nicole’s right,” Hypatia said. “Helios might not be an Olympian, but he’s still powerful. Once he finds out about what happened, this could be a huge problem for the group of you.”

“But it’s not our fault,” Danielle said. “We didn’t know that the stupid cow would die.”

“The gods are rarely logical when it comes to their wrath,” Hypatia said. “Unfortunately, we have no way of predicting what Helios might do. All we can do is focus on completing the final task of this journey.”

Blake nodded, his jaw muscles tense. “Which means it’s time to discuss slaying the hydra.”

“Yes.” Hypatia nodded. “While you’ve been out on the islands completing the first parts of the mission, I’ve been doing some research to find whatever I can to help you. And this is not going to be an easy task.”

“Figured as much.” I removed my bow and quiver and sat down at the table, clasping my hands in front of me. “So, what’s the plan?”

With that, the others joined us at the table, and we strategized for the rest of the night.
  


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
 

We discussed our plan for the next few hours, and since we needed to be rested for the task ahead, we eventually headed off to bed. But despite needing my rest, it was impossible to sleep. So I went upstairs to grab a snack, and found none other than Danielle there as well, apparently doing the same thing.

“Hey,” she said to me, taking a sip of her drink. “You can’t sleep, either?”

“Nope.” I shrugged. “I just wanted to grab a snack and take it outside—I thought some fresh air would be nice. I’ll be out of your way in a minute.”

“Can I join you?” she asked. “If you don’t mind?”

“Sure,” I said immediately, the word getting stuck in my throat. Because why would Danielle want to have a snack with me? Neither of us had ever pretended that we were friends. In fact, in all the time I’d known her, Danielle and I had never once spent time together one-on-one.

I didn’t know what she wanted to talk with me about, but I doubted it would be good.

We didn’t talk much as we made sandwiches and took them up to the top deck. The wind against my cheeks felt refreshing, and I sucked in a deep breath, loving the smell of salt in the air. It was too bad that this trip to Greece had been all business—I would have liked some time to enjoy my first trip abroad.

“So, what’s going on with you and Blake?” Danielle asked immediately after we sat down.

My heart stopped at her question, and I looked down, studying my sandwich. There had to be a reason why she was asking. What did she know? I’d been trying so hard this past month to act like my feelings for Blake were nothing more than friendship. I thought I’d been convincing.

“What do you mean?” I asked, figuring it was as safe of an answer as any.

“When we were on the Land of the Lotus Eaters, seeing you kissing Ethan made Blake so angry that he was able to fight past the haze of the lotus fruit,” she said. “I’d suspected there was something between you two, but that made me realize that I was right. You’re the reason why Blake dumped me.”

“No!” I gasped and sat back. “I would never ask him to do that. We’re not together. I promise.”

“As much as I wish you were lying, I can’t help but believe you.” She sighed. “Things were ending between me and Blake before you even moved to town. You might not be the reason why he broke up with me, but you certainly helped moved things along.”

I pressed my lips together, not sure what to say. Because as much as I wished I could tell her otherwise, she was right.

“Blake and are I just friends,” I said, since it was the truth. But the words felt like knives in my throat as I spoke them. Because while they were true, I wished more than anything that they weren’t.

“But you want more.” She held my gaze, as if daring me to claim otherwise. “Don’t you?”

“It doesn’t matter.” I shrugged. “Because it’s not going to happen.”

“Why?” she asked. “And please don’t say it’s because you don’t think he would be interested. I see the way he looks at you. He’s interested, and we both know it.”

I couldn’t help but smile slightly at her observation, but I did my best to force the feeling away. Instead, I held my gaze with Danielle’s and told her, “It’s because I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“What do you mean?” she asked. “It’s not like we’re friends. You don’t owe me anything.”

“We might not be friends, but the five of us—me, you, Blake, Chris, and Kate—we’re a team,” I said. “So much rests on us being able to work together. If we fail…” I trailed off, not wanting to think about what would happen if we failed. “We can’t fail. I’ll do everything in my power not to let that happen.”

“So you’re ignoring your feelings for Blake because you think that being with him would distract you from our mission?”

“No!” I said. “Not at all.”

Actually, I thought that if Blake and I were together, it might make us fight even better together. But there was no way I was telling that to Danielle.

“Then why?” she asked.

“The truth?” I asked, and she nodded. I took a deep breath—I had to tell her something. And while it couldn’t be the entire truth, it had to be convincing, and still include some truth. “It’s because I didn’t want to make you angry,” I said, picking at the crust of my sandwich. “How could I make you see me and Blake together every day and still expect you to want to work with us?”

“Back up,” she said, dropping her sandwich onto her plate. “You seriously think that I would be so upset over seeing you and Blake together that I would ditch out on helping to save the world?”

“Maybe?” I shrugged. “I don’t know. But I didn’t want to risk it.”

Then she did something that surprised me—she laughed. “I might be selfish, but I’m not that selfish,” she said. “I wouldn’t leave the four of you to seal the portal to Kerberos alone, just because it hurts to see my ex-boyfriend with the new girl.”

“Oh,” I said, since when she put it like that, it did sound extreme. “But even so, I couldn’t imagine how that wouldn’t be distracting for you. We all need to be as focused as possible. One wrong move, and any of these monsters could kill us.”

Danielle flicked her hair over her shoulder and smiled, as if completely unbothered by this all. “My life—and the lives of everyone else on this planet—are more important than my hurt feelings about my ex-boyfriend,” she said. “Come on. Give me some credit here.”

“Right.” Heat rushed to my face, and I focused on removing the crust of my sandwich. “But you don’t mean… you don’t want me and Blake to be together?” I asked. “Do you?”

“Of course not.” She scoffed. “But I think it’s lame that you’re keeping your distance from him because of me. After all, like both of us know—we’re not friends. You should do what you want. I would, if I were you.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I was actually thinking that it might be best if the five of us all agreed not to date anyone in the group. It would be easiest that way.”

“Come on.” Danielle laughed. “Have you seen the way Kate looks at Chris? She’s crushing on him hard.”

I shared a smile with her, since while Kate had never said so out loud, I’d gotten that impression from her, too. “Even if that’s true, Kate’s the most logical of us all,” I pointed out. “She wouldn’t let her feelings for Chris distract her from our mission.”

“The heart wants what it wants.” Danielle shrugged. “You can’t just tell us that we can’t have feelings for anyone else in the group. We spend so much time together that it’s bound to happen. If you try to keep people apart—you and Blake included—it’s going to make the tension grow and grow until it gets so intense that it explodes. Better to let the waves roll as they may.”

“I think it’s ‘let the cards fall as they may…’” I said.

“Whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “You get what I mean.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s a good point. And believe it or not, I think I might agree with you.”

“Imagine that,” she said. “Maybe we have more in common than we thought.”

“Maybe,” I said, and when our eyes met, we both laughed. Then, we sat there in silence and ate our sandwiches, as if we’d been friends for years.

“I should get to sleep,” Danielle said once we were finished. “You should, too. We have a big day tomorrow.”

“This whole conversation wasn’t some big confession in case we don’t make it tomorrow,” I asked as we stood up and picked up our plates. “Was it?”

“Of course not,” she said. “We’re going to make it tomorrow. Don’t doubt it for a second.”

“Good.” I nodded, although my stomach twisted slightly, since neither of us could guarantee that was true. As much as I wanted all five of us—well, all seven of us, including Ethan and Rachael—to survive the fight against the hydra, it might not happen that way.

And it wasn’t just tomorrow—we wouldn’t be safe until the portal to Kerberos was closed. What if the worst happened before then, and I never got a chance to tell Blake about my feelings for him?

I shook the thought away, not allowing myself to think like that. Danielle was right—we would all make it tomorrow. We’d trained for this. We were ready. And Blake was sleeping right now—he needed that rest so he was at full strength to fight the hydra tomorrow. I needed my rest, too.

But on the way back to my room, I paused in front of his door, contemplating what would happen if I knocked and woke up him and told him everything. I imagined how it would feel to kiss him again, to feel his arms around me and have him murmur in my ear that we had nothing to worry about and that he would keep me safe no matter what. I wrapped my arms around myself, pretending they were his, and smiled. If I went through with this now, I could tell him the truth about my power, too. It would be a relief to finally get the secret off my chest.

But if I did this right now, I wouldn’t only be waking up Blake—I would be waking up Chris and Ethan, too. Disturbing them would weaken the entire group tomorrow. And we had to beat the hydra. I couldn’t do anything that might risk lowering our chances of completing that final task.

I moved my hand away from the door and shoved it into my pocket, forcing myself to step away. I couldn’t be honest with Blake about my feelings for him until this mission was complete.

So I went back to the room that I shared with the girls, crawled into bed, and despite my worries about what would happen tomorrow, eventually managed to drift asleep.
  


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
 

The stilling of the boat the next morning was all I needed to pull me out of sleep. I rubbed my eyes and peeked out of the window, a sliver of sunlight shining on my face.

“We’re here?” Danielle mumbled, her voice groggy. She brought her covers over her face, hiding from the light.

“Yes,” I said, gazing out at the island in front of me. It was brown and dead—very different from all of the other islands we’d encountered so far in Greece. I shuddered at the thought of the monster lurking somewhere out there. “I think so.”

We got out of bed, gathered our weapons, and met in the living room for breakfast. Chef hadn’t made an appearance since losing his arm—he’d been hiding out in his room, refusing to talk to anyone. I’d tried to go in there once, but he wouldn’t speak a word to me. All he did was stare at me, as if I were as evil as Typhon himself. So we were all helping out with making food ourselves. What we made had nothing on the delicious meals Chef had prepared for us, but the food was keeping us alive, which was all that mattered.

“Are you all ready?” Hypatia asked after we’d finished eating breakfast.

I looked around at the others, not saying a word. I didn’t think I would ever feel ready for the task ahead. Slaying a hydra wasn’t something I think anyone ever felt ready for. It was something that you prepared for, tried your best, and hoped it was enough.

“We were born to do this,” Rachael said, chugging down the rest of her coffee. “We’ve got it.” She leaned back and smiled, as if she truly believed it. I wished I could be as fearless as she was. Instead, my stomach swirled with anxiety, and I worried that if I ate any more, I would be sick.

“Are you okay?” Blake asked me, his eyes flashing with concern. “You’re looking at your toast as if it’s your sworn enemy.”

I pushed the plate to the center of the table, unable to tolerate the sweet smell of the jam for a second longer. “I’m fine,” I said. “Just nervous about today.”

“I think we all are,” Kate assured me, and at that, Rachael smirked. “Except for Rachael, of course.”

“You’re really not nervous at all?” I asked Rachael.

“Nope,” she said. “Remember—we’re meant to do this. My brother and I are children of Zeus, and you and your friends have elemental powers gifted from the gods. Hypatia’s reminded us so many times that the Book of Shadows sent us on this mission. It wouldn’t have sent us here if this wasn’t something we could handle.”

I nodded, turning over her words in my head. The Book had sent us here—as in the five of us. Not Ethan and Rachael. But I didn’t say it out loud, because what did it matter? Rachael and Ethan were determined to help us, and we weren’t going to turn them down. We could use all the help we could get.

“Do we need to go over any parts of the plan?” Hypatia asked.

I shook my head no. We’d gone over the plan so many times last night that it had been drilled into my brain. Talking about it made my anxiety worse. I just wanted to go out there and get it over with.

Luckily, the others shook their heads no as well.

“All right, then,” Hypatia said. She gave us each a small smile, although her eyes brimmed with sadness. I supposed she was worried to send us out there. But she didn’t have a choice—this was what we’d come here to do—so she sat straighter, put on a brave face, and said, “Let’s do this.”

* * *

It was only a few miles walk to the swampland around what used to be Lake Lerna, but was now only a collection of springs. The swamplands were flat, brown, and mushy. I would have thought that nothing could survive here at all, if it hadn’t been for the pesky mosquitos that I had to constantly swat off my skin.

“Are we there yet?” Chris asked, reminding me of my younger sister Becca when we’d gone on road trips to the ocean when we were kids.

“The hydra lives in the Spring of Arymone,” Kate answered. “In a cave. Which should be right about…” She consulted her map, and scanned the area. “There.” She pointed to a hill straight ahead.

“So we head around the lake, and we’re there,” Ethan said, even though it wasn’t technically a lake anymore, but a spring. “Shouldn’t take long.”

“Around the lake?” Danielle scoffed. “Please. That’s hardly the fastest route.” She lifted her arms in the air, and the next thing I knew, the water in front of us parted like it did for Moses when he was leading the slaves out of Egypt. It crashed and roared, revealing the soggy sand underneath. It sort of reminded me of Charybdis. And right now, while she was controlling the water with a fierce expression on her face, Danielle looked every bit like a descendant of the gods.

Kate stepped forward, digging her walking stick into the ground. “Is it wise to use your power like that?” she asked Danielle. “We could easily walk around the lake.”

“Which would take us much more time,” Danielle said. “Wouldn’t you rather get this over with?”

“Danielle,” Blake said, stepping in front of her and leveling his gaze with hers. “It’ll take us time to walk through the lake, too. You would have to keep using your power that entire time. What you’re doing is impressive, yes, but your power will be much more useful when we’re actually fighting the hydra. Don’t waste it now.”

“Fine.” Danielle pouted and brought her hands down, and the parted waters crashed back together. A little bit of water splashed onto Blake, and I couldn’t help but suspect that she’d done that on purpose.

It took about an hour to walk around the lake. Once there, we stared up at the towering hill in silence. The hill looked so normal—with browned grass and a few trees growing on it—it was hard to imagine that an ancient monster lived inside.

It was also crazy to think that thousands of years ago, Hercules had stood in this same spot, about to embark on a similar mission. We just had to follow in his footsteps. After all, he was the only known person who’d slayed a hydra, so following his example made sense. And the first thing he was said to have done was lure the hydra out of its lair by shooting flaming arrows into the entrance of the cave.

Luckily for us, flaming arrows were my and Blake’s specialty.

“So, this is it, then?” Rachael asked. “This is where we’ll be fighting the hydra?”

I looked around the potential fighting ground—the bare trees, the spring behind us, and the hill in front of us. Rachael’s skepticism was understandable. The whole area was so… quiet. It was hard to imagine that such a gruesome fight had happened here thousands of years ago, and that it would be happening again here soon.

“Yep.” Kate nodded. “This is it. Or at least it should be, according to my map.”

I’d already examined the map when we were going over the plans, so I knew where we were supposed to be. “It’s right,” I confirmed. Ever since developing my powers, I’d also been blessed with a natural sense of direction. It was one of the perks of being the “central” element on the compass.

Blake moved to stand next to me, gazing at the hill, his eyes ready for battle. He reached for his lighter and flicked on the flame. “Are you ready?” he asked me.

I looked up into his eyes, and the entire world felt like it stilled around me. Blake had been off-limits to me for so long, it was hard to believe that if—when—we made it through this, all of that could change. I wanted to put my arms around him and confess my feelings to him right now.

But I couldn’t do it. Not now, not here, when we had a hydra to slay. So I pushed the thought away. I would tell him afterward, once the mission was complete, like I’d decided last night.

But everyone was waiting for me to say something, and I couldn’t just stand there like a complete mute. So I drew an arrow from my quiver and strung it through my bow. “Of course I’m ready,” I said, steadying my stance and eyeing up the cave. My hands shook from the anxiety of what we were about to do, and I had to swallow down the fear that felt like it was about to burst right out of my skin, but I added, “Let’s let the hydra know that we’re here to fight.”
  


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
 

Blake lit my arrow on fire, and I sent it flying into the cave. Then I sent another, and another, and another, until all four burning arrows had disappeared into the darkness. But despite our efforts, the hydra didn’t emerge.

I lowered my bow and turned to the group. They’d all gathered around me, their hands on their weapons, ready to fight. “I can’t use up all my arrows this way,” I told them. “If it doesn’t work, we’ll have to think of another way to get the hydra out here.”

“Or maybe we don’t need to get the hydra out here,” Blake said.

“What are you talking about?” Kate asked. “We have to get the hydra out here. That’s what Hercules did when he slayed it the first time.”

“Maybe this hydra learned from that one’s mistake,” he said, glancing at the cave. “Maybe instead of getting the hydra to come out here, we’ll have to go to it.”

Kate’s eyes widened, and she backed away from Blake, looking at him as if he’d lost his mind. “You mean… you want to go inside the hydra’s cave?” she asked. He nodded, and her mouth dropped open in shock. “That’s insane!” she said. “You can’t be serious.”

“Why?” Blake asked. “What difference does it make if we slay the hydra out here or in there?”

“It actually might be better if we slay the hydra in the cave,” I said, stepping to Blake’s side. “Then we won’t have to waste more weapons or power trying to get it to come out here. We’ll save more energy for the actual fight.”

“I just don’t like it.” Kate wrapped her arms around herself, pressing her lips together as she studied the entrance to the cave. “Out here, I was planning on using the roots of the nearby trees to wrap around the hydra’s legs and secure it in into place—kind of like what I did to the children in the Land of the Lotus Eaters. If we go inside the cave, there won’t be any trees nearby, so I won’t be able to do that. The hydra will have freedom of motion to go wherever it wants.”

Rachael stepped forward, her hand on the hilt of her sword. “There are seven of us and one of it,” she said. “We’ll storm its cave and slay it, just as we planned. We’ve got this.”

“Yeah we do!” Ethan said, giving her a high five. “Out of all the things we could do on our first week after escaping the Land of the Lotus Eaters, this is by far the most epic.”

I looked at the twins and rolled my eyes. Were all of Zeus’s children this arrogant?

“Besides,” Ethan added. “We don’t have to worry about being killed. We have Nicole to heal us if we get injured.”

“I’ll do what I can,” I said. “But you saw what happened to Chef…”

“It was a shame that Scylla ate his arm,” Rachael said. “But if the arm had just been chopped off and we still had it, you would have been able to reattach it, right?”

“I don’t know,” I told her. “I’ve never tried to do that. Maybe it would work, but maybe not…”

“How about everyone tries to keep their limbs intact?” Blake suggested.

“Especially our hands,” Kate added. “Since we need our hands to use our powers.”

I shivered at the thought of losing a hand—or any limb at all. “Good plan.” I nodded, since I hated the thought of letting one of my friends down the same way that I’d let Chef down. It felt like a knife in the heart every time I thought about the pain and disappointment in his eyes when he realized that he would never have his arm again. “If anyone feels like the hydra might overtake them, move away,” I said. “Like Rachael said, there are seven of us. We need to trust each other. We have each other’s backs, no matter what.”

And so, with our hands on our weapons and the twins leading the way, we headed toward the hydra’s cave, ready to fight.
  


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
 

The entrance to the cave was as tall as a two-story house, and nearly as wide. Heat emanated from the inside and warmed my face—a stark difference from the brisk February air.

“So we just… go in?” Chris asked.

“I guess so.” Kate looked at us all, her expression serious. “But remember—do not cut off a hydra head unless Blake is ready with the flames. We need to cut off all of the hydra’s heads to kill it and gather its blood, but if Blake isn’t there to cauterize the neck stump, two heads will grow back in its place. So if Blake isn’t there, pull back, even if you have an opportunity to chop off a head. It isn’t worth the risk.”

“Got it,” I said, touching the sword strapped to my hip. We all carried swords today, along with our usual weapon of choice, because a sword was the best weapon to chop off a head. I wasn’t as proficient with the sword as I was with the bow, but I could manage. At least, I could in practice.

“I’ll fly Blake up there to cauterize the stumps,” Chris added. “I’ll make sure he’s close enough that he can still aim, but far enough from the other heads not to get attacked.”

“We’ve been through this a million times,” Rachael said, fidgeting as she peered inside the cave. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go inside.”

Without checking to see if we were coming, she led the march into the cave. Of course, we all followed her—I supposed she knew we would. And while it was brave that she didn’t appear scared, and there was a part of me that wished I could be as brave as she was, it also never hurt anyone to be a little bit cautious.

We walked for about five minutes, keeping watch for any sudden movements. I was trying to be so quiet that I was barely letting myself breathe.

Then we heard the sound of something banging, like a boulder falling onto the ground. It was followed by another bang, and then another, and another—in a pattern that sounded eerily like the footsteps of a giant animal. Then there was a roar so loud that it shook the walls, and a line of fire blazed through the cave.

“Everybody down!” Blake yelled, and we did as he said, the fire barely missing our heads. He had his lighter out and a ball of fire growing in his hand, ready to strike back. Another line of fire raced through the cave, but this time Blake raised his hands in the air like a shield, stopping the fire in its path. It singed the walls of the cave and disappeared. I was glad he resisted turning the flame back around at the hydra—we wouldn’t be able to get any blood from the monster if it was burned to a crisp.

More footsteps boomed through the cave, until the creature turned a corner and we were staring into the eyes of the biggest monster I’d ever seen. Dragons didn’t exist—at least, I didn’t think they did—but I would guess that this creature was where the myths had come from. It was so tall that its heads—all five of them—nearly brushed the ceiling of the cave. Pointed scales traveled all the way up each of its necks, like the scariest mohawk in existence. Its eyes glowed an eerie shade of greenish-yellow, and its mouths were all open, its fangs dripping with venom and ready to attack.

I backed up to the wall and glanced behind me. How long would it take to run out of here? Not long enough, as I doubted I could outrun this creature, whose legs were taller than I was. And I couldn’t leave now. I couldn’t desert my friends. They were counting on me, and I would never be able to forgive myself if any of them died because I was too afraid to fight.

Plus, while the hydra was terrifying, we weren’t without weapons either—the ones we carried with us and the ones we could create with our powers. I ran my fingers over my bow and took a deep breath. We could do this. The gods believed in us enough to send us here. If they believed in us, then I had to believe in us, too.

I steadied my stance and turned my gaze up to the hydra. It stared us down, as if challenging us to make a move first.

“Let’s first try to injure it from far away.” I spoke quietly and didn’t move, as to not encourage the hydra to pounce. “That way it’ll be weakened when we’re fighting from closer up.”

“Good plan,” Kate agreed. “On three, use whatever long range weapon you have, and aim for its legs. If we can injure its legs, it won’t be able to walk, and we’ll have a huge advantage. Blake—you keep on shielding us from the fire. Everyone ready?”

I strung my bow and nodded, keeping my eyes locked on the hydra.

“One… two… three!”

I unleashed my arrows straight into the hydra’s legs. Gunshots popped in the air from Kate and Ethan, along with the flashes of silver of Chris’s knives. Most of our weapons hit their intended target, except for a few arrows that Rachael had attempted to shoot. I smiled in victory, sending another arrow straight into one of its hind legs.

Then all of the hydra heads growled—a horrible screeching sound so loud that it took all of my effort not to move my hands away from my bow to cover my ears. Its balance wavered, and I waited for it to fall, confident that we’d weakened it. But then four of the heads leaned down, pulled arrows and knives out of its legs, and dropped them onto the ground like they were nothing more than irritating splinters.

The center head unleashed another blaze of fire at us, but it hit Blake’s invisible shield and died out. It blinked a few times, as if surprised we were still alive and not burnt to a crisp.

Then it dug its claws into the ground, curled its lips, and charged.
  


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
 

Chris held his hands in the air, creating a burst of wind strong enough to push the hydra back and pin it to the back wall. It reached its necks forward and chomped at the air, but it was too far away to touch us.

“I can’t keep this up for much longer!” Chris yelled over the rush of wind. “We need another way to hold it back.”

“Kate,” I said her name, whipping my head around to look at her. “You said you wanted to use the tree roots to tie up the hydra’s legs.”

“I said that when we thought we were fighting it outside, near the trees,” she said. “Not in the cave.”

“This cave is in a hill, and on the hill, there were trees,” I said. “The roots have to be nearby.”

“But I can’t see those roots,” she said. “And even if I could, they wouldn’t be long enough.”

Danielle narrowed her eyes at Kate. “If they aren’t long enough, then make them grow,” she said through gritted teeth.

“I could make them move—if I were able to see them,” she said, her voice rising in panic. “I can’t make them grow. That’s impossible.”

“Yes, you can.” I tried to sound confident, even though I couldn’t be sure if what I was saying was correct. “When we first developed our powers, you were able to make the plants in our science lab experiment grow—even the ones without sunlight.”

“But that took a few days,” she said. “I can’t make them grow in seconds!”

“How long it took doesn’t matter,” I said, hoping I was right about this. “The important thing is that you can make them grow. Just focus.”

Chris glanced at us over his shoulder, his hair flying in the wind. “I’m losing energy,” he warned us. “You have to try. If you don’t, then we all might end up as hydra snack.”

“Fine.” Kate kneeled down, placed her hands on the ground, and took a deep breath. “I’ll do my best.”

She closed her eyes, and for a few seconds, nothing happened. I held my bow steady in front of myself, ready to let loose as many arrows as possible in case Chris lost his hold of the wind. But then the cave walls rumbled—and this time, it wasn’t because of the hydra.

I glanced back at Kate, and saw the ground under her hands quivering, rippling from the point where she touched it, along the ground, and up the walls. There was a drilling sound, and then tree roots cracked through the rock—four of them in all—and grew outward. Finally they reached the hydra, twisting themselves around each one of its legs. The hydra grunted and tried to lift its legs, but it couldn’t budge. It was stuck in place.

Chris finally dropped his arms down to his sides, and the rush of wind stopped, silence ringing through the air. Kate stood up and brushed the dirt off her palms. With the hydra trapped, we had time to breathe—for now.

“Are you both okay?” I asked them. “How much energy did you use?”

“I don’t think I could do that again right now, but I’ll be able to fight,” Kate said.

“Good.” I nodded, and turned to Chris. “What about you?” I asked him. “You’ll still be able to lift Blake so he can cauterize the hydra’s necks, right?”

“Yeah,” he said. “As long as I only lift him when he needs to get up there, I’ll be okay. Although I’ve gotta admit, I’m sort of regretting not saving that mint from Zeus to use now.”

“We saved six lives by using it when we did,” I reminded him. “We did the right thing.”

“But what good is it if we don’t get out of this cave alive?” he asked.

“We will get out of here alive,” Blake said. “All of us. The hydra’s trapped. All we need to do is kill it, take its blood, and get out of here.”

At that, the hydra’s center head—the only one that could breathe fire—unleashed another blaze in our direction. Blake raised his arm and blocked it, seeming completely unfazed by the hydra’s attempts to incinerate us.

Danielle, on the other hand, shook out her hair and scowled. “That is getting seriously annoying,” she said, raising her hands and shooting a stream of water straight down the hydra’s throat.

The center head coughed and sputtered, like when a drink goes down the wrong pipe, but much louder. Once its fit was over, it opened its mouth to unleash more fire, but this time, nothing came out. Instead, it let out an infuriated growl, although it ended up choking again and coughing water onto the ground.

Danielle lowered her hands and smiled in victory. “It can’t create fire when its throat is soaking wet,” she said. “Just like I thought.”

“How long will it hold?” I asked her.

“I don’t know,” she said. “But I would guess until the water evaporates.”

“That should be all the time we need,” Rachael said, unleashing another arrow at it out of spite. It missed the hydra and bounced against the wall. She swung the bow around her back—at least she realized she was hopeless with shooting—and unsheathed her sword. “Let’s slay this ugly monster and get out of here.”
  


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
 

Rachael charged towards the hydra, holding her sword high in the air. We all followed, ready with our weapons. I allowed myself to fall behind everyone else, staying out of the hydra’s range, just like we’d planned. I needed to be ready in case any of the others got injured and needed me to heal them. I hated that I had to stay back, but I also understood—to increase our chances of survival, I needed to stay safe.

Rachael reached the hydra, jumped high in the air, and swung her sword at one of the far-end heads, chopping it clean off. “Blake!” she said, turning around to search for him. “I need fire!”

But Blake was helping Chris fight the head on the opposite end—and Chris slashed off that head right when Rachael called for Blake.

She was supposed to have waited to cut off a head until Blake was next to her and ready. But of course, Rachael’s impulsiveness hardly surprised me. I bet she just wanted to say that she’d been the first to take off one of the heads. Now, without even waiting for Blake, she was already fighting the head next to the neck she’d just decapitated, and Ethan was by her side, helping her.

“I’ll be there soon,” Blake told her, as Chris flew him up in the air so he could reach the neck of the head that Chris had just chopped off. The others were all fighting the head next to him, holding it off from attacking him. He flicked on his lighter, expanded the fire until it was the size of a basketball, and lowered it to the neck’s open flesh. It sizzled on contact, and the smell of cooked meat filled the cave.

As Blake was cauterizing the neck, Ethan sliced off the head that he and Rachael were attacking. The twins cheered and gave each other a high five.

But before they finished celebrating, the neck that Rachael had decapitated first started to rise. Within seconds, two hydra heads grew in its place, and one of them dove straight for Rachael.

“Rachael!” I screamed to her. “Watch out!”

She turned around just in time to face the hydra as it chomped down on her arm, its fang piercing straight through her shoulder. Ethan screamed, and when the hydra opened its mouth again, he grabbed Rachael’s other arm and pried her out of its grasp, pulling her to the side of the cave. As they moved away, Chris flew Blake over to cauterize the neck that Ethan had chopped off. But as he lowered the ball of fire at the open neck, the hydra freed one of its legs from the roots wrapped around it. It lurched forward, and the center head wrapped its mouth around Blake, its fang piercing his stomach.

“Blake!” I yelled his name, running towards him. I didn’t care if I was putting myself in harm’s way—all I cared about was saving Blake. I watched helplessly as Chris used his power to pull Blake out of the hydra’s grasp and lower him to the ground.

How had that happened so quickly? Blake had been fine seconds ago. Now, he held his hands over the hole in his stomach, staring at the blood gushing through his fingers, powerless to do anything to stop it.

“It burns,” he told me as I fell to his side. His voice was so quiet that I could barely hear him over the sounds of the others fighting the hydra. “Like it’s on fire.”

“I’ll heal it,” I told him, moving his hands off the injury. I gasped when I saw it. His blood bubbled as it poured out of the wound, the skin around it a sickly shade of gray. It was like he’d been poisoned.

“You need to go find Rachael,” he said, straining to get each word out. “She was hurt first. She needs you.”

I placed my hands over his wound and held my gaze with his. “Your injury’s worse than hers,” I said, although I would have gone to him first no matter what. I would never be able to focus on healing someone else—not when I knew that Blake needed me. So without allowing him to argue any further, I called on the white energy and sent it into his body, my eyes locked with his the entire time. “You’re going to be okay,” I told him, although I wasn’t sure if I was saying it for his benefit, or for mine. “I promise you’ll be okay.”

He nodded and gave me a small smile. Despite his telling me to go to Rachael first, I could tell he was grateful that I’d stayed with him. Once the energy could find nothing more to heal, I lifted my hand and ran my fingers over the smooth skin of his stomach. I was finally able to breathe again when I saw that I’d done it. I’d healed him.

He sat up, his face inches from mine, watching me with so much intensity that my heart leaped into my throat. I’d come so close to losing him. But he was here, and he was okay, and I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t told him about my feelings for him before coming into this fight. I wanted—no, I needed—to tell him. Right now. But I couldn’t find the words to begin. So I did the only thing I could think to do to get across my feelings—I leaned forward and pressed my lips against his.

He kissed me back, his lips so warm, and alive. But then he pulled away, breathing steadily and resting his forehead against mine. “Nicole,” he said my name, his voice soft and raspy. I tasted salt on my lips—tears. I must have been crying and not even realized it. “You have no idea how long I’ve been wanting to do that again.” He caressed my cheeks with his fingers, as if making sure I were real. “But we can’t—not now. I have to help the others. And you have to heal Rachael.”

“You’re right,” I said, allowing him to take my hands and help me up. Standing on my tiptoes, I kissed him again, and then forced myself to break away. He nodded at me—I knew he was telling me to do what was right—so I turned around and hurried to Rachael’s side.

She laid on the ground near the side of the cave, staring up at the ceiling. Ethan hunched over her. His hands covered the place where the hydra’s fang had pierced her shoulder, as if he was trying to heal her himself. Not wanting to startle him, I placed my hand on his shoulder, letting him know I was there. He stiffened at my touch, although he didn’t turn around.

“I need to see the wound,” I told him gently. “So I can heal her.”

The moment he pulled away, I knew it was too late. The skin around the hole where the fang had pierced through Rachael’s shoulder was cracked and blackened. All her veins had expanded, her complexion now a sickly shade of gray. It was as if her blood had been poisoned. Given what Blake had said about how his injury had burned, I suspected that was the case. Her eyes were glazed over—lifeless. I knew she was dead before placing my hands on her wound and sensing no energy coming from her body.

“I can’t.” I shook my head and stared down at the ground. “She’s gone.”

“No,” Ethan said, and I forced myself to meet his gaze, knowing I couldn’t avoid it forever. He narrowed his eyes at me, his jaw clenched in anger. “She can’t be gone,” he said. “You said you wouldn’t let anything happen to us. Back on the yacht, when you first rescued us from the lotus-eaters. You promised.”

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered, barely able to talk around the lump in my throat. I pulled my hands off Rachael’s body and moved away from her, not wanting to touch her for a moment longer. The unnatural hugeness of her swollen, discolored veins against her pale skin was so inhuman it made me feel sick. “There’s nothing I can do.”

“You haven’t even tried!” He grabbed my wrists, forcing my hands back on the blackened wound. I tried to pull away, but he was so strong that I couldn’t move. “At least try,” he said, his lips up right against my ear. “You promised you could heal her.”

“I can’t.” Tears fell from my eyes as I tried to escape his grasp again, sizzling when they landed on Rachael’s poisoned skin. “She’s gone. I can’t bring her back.”

“Just shut up and try!” His grip tightened around my wrists, and then he lowered his voice and added, “I won’t believe you unless you try.”

I nodded, knowing he meant it, even though what he wanted me to do was impossible. “Okay,” I gave in, since that was the only way he would let me go. “I’ll try.”

His grip around my wrists loosened, and I breathed steadily, trying to calm down as I called on the white energy. It came to me as always, but when I tried to push it toward Rachael’s body, nothing happened. I might as well have been trying to get it to enter a rock. Instead of being absorbed into her, it simply left my body and re-entered the Universe.

“It’s too late for me to help her,” I told him again, pulling my hands off her body and wrapping my arms around myself. I looked up at him and met his eyes, desperate for him to believe me. “I tried. I really did. But I can’t… I can’t bring back the dead.”

Ethan stared at me, his gaze hollow. “You chose Blake over Rachael,” he said, his voice void of emotion. “Rachael was bitten first, but it didn’t matter. You went to Blake instead. You let Rachael die.”

“It wasn’t like that.” I backed toward the wall, unable to peel my eyes away from Rachael’s bloated body. “A stomach injury kills faster than a shoulder injury. I had to take that into account when I went to Blake first. If it hadn’t been for the poison, Rachael would have been okay. I would have been able to get to her in time to save her.”

“Maybe you could have, even with the poison.” His eyes gleamed with hate. “If you hadn’t wasted time making out with your boyfriend when Rachael was over here dying.”

His words cut like a knife in my heart. Because he was right. I hadn’t thought those few seconds would matter, but if I’d ran over to Rachael instead of kissing Blake, there was a chance she might have been okay.

This was my fault. And to make it worse, if I could go back and do it again, I still would go to Blake first. I wouldn’t spend those few seconds kissing him, but I would still make the choice to let Rachael lay there, dying as the poison burned through her veins, while I was healing Blake.

I also couldn’t ignore the relief that I felt while looking at Rachael—relief that this same painful death hadn’t happened to Blake. I was an awful person for feeling that way. But it was true. Now, my hands were covered in blood—Rachael and Blake’s blood—and I wiped them on my jeans, needing it off of me. And as I stumbled away from Rachael’s body, I was reminded again that I’d failed. I couldn’t keep my promise to her and Ethan to keep them safe. I thought I could, but I couldn’t.

And I would have to live with that guilt for the rest of my life.
  


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
 

I was still staring at Rachael’s body when a scream from one of the others—Kate—brought me back into focus. She’d tried to slash one of the hydra’s heads, but it snapped its jaws at her, its fang narrowly missing her leg.

Despite the tragedy that had just happened, I couldn’t stay here with Rachael, mourning how I hadn’t been able to save her. The hydra had four heads left, each of them snarling and snapping the air, ready to sink their poisonous fangs into anyone who came near. The others were using their weapons to hold it off, but none of them were getting close enough to slice off another head. I needed to help my friends.

I needed to fight.

So I grabbed my bow from behind my back and strung it with an arrow, zeroing in on my target. Then I unleashed the arrow, sending it straight into one of the hydra’s eyes. The hydra screamed, and blood poured out of the ruined eye, burning its flesh as it ran down its face. I did it again and again, each shot of the arrow releasing more of my anger, until every single one of its eyes gushed with blood. Now the heads flailed in the air, chomping madly, but aimlessly, and I knew it had worked.

I’d blinded the hydra.

“Nice job, Nicole!” Chris yelled back to me. The hydra lunged one of its heads toward him, and he jumped out of its way, leaving it to chomp on the air. Once sure he was out of its reach, he stuck his tongue out at it and raised a fist in victory. While he was celebrating, Kate snuck up behind one of the other heads and slashed it off with her sword.

The head fell to the ground and rolled to its foot.

“It only knows where we are now by hearing us,” Kate said, jumping out of the way of another head. “Since it’s blind, we have a huge advantage. We have to use that and sneak up on it quietly.”

Chris flew Blake up from behind, and he sent fire into the open wound. The other heads didn’t even know he was there until he was finished. It worked so well that they kept doing that—sneaking up and chopping off one head, cauterizing the neck, and then moving onto the next—until only the immortal, central head remained.

“Who wants to do the honors?” Chris asked, motioning to the flailing head.

“I will,” Blake said, turning to the hydra and raising his sword. “This is what you get for trying to kill me.” He swung the sword at the neck, but it clanged against it, like metal on metal, and the weapon flew out of his grip. He backed away as the hydra snapped its teeth where it thought he was. The monster snarled when it caught only air, and Blake tiptoed around it to retrieve his sword.

“Seriously?” Chris chuckled and swung his sword around, as if confident that he could do this. “I guess this is going to be left to me.” He snuck up on the hydra from the other side, raised his sword, and brought it down on the neck. But the same thing happened to him that had happened to Blake. His mouth widened as the sword flew out of his grip, and he watched it bounce off the wall and fall to the ground. “It’s like trying to cut through metal!” he yelled, running to retrieve his sword. He picked it up and examined it, as if searching for a defect. “It isn’t working.”

“Because that’s the immortal head,” Kate said. “It can’t be killed with mortal weapons.”

“If it can’t be killed with mortal weapons, then how are we going to slay this thing?” Danielle asked, pointing at what was left of the hydra. “The Book told us we had the weapons we needed!”

Before anyone could answer, another one of its legs forced its way out of the tree roots that had been restraining it, stretching once it was free. Only two legs were still secured. And judging by how the roots holding the back legs were cracking and popping, I doubted they would hold for long.

Once the hydra got loose, how were we supposed to protect ourselves against the immortal head, when our weapons were powerless to stop it?

We wouldn’t be able to. Maybe we could hold it off with our powers long enough to escape the cave, but then we’d have failed the task we’d come out here to complete. Everything we’d been through on this journey would have been for nothing.

We couldn’t fail—I wouldn’t let Rachael’s death be in vain. So I did the only thing I could think to do. I gathered as much black energy as possible by thinking about how much I hated this monster that had killed Rachael and had almost killed Blake, sprinted towards the hydra, and placed my palms on its chest—sending the darkness into its body and killing it on the spot.
  


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
 

The hydra let out its final breath, and I hurried out of the way as it collapsed to the ground. It crashed down legs first, then its shoulders, all its headless necks, and finally the immortal head. Dust poofed up from under it, and I coughed a few times, holding my elbow over my mouth to stop myself from breathing it in. Once the dust settled, all was silent.

“What was that?” Chris was the first to speak. “Nicole—what did you do to it?”

I stared at the body of the hydra, speechless. Because what could I possibly say? They’d all seen me use black energy. This wasn’t like with the harpy, where I could say that it was the stalagmite to the heart that had killed her, or like with the pirate on the Land of the Lotus Eaters, where everyone had been too focused on their own fights to pay attention to what I was doing. They’d seen the hydra die at my touch.

I had to tell them the truth.

“My power heals.” I kept my gaze focused on the hydra, afraid of seeing their reactions once they learned what I’d done. “But it can also do it opposite. It can kill.”

Blake stepped closer to me, resting his hand on my shoulder. “Have you done this before?” he asked, his eyes flashing with concern. “Because if you haven’t—if this was the first time testing it out—you never should have risked your life like that. If it hadn’t worked—”

“Yes, I’ve done it before,” I interrupted, and he relaxed, but not much. “I did it with the harpy, in the cave. It wasn’t the stalagmite that killed her. It was when I touched her afterward. And on the Land of the Lotus Eaters—I killed that pirate who was attacking me. Just by touching him.” My voice shook as I said the last part, fearful of what they would think of me now that they knew the truth. Would they think I was a monster, just like the ones we were trying to fight?

Blake didn’t pull away from me, but his eyes flashed with something else—betrayal. It hurt to have him look at me like that, but I supposed I couldn’t blame him. I would probably feel the same way if I were him.

“You’ve known this for a month, and you didn’t tell us until now,” he said, his voice so calm that it was clear he was holding back anger. “Why?”

The others were quiet as well, waiting for an answer.

“Because to heal, I have to use white energy.” I flexed my hand, thinking about the warmth of the white energy that flowed through me when I healed. “But to kill, I have to use…” I swallowed, dreading whatever reaction was going to come after I said it. “Black energy.”

“Black energy?” Kate repeated, her eyes wide. “But that’s illegal.”

“And black energy doesn’t kill,” Danielle added. “It tortures. I’ve never heard of a witch using any type of energy to kill. It shouldn’t be possible.”

“Witches have also never been able to heal, or to manipulate the elements,” I reminded her. “Why is this any less possible than what we can already do?”

“I believe you,” Blake said, his gaze still locked on mine. “But you still haven’t answered my question. Why didn’t you tell us until now?”

“Because it’s illegal.” I shrugged and glanced at the ground. “I thought…”

“You didn’t think that we would turn you in?” he asked, and his eyes widened when I said nothing. “We would never do that.” His jaw hardened, and he looked at the others for confirmation. “Right?”

“Of course not,” Chris said, and the others all echoed their agreements.

Once it sunk in that they meant it, I relaxed for the first time since killing the hydra, relieved that they were all on my side—and guilty that I hadn’t trusted them to begin with.

“Maybe they won’t say anything,” Ethan spoke up, still hunched over Rachael’s body. His eyes were dark—haunted—and focused only on me. “But I know how dangerous you can be. You killed the hydra with a touch. What’s to stop you from doing that to anyone who gets in your way?”

“I would never use my power unless it was absolutely necessary,” I told him, shocked that he would think otherwise. “The hydra was a monster. It had to be stopped. If I hadn’t killed it, it would have killed us first.”

“But you don’t only kill monsters,” he said. “What about the pirate on the Land of the Lotus Eaters? I lived with them for over two years—they’re all good people. It’s not their faults that they’re stuck there. None of them deserved to die.”

“He was attacking me,” I said, although guilt wavered in my voice at the reminder of the way his eyes had glazed over when I’d used my power on him. He’d had no idea it was coming. “I had no choice. If I didn’t do it, he would have killed me first.”

“We all killed back there,” Blake added. “We had to. What does it matter if we did it with a sword, or with our elements, or with black energy? The end result is still the same. And Nicole’s ability saved us in here. If it wasn’t for her, the hydra would still be trying to kill us. We owe her our lives.”

I squeezed his hand, thanking him for his support, and he squeezed it back.

“Except that Nicole killed one of us,” Ethan said. “When she kissed you instead of running over to save my sister.”

I looked down at the ground, guilt welling in my chest again. Because Ethan was right. I’d made a choice—a terrible choice—and because of it, Rachael had died a horrible death. And there was nothing I could say to make it better. Rachael was gone, and despite my promise to Ethan that I wouldn’t let anything happen to either of them, I couldn’t bring her back.

“Rachael was dead before Nicole finished healing Blake,” Danielle said, and I whipped my head up, surprised to find her standing up for me. “And she would have been fine if she’d stuck to our plan. Instead, she ignored it and ran up to the hydra, knowing that Blake wasn’t nearby to cauterize the neck. If she’d waited for him to finish, the heads wouldn’t have had time to grow back and attack her. She would still be alive.”

“You’re not seriously blaming her for dying.” Ethan stood up, his fists clenched, narrowing his eyes at Danielle. “Are you?”

Danielle flexed her fists, and I wondered if she was about to rain hell upon him.

“Can you all please stop fighting about this?” Kate broke in, so strongly that her voice filled the cave. We all stopped talking and stared at her. I’d never heard Kate speak so loudly, ever. Her cheeks flushed, and when she spoke again, it was at her normal volume. “What happened to Rachael was horrible,” she continued. “Ethan—you have to know that none of us wanted this for her. And while I know that nothing will ever be able to make this better, I hope that this will help.”

She walked silently over to Rachael’s body, kneeled down next to her, and placed her hands on the ground. Ethan stood next to her, his arms crossed as he watched her. The two of them blocked my view of Rachael, but soon the cave started to rumble, as if the ground was shifting. The ceiling broke apart into a small circle overhead, sunlight shining upon them.

Soon the rumbling stopped, and Kate moved away, revealing what she’d done.

Rachael’s body was now buried under a mound of dirt, and on top of it grew flowers in every color you could imagine. In the center was a stone, and I stepped closer to see what it said.

Here lies Rachael Thompson, Daughter of Zeus and Bella Thompson. At seventeen years old, her life was taken in this cave while she was helping to slay the hydra. The blood of the hydra she helped destroy will aid in saving the world as we know it. May her bravery always be remembered.

“The flowers will never die,” Kate said, brushing her fingers over a yellow rose. “I know it can’t bring her back, but I hated the thought of leaving her here the way she was.”

“Thank you,” Ethan said. His voice was devoid of emotion—I couldn’t imagine what he was feeling right now—but he did give Kate a small nod of appreciation. The rest of us remained silent. There was nothing we could say or do to fix this. Instead, we lowered our heads and paid our respects to Rachael.

I wished more than anything that I could promise myself to never let anyone die on my watch again. But that would be impossible. Accidents happened. Choices would always have to be made. I didn’t regret saving Blake, and I wouldn’t always be able to save everyone, no matter how much I wished otherwise. What happened today would always remind me of that unfortunate truth.

After a few minutes, Danielle finally spoke. “The longer we’re gone, the more Hypatia will worry,” she said softly. “Let’s collect what we came here for and head back.”

Kate handed out the zip lock bags she’d brought with her, and we used them to collect as much blood from the hydra as we could manage. Since the blood was poisonous, we were careful not to touch it. Once the bags were full, we packed them up and walked silently back to the yacht, one less than we’d been when we’d arrived.

It was crazy to realize that the secret I’d kept guarded for so long was now out in the open. I’d feared that once the others knew, they would be scared of me. That they would be afraid to even touch me.

But for the entire way back, Blake’s hand never left mine.
  


CHAPTER FIFTY
 

Hypatia’s face fell the moment she saw our group. “Is Rachael…” she started, although she must have figured it out, because she stopped speaking and raised her hand to her mouth, unable to complete the sentence.

“She didn’t make it,” Ethan said, walking past her without meeting her eyes. As if in a trance, he continued through the living area and disappeared down the steps to the rooms, not looking behind him once.

“He hasn’t had time to process it,” I explained. “He probably needs some time alone.”

“Yes.” Hypatia nodded. “I’ll get a staff member to prepare a meal for him and drop it off in his room, in case he gets hungry.”

Once she did that, we filled her in on everything that had happened with the hydra—including what I’d told the others about my ability.

“This is all true?” she asked once we’d finished. “You kept the truth a secret for so long because you were afraid we would punish you for what you can do?”

“Yes.” I bowed my head, ready for whatever was coming next. “It’s in the laws—any witch found using black energy will be sent to trial, and if found guilty, the punishment is that they will be stripped of their powers, or worse, death.”

Blake dropped his gun on the table and stepped closer to Hypatia. “Who cares about the law?” he said. “Nicole’s only used her powers to save lives. You can’t punish her for that.”

“Please, back down.” Hypatia spoke calmly, but threateningly enough that Blake did as she said. “We have these laws in place for a reason,” she continued. “Without them, chaos could ensue, and we couldn’t have that. As a Head Elder, I’ve taken an oath to honor the law no matter what.”

“You can’t be serious!” Danielle exclaimed. “We were only able to slay the hydra because of Nicole’s ability. Without her, more than one of us might not have made it back today.”

“I am perfectly serious,” Hypatia said, although when I finally got the courage to look back up at her, her lips twitched with the hint of a smile. “But luckily for us, Nicole is a demigod—not a witch. So according to the wording of the law, which specifically states that any witch who uses black energy must be punished, it doesn’t apply to her.”

It took a few seconds for what she was saying to sink in. “Seriously?” I finally said, letting out a long breath of relief. “I’m not going to get in trouble?”

“Not at all,” she said. “As I’m sure you know, when witches use black energy, it tortures—it doesn’t kill. What you can do is unique to your element of aether, the spirit of life. Your ability—all of your abilities—have been gifted to you from the gods themselves. It’s not up to me, or any other Head Elder, to question the plans of the gods.”

“Thank you,” I said, and without a second thought, I pulled Hypatia into a hug. I couldn’t believe that all of my worries for the past month had been for nothing. I didn’t have to hide what I could do anymore. I could use my power to help myself, the others, and everyone else in the world whose lives would be at risk if the Titans returned.

She relaxed and returned my hug. But when she pulled away she straightened her shoulders, becoming a serious, authoritative Head Elder once more. “I know it’s been a long day,” she said. “But now that we have all three of the required ingredients, I think it’s best that we create the formula and apply it to your weapons. You shouldn’t have to go one more minute without being armed to the fullest.”

We all agreed, and as the yacht pulled away from the island, we set to work.
  


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
 

“First, we have to coat the tip of the weapon with the sacred milk,” Kate said, doing so with one of my arrows. “The milk will keep the weapon from decaying due to the poison from the blood. Then add a drop of the hydra blood/lotus seed mixture…” She took a dropper and let one drop of the mixture fall onto the place where she’d coated the arrow with the milk. It hissed, and dried on contact, turning a deep, rusty red. “Now, whenever any creature is killed with this arrow, it will be sent to limbo for an entire year,” she said, handing the arrow to me.

I held the arrow up to the light and inspected it. “It’ll work like that forever?” I asked.

“It’ll have to be refreshed after a month,” she said. “But once we close the portal to Kerberos, we won’t need to use the formula anymore. And we gathered more than enough of each ingredient than we could possibly need. We shouldn’t have to worry about running out.”

“Of course Nicole’s weapon got to go first,” Danielle said, rolling her eyes. “Can one of us lowly, non-demigods have a turn now?”

I wasn’t sure if I was imagining it or not, but was Danielle’s snark not coming off as mean as usual? If I didn’t know any better, I would think she was talking to me in the way she might tease a friend.

I shook the thought away. Danielle might be learning to tolerate me, but there was no chance she actually liked me.

Now that the potion was ready, we took turns putting the formula on our weapons. Once we finished and were packing everything up, the yawns started.

“It’s been a long day,” Danielle said in between yawns. “I’m gonna head to bed.”

“Me, too,” Kate said. “Chris—will you help me bring the weapons downstairs?”

He pointed to the kitchen. “I actually wanted to grab some more food first—”

“Chris.” Kate repeated his name, glancing at Blake and me and then back to Chris again. Her cheeks turned bright pink—she couldn’t have been more obvious about her intention to give Blake and me some alone time if she’d tried. “Just come downstairs and help me with the weapons. Okay?”

“Right,” he said sheepishly, gathering a huge bundle of arrows in his arms. “Let’s bring these all downstairs.”

Soon enough, the three of them were gone, and Blake and I were finally alone.

“So…” he said, smirking and leaning back against the table. “Want to go up to the top deck?”

“Is that your way of asking if I want to go make out?” I teased. “Like when a guy asks to sit in the back row of the movie thea—”

I didn’t get to finish my sentence, because the next thing I knew, Blake’s lips were on mine, and whatever else I was thinking about was erased from my mind. I melted into his kiss, and it was like that one kiss made up for the tons of kisses we’d missed this past month when I was being so stubborn about keeping my distance from him. I couldn’t believe I’d been such an idiot.

But I was more thankful than ever that I was here with him now, and after losing Rachael today, I was determined not to let one more second go by when I would take Blake’s being here for granted again.

“I don’t need to bring you to the top deck to kiss you,” he said when he finally pulled away. “But I did think it might be a nice place to hang out.”

“A ‘nice place to hang out’”? I quoted, chuckling. “You mean… you thought it would be romantic?”

“That’s another way to put it.” He reached for my hand and pulled me toward the steps, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Come on. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, given all of the monster slaying we’ve been doing, but for the past few days we’ve been on a private yacht in Greece. I think it’s about time we enjoyed it.”
  


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
 

The next morning I woke up to the heat of the sun on my face. I opened my eyes, and saw Blake sprawled out on the cushion next to me, still fast asleep. I smiled as I thought about what we’d talked about last night—how we’d agreed to officially be together. When we weren’t talking, we spent the rest of the night kissing, making up for lost time. I didn’t remember laying down and closing my eyes, but we must have been so exhausted from slaying the hydra that we’d fallen asleep up here.

Not wanting to wake him, I tiptoed across the deck and went downstairs to indulge in an extra long, hot shower. It was the first time since our arrival that we weren’t rushing to complete the next task on our mission, and it was nice to finally have some time to myself.

Once I emerged, everyone else was up and about, and I went upstairs to join them for breakfast. I sat next to Blake, and we shared a secret smile. If anyone else noticed, they didn’t say a thing.

The only person who wasn’t there was Ethan. No one spoke of him, but his absence weighed on me for the entire meal. He shouldn’t be left alone during such a hard time.

“How’s Ethan doing?” I asked once we’d finished eating. “Has anyone talked to him?”

“I did last night,” Hypatia said. “He requested to be sent back home as soon as possible.”

“How soon?” I asked.

“He asked me to get him after breakfast, so he could say goodbye to all of you.”

“Wow,” Kate said. “So… he’s going home right now?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “I spoke with the Head Elder of Perth a few hours ago, and she’ll be waiting for him at the exit of the portal. I filled her in on everything that happened to him, so she’ll be prepared to help him adjust back to his regular life. It’s going to be difficult for him, but he’s a strong boy. I trust he’ll make it out of this okay.”

“I hope so,” I said, although when I remembered the emptiness in his eyes when his sister died, and the accusation in his voice when he blamed me for her death, I knew he would never be the same.

Hypatia went downstairs to tell him it was time to leave. I was nervous to see him—I’d expected him to be a mess, and to still be angry with me. But when he joined us in the main area, I was surprised by how strong he looked. He’d showered, put on fresh clothes, and he had his sword at his hip—every bit a son of Zeus.

“I assume Hypatia already told you that I’m leaving,” he said, his voice surprisingly steady. “But before I go, I wanted to thank all of you. If you hadn’t come to the Land of the Lotus Eaters, Rachael and I would have been stuck on that island for eternity, under the spell of the lotus fruit, having no idea who we were or where we came from.” His voice choked up when he said his sister’s name, and I looked down at my hands, guilt filling my chest as I replayed what had happened to her.

Rachael should be here with him now, going home to see their mom for the first time in over two years. Instead, she was buried in the cave of the hydra. Her family would never see her again. And there was nothing that any of us could do to bring her back.

“And Nicole,” Ethan continued, and I whipped my head up, surprised that he was talking to me. “I know you would have saved Rachael if you could have. I’m sorry that it wasn’t possible.”

“Me, too,” I told him, figuring that was the closest thing to an apology that I would get.

Hypatia stepped forward, her hands clasped in front of her. “Have you given any more thought about what you’re going to tell your mom?” she asked him.

“Yes.” He nodded. “I’ve decided to tell her the truth. Rachael would have wanted her to know what really happened to her.”

A tear dropped out of my eye, and I brushed it off my cheek. Because Ethan was right. Our parents deserved to know the truth about us. I’d kept everything secret from my family since finding out about what I am, because I thought that would be the best way to keep them safe. But lying to them was eating at my soul every day. And until I came clean, the lies would never be able to stop.

As Hypatia prepared the portal, Ethan toyed with the chain around his neck. The amulet from his father was under his shirt, but seeing it reminded me of one more thing.

“I have one question before you leave,” I said to him, and he looked at me, as if waiting for me to continue. “How does your amulet work? You just think of your father while you’re wearing it, and he comes to you?”

“I have to be touching it,” he said, reaching for the chain again. “It doesn’t work every time—I guess it depends on how busy my dad is. But whenever I’ve really needed him, he comes.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Hopefully it’ll work the same way with my father, too.”

Blake took my hand, and I leaned into him, feeling stronger than ever. Because yes, I wanted to speak with my father more than anything. But I’d gotten this far without him. And I knew that going forward, Blake and the others would have my back. That even included Danielle—which was something I would have never thought possible if you’d asked me when I’d first moved here.

But somehow, in the past few weeks, they’d all become my family.

We watched Ethan walk through the portal, and his gaze locked with mine the moment before he disappeared. I froze in place, a shiver running down my spine at the way he’d looked at me. Because even though he’d apologized, I recognized the look in his eyes.

Pure, absolute hate.

He still blamed me for Rachael’s death. And I had a sinking feeling that despite what he’d said, he would never truly be able to forgive me.

I couldn’t blame him. Because even though I wanted to move forward, I wasn’t sure if I would ever be able to forgive myself either.

 


* * *

 


Thank you for reading Elementals 2: The Blood of the Hydra! If you enjoyed this book, please remember to leave a review on Amazon. Positive reviews are the best way to thank an author for writing a book you loved, since when a book has a lot of reviews, Amazon shows the book to more potential readers. I publish my books independently, so without a big publisher promoting for me, your review is so important in helping to spread word of the series. Your review doesn’t have to be long—one or two sentences is fine! I read all my reviews, and appreciate each and every one of them 

 


 


Also, I’m currently giving away my first series, The Transcend Time Saga, for FREE! To claim your books, visit michellemadow.com and follow the instructions.

 


Turn to the next page for a sneak peak of the next book in the series, Elementals 3: The Head of Medusa! Or you can pre-order it now by CLICKING HERE.
  


ELEMENTALS

 


THE HEAD OF MEDUSA

 


Book three in the Elementals series

 


COMING JUNE 29, 2016

 


Turn the page for a sneak peak!
  


CHAPTER ONE
 

“What was it like growing up in Georgia? You lived on a farm—a peach tree farm. Right?”

Blake sat across from me at dinner, watching me as I dipped a piece of bread into the fondue pot of cheese. I spun the bread around so the cheese was evenly dispersed, unable to keep myself from chuckling as I thought about the answer to his question.

“What?” He leaned forward, clearly concerned. “It was a peach tree farm, right?”

“It was.” I nodded. “But that’s not why I was laughing.”

“Hm.” He dipped a carrot into the cheese and popped it into his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. Once finished, he said, “Since you’re obviously not volunteering the information, then I guess I’ll ask—what’s so funny?”

“This.” I motioned around the fancy fondue restaurant, where people ate and chatted as if they had no cares in the world. “Us. Trying to pretend like we’re normal.”

“I thought that was the point of this first ‘official’ date?” he asked. “For us to go out like a ‘normal’ couple.”

I smiled when he said it—couple. After all the craziness these past few months since I’d moved to Kinsley, Massachusetts and discovered that I was a witch descended from the Greek gods, Blake and I were finally an official couple. Up until recently, I didn’t think it would actually happen. Because when I first met Blake, he had a girlfriend. Danielle. Their relationship was on the rocks, but even so, they were still together.

He eventually broke up with her, but by then, me, Blake, Danielle, Kate, and Chris had already been gifted with elemental powers by the gods themselves. As Darius—the Elder of our town and the person in charge of teaching young witches how to use our powers—explained to us, we’d been chosen because the gods believed we were the five who could stop the Titans from returning to Earth from the prison world—Kerberos—that they’d been locked in thousands of years ago. The only thing keeping the Titans from Earth was a sealed portal between Earth and Kerberos, but that portal was weakening enough that a few less powerful monsters were able to sneak through.

Our job was to destroy those monsters before they could harm anyone in the mortal world. We also have a larger job—to seal the portal before it opens completely on the summer solstice. We still weren’t sure how we were supposed to do that, but along with training every day, we were researching to find the answers.

So after Blake and Danielle had broken up, I’d considered him off-limits. We had to focus on our mission, and I didn’t want any personal drama between the three of us to mess that up.

There was also another reason why I’d been hesitant to let Blake in. Soon after receiving our elementals powers, I’d realized that my power to heal with a touch wasn’t all that I could do. I had the ability to kill with a touch, too. But to kill, I had to call upon black energy, which, according to witch law, is illegal. Witches caught using black energy could have their powers stripped, or worse, they could be killed.

Terrified of the consequences, I didn’t tell anyone about the darker side of my ability. Not even Blake. And since it would be impossible to get close to him without telling him the truth about my power, I’d kept my distance, making sure we were never alone together.

But last month, we realized that the monsters we thought we’d killed weren’t really dead—they were just being sent back to Kerberos, where they could escape again. We learned that we needed to gather three magical items to create a potion for our weapons that would put the monsters in limbo for a year so they couldn’t come back. The three items could only be found on the hidden, magical islands in Greece, so the five of us had journeyed there to retrieve them. Blake and I grew closer during that journey. After a talk I had with Danielle where she told me that she wouldn’t let any personal drama between us distract her from our mission, Blake and I finally decided to be together.

And now, two weeks after returning home, Blake and I were on our first official date as boyfriend and girlfriend.

I’d been anxious about the date for the past few days. I’d never been on a real date before. The adult kind of date, where he made a reservation at one of the nicest restaurants in town for a Saturday night, picked me up, and we sat down to talk and learn more about each other. It always looked so romantic in the movies—and when Blake had asked me out earlier that week, I’d jumped to say yes.

The date was supposed to be perfect. But so far, it was going terribly. In an attempt to be “normal,” we’d agreed to avoid mentioning magic… but because magic had brought us together, we were straining for things to talk about. It was awkward. And “awkward” was not how I wanted our first date to be.

“I was laughing because my life in Georgia doesn’t feel like it was mine anymore,” I finally said. “I’ve changed so much since moving here. Now that I know what I am, I feel like I have a real purpose in my life. I’d never had that before. So it seems silly to try to pretend like we’re a ‘normal’ couple, when we’re so much more than that.”

He rested his elbows on the table and leaned forward, his gaze locked on mine. His warm, burnt brown eyes were starting to become so familiar that I’d memorized the placement of each fleck of gold within them. “Does that mean you’re ready to stop trying to force all this small talk?” he asked. “Because I definitely am.”

“Yes,” I said, not needing to think twice about it. “I hate pretending that everything that makes us us—the magic, our abilities, and the adventures—doesn’t exist. Pretending makes me feel like there’s a wall between us. Besides, why should we try to be normal? Normal is boring.”

“Good,” he said, holding his hand above the fondue pot. “Because this cheese is getting cold, and I know just how to fix it.”

Seconds later, the cheese simmered, fresh waves of steam drifted up from it toward the ceiling. I dipped another piece of bread into it, pleased to find that it was now the perfect temperature.

“How did you do that?” I asked once I’d finished chewing. “I thought these stoves were electric.”

None of us could create our element—we could only manipulate it. Chris, Danielle, and I were lucky, since our elements surrounded us at all times. It was a bit more difficult for Danielle, because if she wasn’t around liquid water she had to pull the water out of the air, but she’d eventually gotten the hang of it. Kate needed to be near the Earth to use her ability—she’d been powerless at sea, so far away from her element—and Blake carried his lighter at all times so he wasn’t at a disadvantage. After all, thanks to electricity people rarely relied on actual fire anymore, unless it was for aesthetic purposes.

“There’s a spark of fire in electricity,” he said. “To control fire, all I need is a spark.”

“But I thought it was too hard to do that with electricity without making it short circuit or explode?”

“I’ve been practicing.” He smirked. “Why—are you impressed?”

“Very.” I leaned forward, feeling more energized than I had all night. “Especially since you did it without even seeing the burner.”

It was amazing how far we’d come in using our powers. My ability was unique because it was the power over spirit—and spirit wasn’t something that could be seen—but the others each could control a physical element. Blake was fire, Danielle was water, Kate was Earth, and Chris was air. Until recently, we thought they had to see their element to use it. But in Greece, we were in a life or death situation while fighting the hydra, and Kate made tree roots grow into the cave even though the trees weren’t in her line of sight.

That moment taught us that with more focus, it was possible to control elements without having to see them.

“Does it take up more of your energy to do that?” I asked.

“It does.” He nodded. “But warming up our cheese is hardly going to drain my energy completely.”

“So you were just showing off, then?” I asked coyly.

“Of course,” he said. “After all, I have a hot date to impress.”

His words made me blush, and I reached for the sun pendant on my necklace, running my fingers over the charm. The pendant had been sent to me by Apollo—my father. Yes, that Apollo—the Olympian god. But even though my father was a god, my mom was still a human… which made me a mix of the two. A demigod.

I was the only demigod in our group of five. The others were descendants of the gods, like most witches. Actual demigods were rare. I’d only met two others, Ethan and Rachael, who were twin children of Zeus. We met them in Greece, when we saved them from being trapped forever on the Land of the Lotus Eaters. To thank us for rescuing them, they helped us on the rest of our mission, but Rachael, who had been impulsive and quick to show off, lost her life during the battle with the hydra. She and Blake had been injured at the same time, but Blake’s injury was worse, so I’d rushed to save him first. What I hadn’t known was that the bite of the hydra was poisonous, and that it killed quickly. By the time I went to Rachael to heal her, she was already gone.

At that point, there was nothing I could do. My ability to heal didn’t extend to resurrecting the dead.

Ethan blamed me at first. But after sleeping on it, he told me that he understood why I’d saved Blake first. Then he went back home to Australia, and none of us had heard from him since.

I wanted to reach out to him—after all, he was the only other demigod I knew—but I was afraid he wouldn’t want to hear from me after his sister’s death. So I kept my distance. But there was so much I wanted to ask him. Because unlike me, he’d met his father. We’d all met his father, when Zeus had dropped by our yacht in Greece to help us on our mission. Sure, Zeus hadn’t raised Ethan and Rachael, but at least he’d bothered to introduce himself.

What had I done to make my father want nothing to do with me?

Blake watched as I toyed with my necklace, and his expression turned serious. “Have you tried to contact your father again at all?” he asked, his voice softer than before, as if he were afraid that bringing it up might upset me.

“Yeah.” I pulled my hand away from the necklace, and the pendant fell back onto my chest. “I’ve been trying every night, before I go to bed. Nothing ever happens. I should probably give up, since he’s obviously ignoring me… but I can’t bring myself to do that. Because what if the night I give up is the night he would have replied?”

Blake frowned, and he grabbed my hand in his, stopping me from reaching for the pendant again. “You have to remember that the gods are busy,” he said. “Especially with the portal to Kerberos weakening. When Ethan and Rachael used their pendants to call for Zeus and he came to help us, we needed his help. Maybe Apollo hasn’t come yet because you’re strong enough that you don’t need him.”

“Thanks.” I chuckled, although it felt hollow. “You somehow managed to turn that into a compliment.”

“Well, it’s true,” he said.

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “But I don’t know. Part of me hopes that Apollo is stuck in an Olympian god prison, and that he wants to see me, but he’s trapped and he can’t. At least that would be a good reason for him staying away. But he managed to send me this pendant, and the letter that told us how to use the Book of Shadows, so that can’t be it. He really is just ignoring me.”

“Or he trusts that you can handle yourself,” Blake said, his gave unwavering. “You’re strong, and you have a lot of people on your side—me, Kate, Chris, Darius, and even Danielle. You don’t need Apollo. Because you have us.”

“Maybe,” I said, although I didn't completely believe it. Because yes, we all had each other’s backs, but who didn’t need the help of a god? “But I would still like to get to know him. So I refuse to keep trying, even if it does seem hopeless.”

“It’s only been a few weeks,” Blake said. “Gods don’t see time the same way we do—they’re immortal, so a few weeks must feel like nothing to them. He’ll come eventually. He wouldn’t have given you that pendant if he didn’t want you to use it.”

“I guess so,” I said. “It would just be nice to have one family member who I could talk to about everything.”

“You always have me,” he said. “And the others, too.”

“I know.” I smiled. “You all understand more about all of this than I think they ever could.”

We finished off the cheese fondue in comfortable silence, savoring each delicious bite. I could tell that Blake was thinking about something important—he had that far-off look in his eyes, as if he was trying to figure out how to put his thoughts into words. But I knew not to pry. He would share his thoughts once he sorted them out in his head. In the meantime, I was happy enjoying the food. My mom didn’t cook, so a meal out was always a treat.

“Have you considered telling your family the truth?” Blake asked after the waitress had cleared the table.

My heart dropped at his question. I’d hoped he was going to say something else … maybe something about his feelings for me.

Blake wasn’t always the most open with his feelings—we were the same in that way—but we knew that we cared about each other. I’d never cared for anyone as much as I cared for Blake. When I first met him, it was just a crush—I found him attractive, and it was thrilling to know that he felt the same. But when we were in Greece, we saved each other’s lives on countless occasions. Blake’s feelings for me were strong enough to pull him out of the haze of the hypnotic lotus fruit so we could escape the island. The moment he told me how that was what brought him back into focus, I knew I was falling for him, and that there would be no turning back.

“Nicole?” he asked. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah.” I smiled at him, trying to push away the disappointment. It was too much for me to expect him to tell me some revelation about his feelings for me here, in a restaurant, surrounded by so many strangers.

I probably shouldn’t expect anything at all. After all, what did I know about love? Blake had been my first kiss, and now he was my first boyfriend. Yes, we’d been through much more than what other teens our age had to deal with, and we were more powerful than any witches in recorded history, but that didn’t make me an expert on love. I didn’t even know what love was, at least not in a romantic sense. I was probably getting ahead of myself because this was my first relationship.

But I’d also never cared for anyone as much as I cared about Blake. He had quickly become one of the most important people in my world, and I would never risk losing him. Ever.

“I’m not going to tell my family,” I finally told him.

“Why not?” he asked.

“Because by the summer solstice, we’ll have closed the portal to Kerberos, and we can get back on with our normal lives,” I said, even though we had no way of knowing if would be true. “As it is now, I don’t want to worry them. They wouldn’t even be able to do anything to help me, since they’re all human. It’s safer for them not to know.”

“I guess,” he said. “And I know it’s different for me, since my parents are witches, but I’m glad that they know about the five of us and what we’re doing. At least if everything doesn’t go to plan, and I don’t make it back from one of our missions, they’ll know it was for a good cause.”

“Don’t say that,” I said, the words coming out faster than I’d anticipated. “Nothing’s going to happen to any of us. We were given these powers for a reason—because the gods know we’re the ones who can complete this mission. We’re all going to make it. We have to.”

Blake said nothing, and I worried that he wasn’t completely convinced. “Of course, it helps that we have you on our side,” he finally said, smiling at me. “Our healer. If it hadn’t been for you, I would have died in that hydra’s cave. You saved my life. And I don’t think I can ever tell you how much that means to me.”

“You don’t have to.” I reached for his hand again, giving it a squeeze. “Because I already know. I saved you first in that cave, and I would do it again in a second.”

“Even if you knew Rachael would die?” he asked.

“Yes.” I held his gaze, not having to think about my answer. “I would never risk losing you. Ever.”

“I wish I could tell you that you should have saved Rachael instead of me,” he said. “It would be the noble thing to say. But I can’t, because if you’d saved her instead of me, we wouldn’t have this chance to be together. And I wouldn’t give up this chance for anything.”

His eyes didn’t leave mine, and I could feel the words on the tip of my tongue. I love you. I wanted to say them out loud. It would be so easy—so natural.

But then the waitress came to serve us our main course, and I pulled my hand out of Blake’s, jolted at being brought out of the moment so suddenly. I had to blink a few times to reorient myself. I couldn’t believe how close I’d been to making such a huge confession.

If the waitress hadn’t come over right then, would I have said it?

Maybe.

And I knew, deep in my heart, that I would have meant it.
  


CHAPTER TWO
 

Blake and I were getting started on dessert—chocolate fondue—when our phones both lit up with a text message.

911 – I need you all at my place. ASAP.

It was from Darius, and he’d sent it to everyone in our group—me, Blake, Chris, Kate, and Danielle. Which only could mean one thing.

“I guess another monster’s escaped from Kerberos,” Blake said exactly what I was thinking.

“I guess so.” I dragged a strawberry through the melted chocolate, looking at it sadly. “But this looks so good. Darius couldn’t have waited to text us until after we finished dessert?”

“Apparently not.” A mischievous glint passed over his eyes, and he leaned over the table, looking at me in challenge. “How fast can you eat?”

“I’m not sure.” I raised an eyebrow, having a good idea about where he was going with this. “Why?”

“Because we’re about to have a contest.” He divided all of the items on the dessert plate in half—a mix of strawberries and bananas, and bite-sized brownies, sponge cakes, and marshmallows. “Let’s see who can finish their side faster.” He held his fork up, and I did the same, nodding to let him know that I was ready. “One… two… three…”

Before he finished saying three, I’d already shoveled the strawberry into my mouth and was spearing the brownie in preparation to dip it into the chocolate. I ate so fast that I barely had time to enjoy it. I continued wolfing it down until most of my side was gone—I’d never eaten so quickly in my life—but somehow, Blake managed to beat me.

He finished chewing and dropped his fork on the table. “Done,” he declared, sitting back and crossing his arms in victory.

I forced down the last few bites of cheesecake, even though I wasn’t actually hungry anymore, and each bite made me feel as if I might explode. But I had to finish it so I wouldn’t be completely defeated.

“Thanks for not letting me win,” I said once I was done, taking a few sips of my water to help wash all that food down.

“Is that sarcasm that I detect?” he asked.

“No.” I smiled and shook my head. “I’m serious. I hate when people let me win. If I win, I want to know that I earned it.”

“Which is exactly why I didn’t let you win,” he said. “You’re competitive. I know that. And lucky for me, you’re good competition. I wouldn’t expect anything less from a girlfriend of mine.”

I smiled, loving how it sounded when he called me his girlfriend.

“What?” he asked, as if my silence concerned him.

“Nothing,” I said. “It’s just… I’ve never been someone’s girlfriend before. It’s nice to hear you call me that.”

“Then I’ll remember to say it more often.” He signed the check for both of our meals, stood up and held out a hand to me. I took it, allowing him to help me up. Once our eyes were almost level, he leaned forward and kissed me, letting the kiss last slightly longer than what was acceptable in public. It was like he was announcing to the world that we were together—that I was his, and that everyone else should know it.

“Now, are you ready to go?” he asked once he pulled away.

All I could do was nod, my stomach still fluttering from the memory of his kiss.

He smiled, clearly amused by how much he affected me. “Good,” he said, taking my hand and leading the way out of the restaurant. “Because my girlfriend and I have some monsters to slay.”
  


CHAPTER THREE
 

“Wolves,” Kate repeated for the third time since Darius had told us what we were up against. “In the cemetery. It sounds like something out of a television show.”

“Just make sure you don’t get bitten,” Chris teased from the way back seat of the van. “We wouldn’t want you turning into a werewolf.”

“Werewolves don’t exist,” Kate said, rolling her eyes. “But the legend of them did start from the story of Lycaon. He was a king in the ancient times. To test Zeus to see how powerful he was, he cooked up his own son and served him to Zeus for dinner. But Zeus knew what he did, so as punishment, he turned Lycaon and all of his offspring into wolves. It’s no wonder the wolves fought against the Olympians in the Second Rebellion. They blame Zeus for being as they are.”

“You knew all of that off the top of your head?” Danielle asked.

“I wish,” Kate said, holding up her phone. “But no. I looked it up on Wikipedia.”

After leaving the restaurant, Blake and I had rushed straight to Darius’s house. Everyone else was already there. Once we arrived, Darius explained that the witches on patrol had reported what resembled a pack of wolves escaping from Kerberos. The wolves had run across the street to the cemetery, where the witches were able to conjure a protection spell to keep them trapped inside the fence. But the spell wouldn’t stop humans from entering the cemetery, so it was up to us to take care of the wolves before they could turn an unsuspecting human into a late night snack.

After hearing what had happened, we gathered our weapons and jumped into the van, which was where we were now. Blake was driving, since we all agreed it would be unnecessary for Darius to come along. Darius didn’t have anywhere close to the physical strength that we did, and we didn’t want to risk his getting hurt.

It didn’t take long to reach the cemetery. Once there, we hopped out of the van, grabbed our weapons, and located one of the witches on patrol. He was older than us, but still young—probably in his mid-20s.

“A group of middle school kids tried to come in here to do who knows what, but I scared them away,” he told us. “But the cemetery won’t stay empty for long. Those wolves need to be taken care of before morning.”

“It won’t be a problem,” Blake said, stepping forward. “We’ve got this.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Are you sure about that?” he asked. “You all look like you haven’t even graduated high school.”

Blake didn’t reply—instead he flicked on his lighter, created three fireballs with the flames, and sent them all flying at a nearby tree. The witch on patrol stared at the blaze, his mouth dropped open in shock. Then a stream of water rushed towards the tree, putting out the flames in seconds.

“Really, Blake?” Danielle crossed her arms, glaring at him.

“What?” he asked, his face a perfect expression of innocence.

“That was completely unnecessary,” she said, motioning to the tree. “You used up energy you could have used fighting those wolves, and now that old tree is destroyed.”

“I was just showing our new friend here what we can do,” he said. “And besides, Kate can fix up the tree. Can’t you, Kate?”

“Trust me, I will,” she said. “After we take of those wolves.”

Something howled nearby, the call echoing through the air. It was unmistakably a wolf. A sound like that belonged in the mountains of Montana—not in our town outside of Boston.

“Come on.” I turned towards the sound and reached for my bow, wanting to be ready in case anything jumped out at us. “It came from that way.”

“There’s still five of them, right?” Chris asked the guard.

“Yes,” he said. “From what we’ve seen of their behavior so far, they stick with their pack. There are no lone wolves in this group.” He looked back at where the sound came from, and then eyed us up one more time. “Are you kids sure you’ve got this? You don’t want any help?”

“Trust me—we’ll be fine,” I told him. “These wolves have nothing on the monsters we’ve killed before. It’ll be easiest if you just let us handle this.”

He glanced at the tree again, where the smoke from the flames was still rising up, the smell of burnt leaves filling the air. “Be my guest,” he said, motioning us to go inside the gate. “If you need any backup, I’ll be here.”

I nodded at him, and the five of us marched towards where the howl had come from, ready for a fight.
  


CHAPTER FOUR
 

The wolves were gathered in front of the Statue of Zeus at Olympia—a re-created monument in the center of the cemetery that had been built over a hundred years ago as a way to honor the gods. The statue currently had scaffolding around it, since it was under repair. According to the humans in town, the statue had been struck by lightning so strong that it had destroyed the stone eagle that Zeus had been holding. No one knew where the eagle had gone—some of the more superstitious suspected that the god had incinerated it himself.

We were the only ones who knew the truth of what had happened—how the eagle was part of a scavenger hunt set up for us by the gods. We’d had to remove the eagle from the statue to find the clue hidden inside. It was now displayed in our training center in Darius’s basement.

The statue had been peaceful then. Now, we formed a semi-circle around the wolves, backing them against the statue, giving them no place to run. They growled at us, their glowing yellow eyes staring us down. Their lips pulled up to reveal their teeth, which glinted white in the light of the moon. But I held their gazes, not backing down. If they thought they were intimidating us, they didn’t know who they were dealing with.

They must not like being backed into a corner, because the wolf in front—the biggest one, who appeared to be the pack leader—pulled back, snarled, and barreled toward us. He didn’t make it five feet before one of my arrows embedded itself into his heart.

“Three pointer for Nicole!” Chris called out, as if announcing a sports game. “Bullseye.” He threw a knife, and a breeze passed by my face as he used his power over the air to direct the weapon into another wolf’s heart. “These puppies are making this way too easy for us,” he said with a laugh.

At that moment, Blake and Danielle charged toward the remaining three wolves, holding their swords in front of them. They swung, and two more wolves were down, the swords were covered in blood.

Chris pumped his fist in the air, as if he were watching a game. “Blake and Danielle both go in for slam dunks, and they both score!” he said, still talking in his sports announcer voice. “This is getting good. There’s only one wolf left, and there’s five of us.” He rubbed his hands together, eyeing up the wolf. “He doesn’t stand a chance.”

The wolf must have agreed with him, because it backed itself into a corner, its tail down. I had my arrow strung, ready to shoot, but seeing the animal like that made me pause. Despite the unnatural yellow glow in its eyes, at that moment, it looked harmless. I didn’t doubt that it would attack if the odds were in its favor, but that wasn’t the case now. Without it going on the offense, it felt too much like killing in cold blood.

But that didn’t stop Danielle, who stormed up to it and ran her sword through its heart. The wolf let out a final whimper and collapsed at her feet.

“Danielle goes for the final point, and she takes the team in for a win!” Chris said, clapping and hollering in victory. “The wolves should’ve known that they had nothing on the Elementals.”

Within seconds, all five wolves flickered and disappeared, as if they had never been there in the first place. They’d been sent to limbo, where they would remain for the next year until being returned to Kerberos, thanks to the poisonous serum coating our weapons.

Danielle wiped the blood off her sword and held it up in the air, admiring the moonlight glinting off the metal. “Was that ridiculously easy, or are we just getting better?” she asked, slipping the sword back into its sheath.

“You’re getting better,” an unknown, female voice said from off in the shadows. The voice was soft, although it somehow managed to be clear and strong as well—as if I could hear the echo of it inside my own mind. “But that doesn’t mean that you have to be so full of yourselves. Especially given all of the challenges you have ahead.”

I turned toward the direction of the voice at the same time as a tall, ethereal woman stepped out into the clearing. Her black evening gown slithered around her like the shadows themselves, the fabric billowing around her and sparkling with the lights of the stars. Her long, black hair flowed all the way to her waist, her skin so pale that it seemed to glow with the light of the moon.

I blinked a few times, to make sure she was real and not a hallucination. She was there, but she was also slightly hazy, as if she wasn’t there at the same time. It was like she was a ghost, or a shadow.

“Who are you?” I asked softly, still transfixed by her otherworldly beauty.

“I am Nyx,” she answered with a smile, the stars on her dress twinkling as she spoke. “The primordial deity of night itself.”

* * *
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