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  Chapter One

Avatar


Millennia ago . . .
Ancient Times

Metis sucked in a sharp breath, bracing herself for the moment her daughter would burst from the dark, warm, stinking prison of Zeus’s body. After all, the Titan Goddess of Wisdom and Cunning knew that when it happened, it would be her only chance to escape. 
She couldn’t say for sure how much time had passed since Zeus had swallowed her. All she knew was that one moment, they’d been in love, happily married. She’d been pregnant with what was sure to be the first of many children. The next, he’d convinced her to turn herself into a fly. Then he’d swallowed her whole, and she’d soon overheard a conversation he’d shared with Poseidon and Hades—all about how he’d betrayed her because their second child was prophesied to overthrow him.
What Metis could say was that she’d been trapped inside of Zeus’s stomach long enough to give birth to a glowing little goddess with silver irises and a shock of curly hair that matched her eyes. What seemed like years passed, and the babe had developed into a youth.
“Mother, what will I be called when I finally leave this place?” she’d asked Metis only a short while ago. She had many questions regarding the world outside of Zeus, and especially about where she belonged in it.
After some careful thought, Metis answered the question. “You will be called Athena.” She tenderly stroked Athena’s silver ringlets, which had grown so long they tumbled down her back. “And you will be the wisest, fiercest goddess this world has ever seen.”
Athena smiled, though the expression brought Metis no joy. It was a cruel grin—one of satisfaction, of pride. It reminded the Titan goddess far too much of her treacherous husband. Even still, Athena is my daughter, Metis thought. My beloved girl. I shall do all l can to prepare her for the trials ahead. She is not at fault for her heritage. And so Metis had set to the task of using her magic to craft armor, a helmet, and a spear for Athena, preparing the youth for the moment she stepped into the outside world.
Now, that time had almost come. Metis allowed the enchantments keeping Athena small to fade away, and she became larger by the second. Before, she’d been as little as an insect, since Metis had ensured they’d both stayed tiny inside of Zeus. Better to remain undetected—to let Zeus believe he’d beaten Metis—than to reveal herself and risk being thrown into Tartarus like Kronos and many of the other Titans.
There was a moist tearing noise as Athena grew, ripping open Zeus’s stomach. He bellowed, his innards quaking, and golden ichor spilled like a waterfall toward Metis through the laceration in his gut. Holding her breath, Metis dove into the fluid and swam upward against the strong circulation. Just a bit longer. We’re almost out.
Zeus kept on yelling. His insides trembled violently, sloshing Metis from side to side. Thankfully, Athena had grown so large that she didn’t have to swim. She was submerged within her father, yes, but she managed to press her free hand against his organs and, with a sickening squelch, pushed them aside to make room for herself. As she heightened and lengthened even more, the tip of her spear stabbed through one of Zeus’s lungs.
Zeus gasped. His uninjured lung expanded and contracted with his breaths, but the punctured organ began to shrivel up. Air bubbles escaped the wound, flittering through his ichor. “It—hurts,” he wheezed. The world around Metis tilted sideways. There was a loud thud, and the slanting came to a halt. The force sent her somersaulting through ichor. Zeus must have fallen over. She waved her arms and kicked her legs to try and find her bearings.
Several deities outside spoke all at once, but Metis couldn’t understand them, their words muffled by the liquid trapped in her ears. “Where?” a goddess asked, her regal voice somehow piercing through the rest. “Where does it hurt?” It was Zeus’s latest consort, Hera.
The sound of Hera irritated Metis, but as she recalled that Zeus had sired dozens of illegitimate children since marrying Hera, her vexation dissolved. Perhaps being the lustful fool’s last choice is punishment enough for the new Queen of the Gods.
Athena continued shoving aside and prying apart Zeus’s insides, climbing up toward his skull as she grew, and Metis did her best to swim close to Athena’s feet. Zeus grunted in pain, still trying to catch his breath. “There’s—pressure—everywhere! I—can’t—” He didn’t finish his sentence, only panted and puffed.
More talking. The next voice Metis made out belonged to one of Zeus’s illegitimate children. Hermes, if she remembered correctly. Hermes was a new deity, still a youth but cleverer than most. “If there is pressure, we must relieve it,” Hermes said. “Someone break open his body, and hurry!”
“He’s clutching his head,” Hera added. “Start with his head.”
This is it. Metis braced herself. She called on her magic, transformed into a fly, and shrank down to a size impossible to perceive. Any moment now, the light of the world outside would illuminate the dark one she’d inhabited for so long. When that happened, she would shake off the fluids covering her body, take wing, and escape.
Just as Athena reached her full size, her spear arrived at the base of Zeus’s skull. He let out a whimper and stilled.
The sounds of bone fracturing and flesh tearing reverberated from Zeus’s head. Then there was a wet squishing noise, like the hands of a hunter prodding through the bloody pulp of a fresh kill.
Slowly but surely, light leaked into Metis’s surroundings. She tried gazing upon the outside world, only to see brown fingers prying Zeus’s skull in two. They dug through the steaming, labyrinthine tissues of his head, steadily pulling it apart.
“What is it, Hephaestus?” Hermes asked, his voice tremoring. “What ails Father?” Ah, yes. Hephaestus. The hideous babe of Zeus and Hera. The one Hera cast off Olympus.
When Hephaestus didn’t answer right away, Hera barked, “Well, what do you see, you insufferable thing?” Metis flinched at the way Hera spoke to her own child. As much as Metis wished she could strip away the attributes Athena had inherited from Zeus, she’d never talk to her daughter in such a manner.
Before Hephaestus could reply, Athena tossed her spear through the cavity in Zeus’s head. The other deities scrambled out of the way, and the weapon clattered to the floor. Using both her hands and feet now, Athena forced herself out the rest of the way, and in her efforts, she practically split Zeus’s body in two.
Metis didn’t wait to take in the scene before her, didn’t wait to listen to the flurry of conversation that followed Athena’s emergence, didn’t even wait to kiss her beloved daughter goodbye. Athena had not been prophesied to conquer Zeus, and so she would not be in danger. But Metis had yet to bear Zeus a second child—a son to overthrow his father, as the oracle foretold. If Metis were discovered, she’d surely be banished to Tartarus.
She shook off the ichor that covered her body and soared up and out of Zeus’s remains, gulping in fresh air for the first time in what felt like forever. At last, I am free.
Metis shot through the halls of Zeus’s palace, past golden floors and stone statues and marble columns. Soon she reached the farthest edge of the structure and soared into a cloudless blue sky.
For nine days and nine nights, Metis flew. She couldn’t risk being discovered; she had to get as far away from Zeus and his minions as possible. Near the end of the ninth night, however, she felt as though her heart might burst, as though she might fall dead. I need to rest.
She stopped at the mouth of a cave carved out of a cliff, heavy rain pelting her from all sides. The air here was sweltering, even more so than at home. Exotic trees and plants grew for miles in every direction, the calls of foreign animals echoing across the deep-green terrain.
Exhausted and breathless, Metis buzzed into the cave. She changed back into her normal form and collapsed.
She wasn’t sure how long she slept. It could have been days, it could have been months, it could have been years. Her entrapment by Zeus and her eventual escape had weakened her significantly, and she had to replenish the energy she’d lost.
When she did wake, it was because someone was shaking her and calling her name. Metis cried out, her eyes snapping open.
“Shh.” A familiar Titan goddess with auburn curls, pale skin, and a midnight-black dress dotted with stars sat before her. The other deity pressed a finger to Metis’s lips. “It’s all right.”
Metis shoved the Titan’s hand away, her heart thudding in her chest. “Asteria? What are you doing here? I thought you—you—”
“Would never leave my island?” Asteria finished for her. “As much as I love the protection from Zeus that Delos offers, visions of prophecy lured me away from home. To this place.”
“Visions of prophecy brought you here, to the edge of the world?”
“Yes, so I can help you.”
“Help me?”
“Of course. If you do not find a better way to conceal yourself, Zeus will discover that you escaped him. He will hunt you down, and if he finds you, the next place he’ll send you is Tartarus.”
“I thought as much.” Metis hung her head. “Where can I go? I’ve already traveled so far. Where will I be safe from Zeus?”
“I have seen thousands of years into the future, and many great events will come to pass—but only if you accept my help.”
Metis raised a brow. “I’m listening.”
Asteria leaned in close. “Do you wish to have a second child with Zeus? A child so powerful, he could one day overthrow the King of the Gods?”
“I’m trying to hide from Zeus, not sleep with him.”
“He would never know it was you.” Asteria chuckled in a way that sent shivers up Metis’s spine. The Titan goddess of stars wasn’t known as a vengeful goddess, but apparently, her feelings toward Zeus brought out a darker side of her personality. Metis could understand why—she’d been trapped inside Zeus when he’d pursued Asteria. “I’ve spent many nights conversing with the gods of other pantheons, and Vishnu gave me an idea,” Asteria continued. “Metis, have you ever heard of something called an avatar?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Twenty-four years ago . . .
Summer, Year 476 AS

Katarina trudged northwest through Hera City, toward the cemetery located at the edge of the polis, her heart heavy with grief. Today was the third anniversary of her mother’s and older brother’s deaths, and she planned to pay their graves a visit, which she did as often as possible. For libation, she’d prepared wine and honey. Father had sculpted them new miniature statues, although he couldn’t make it today. Katarina had carefully placed the trinkets at the bottom of her basket.
The closer she drew to the cemetery, the gloomier the polis around her became. Only minutes ago, there had been children playing around corners, animals scurrying across paths. Birds had been dancing through the air, singing sweet tunes as they twirled round and round, and the sun had been shining high in the blue afternoon sky.
But now there were no giggling children, no scampering beasts. The songs of birds had been replaced with the squawks of crows, and strangely enough, heavy clouds had covered the sun, casting everything in dim gray light.
Katarina rounded one last corner and caught sight of the tall, solid stone gates that led into the cemetery up ahead. Praying to Hera for strength, she stepped through the arched doorway of the gates and into the cemetery.
The burial grounds appeared as they always had—rows of grave markers, lush grass and flowers blooming everywhere, and rock walls towering above it all. There didn’t seem to be any processions going on today, but a few people besides Katarina were visiting, shuffling along with their offerings to the dead in hand.
The trek from the entrance of the cemetery to the spot where Mother and Karter had been buried was a long one. Close to the center of the grounds, the graves had been marked with stones Katarina had carved their names into and clay statuettes Father had sculpted for them. Once Katarina got there, she set her basket down and knelt before the graves.
“Apologies, Mother, Karter. Father couldn’t make it today.” Her lip quivered as she unpacked the wine and honey. “The Master Potter at his shop refused to give him the day off. You understand.” She uncorked the bottles of liquid and dumped an equal amount of them on each grave. “He found the time to make you some new presents, though.” She rested the empty bottles in her basket and pulled out the statuettes.
On the first anniversary of Mother’s passing, Father had made her a figurine of Hera, the patron goddess of their city. On the second anniversary, he’d formed a peacock, one of Hera’s sacred creatures. Now, he’d fashioned a little cow, another of Hera’s sacred animals.
On the first anniversary of Karter’s death, Father had modeled him Hera as well. Probably to appease the goddess. Then, on the second anniversary, he’d made the family dog—Lukas had always loved Karter best. Now, on the third, Father had created a model of Karter and Katarina when they’d been children. They were “sword fighting” with long sticks, smiling wide and laughing uncontrollably. They’d shared many moments like this in childhood, and Katarina couldn’t believe the level of detail Father had incorporated into the piece.
She set the statuettes down before their respective graves. The other figurines were already faded and worn, the elements chipping away at them, but that was all right. Father would make more.
Katarina recounted the events of the past year, as she did during each of these “visits.” She spoke of how she’d gotten her first job, how she’d had her first kiss, how she’d moved into her first house. “I know you can’t hear me,” she said, glancing between the gravestones, her vision blurring as tears welled in her eyes. “I know you’re not there. But it’s still nice to tell you about everything that’s going on.”
Eventually she ran out of major life events to describe. She gazed out at the cemetery to find no one else around, then looked up at the sky; it appeared the sunset was fast approaching. Probably won’t make it home before curfew, she thought, gathering her basket and standing up. I’ll need to stay at the inn for the night.
She waved at Mother’s and Karter’s gravestones. “I love you.” She turned and, to her surprise, was met with a beautiful woman staring at her. The woman had pale skin and curly red hair. Her silver irises glittered, her black dress dotted with constellations and shooting stars.
Katarina’s breath caught in her throat. By looks alone, it was clear the woman wasn’t human. She had to be a goddess, although she couldn’t be Hera—Katarina had only seen Hera once in her life, but from what she remembered, the Queen of the Gods didn’t resemble this goddess at all. So, who was she, and what was she doing here?
The mystery goddess smiled warmly and curtsied. “Greetings, Katarina.”
Katarina took a step back. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”
“I am Asteria, Titan Goddess of Stars, Prophetic Dreams, and Necromancy. As for how I know your name . . . well, my dear, I knew you long before you were born into this form. I hid you on my island for millennia, then reincarnated you at the very right moment and waited for an equally opportune instant to help you transform into your most powerful self. That time has come, and so I’m here now. To help you, to guide you.”
“You’re a Titan?” Asteria—if that was really her name—was speaking nonsense. Katarina clutched her basket to her chest and hurried around the goddess. “No. No thank you. I don’t need help. Not from you, and not from anyone else.”
There was a flash of white light. Asteria rematerialized in front of Katarina, blocking the path. “Don’t you want to know the reason your mother and brother were murdered?”
Katarina stopped in her tracks and glared at Asteria. “I already know the reason they were murdered. A group of people stole weapons from the astynomia and broke into my family’s house after curfew. They planned to raid our provisions and flee the city, and when we stood up to them, they . . .” She trailed off, her eyes filling with tears as memories of Mother’s and Karter’s mangled, bloodied bodies flooded her mind. She swallowed hard, forcing the images away as best she could. “The astynomia simply couldn’t reach us in time. My mother and brother were killed because we were unlucky that night. That’s all.”
She stomped past Asteria, but once more the Titan goddess materialized in front of her. “Everything happens for a reason. Bad luck had nothing to do with the killings, I assure you.”
Katarina considered Asteria’s words. She’d certainly found it odd that when their family had been attacked, the intruders had only seemed to target Mother and Karter. They’d restrained Katarina and Father, then gutted the others like swine. All the while, Katarina and Father had cried out for Hera, had begged the patron goddess of their city to appear and put a stop to the senseless violence.
In the end, Hera never came, and for months after the kedeia, Katarina had been furious with the goddess, although she’d rarely said so out loud. Her family had always been pious to the gods, and especially to Hera. For as long as Katarina could remember, they’d offered a portion of all their belongings to the Queen of the Gods—food, drink, money, clothes, animals, everything. They’d praised her, spread word of her good deeds, of her unmatched beauty and power. And what had they received in return? No, stop thinking like that. Father already said we mustn’t question the gods. Questioning them only leads to trouble.
Still, there was a part of her that wondered why. Why, out of the many homes in the polis, their house had been attacked. Why Hera hadn’t answered their prayers that night. Why she’d let Mother and Karter die.
Katarina set her jaw and looked Asteria in the eye. “What’s the reason, then? Why were my mother and brother murdered?”
“Hera herself ordered their killings,” Asteria answered, and Katarina’s blood ran cold. “There was an anonymous tip asserting that your mother had been unfaithful to your father in the past, and that Karter could be an illegitimate child. Hera investigated it, and it turned out to be true—you and Karter do not share the same father, and you know how Hera deals with cheating spouses and bastard children in her city. But because so many years had passed, and because Hera was so fond of your family, she didn’t feel that a public execution would be right. It would only embarrass you and your father. So, she staged a robbery instead, informing her pawns that the mother and son of the targeted family were to be killed in the struggle.”
Katarina pressed a palm to her forehead. The world around her began to spin. “No, no. That can’t be right. Karter and I— We can’t be half-siblings. We look exactly alike.”
“You look exactly as your mother did,” Asteria said. “As did Karter when he was still alive. Pale skin, black hair, blue eyes. If the boy had resembled the other man, perhaps your father would have suspected he wasn’t legitimate.”
“It can’t be true.” Katarina dropped her basket and fell to her knees. “Who are you, really? Why would you lie about something like this?”
The goddess knelt before her. “I’m not lying about anything, child.”
“Of course you are! What do you want from me?” Katarina sniffled, the tears she’d held back earlier returning. They streamed down her cheeks.
“I already told you. I’m here to help you transform into your most powerful self.”
“Right.” She wiped her face with the hem of her dress. “You said you ‘reincarnated’ me.”
“Because I did, after concealing you for thousands of years.”
Katarina scoffed. “I would have had to have been a great hero in my last life to be reincarnated. I would have had to have achieved Elysium, then been given the option to be reborn. And you couldn’t have been the one to reincarnate me.”
“You’d be right about all that if you were a mortal, and if you were meant to bow to the Greek pantheon,” Asteria said with a shrug. “But you are not a mortal, and you are not meant to bow to them. Not any longer. You are a Chosen One, a goddess reborn into a mortal body, and you are destined to bear a Son of Zeus—a man so powerful he will cast the King of the Gods into the pit of Tartarus.”
“You’re insane.” Katarina shook her head and climbed to her feet. “You’re talking nonsense. Blasphemy. I am most certainly mortal, and I am also wholly dedicated to the gods, thank you very much. You’re lucky I don’t call for any astynomia or even Hera herself since you’re suggesting otherwise.” She started to stomp away, hopefully to escape “Asteria” for good this time. “I’m going now. Please, don’t follow me. Leave me alone.”
She hadn’t gone more than three paces before Asteria blurted out, “Metis, Titan Goddess of Wisdom and Cunning.” Katarina stopped dead. Those words meant little to her, yet something twitched at the back of her mind when she heard them.
“That was your name, your title,” Asteria went on. “You were Zeus’s wife before it was prophesied that one of your children would overthrow him. The first child you bore him was a goddess, and you named her Athena. The second is a son who has yet to be born.”
Katarina’s nostrils flared, her cheeks heating with fury. She swung around to face Asteria. “Prove it. If you’re so confident that what you say is true, then prove it. All of it.”
Asteria snapped her fingers. In a blink of light, a golden wreath encrusted with sparkling diamonds, rubies, and sapphires appeared in her hands. She held out the crown to Katarina, and as Katarina gazed upon it, a strong buzzing sensation filled her chest. It felt like an assembly of wasps battering against her rib cage. She sucked in a sharp breath and clamped her eyes shut, but even then, she saw the wreath. An image of it flashed across her mind, over and over.
“Metis,” Asteria said. “Don’t look away.”
Katarina opened her eyes, the buzzing in her chest growing stronger. It spread through her arms, her legs, so intense her teeth began to chatter. Once more, she stared at the wreath, and once more, she felt that it belonged to her.
Asteria stepped forward. “Should we see if it still fits?”
Katarina didn’t even have to think about it. She gave Asteria a swift nod.
Asteria placed the circlet on Katarina’s head. As it touched her, the buzzing feeling subsided, and an electric shock jolted through her body. The hair on her limbs stood straight, goose pimples prickling her skin. Oh no, she thought. This was a trick.
She tried to reach up, to grab the crown and toss it aside, but found she couldn’t move. It was as if she’d looked into the eyes of the gorgon Medusa, her body turned to stone.
She tried to yell for help, to call for Hera or the astynomia, but her lips were stuck. The only sound she could utter was a stifled whimper.
Just when she thought things couldn’t get worse, black clouds of fog crawled into the corners of her sight. She couldn’t even scream as the mist devoured her, body and soul.






  
  Chapter Two

Allegiance


Now . . .
Summer, Year 500 AS

Persephone held her breath as she stepped through Hermes’s portal into the throne room on New Mount Olympus. 
When she reached the other side of the gateway, she sighed in relief. The chamber was void of other gods—empty aside from the marble pillars and the twelve chairs lining the walls, silent save for the pattering of rain and the howling of wind outside. As always, the ceiling glittered with shooting stars and constellations.
Thunder roared, so close it shook the walls. Persephone flinched and glanced out at the night sky beyond the throne room’s arched windows. Clusters of clouds flared between black and green, peridot lightning arcing through the atmosphere. Zeus must be furious after everything that’s happened, she thought. Hopefully, so furious with others that he’ll pardon my crimes against the Olympians.
Sandals clacked behind Persephone as the other gods followed her through Hermes’s portal out of the Underworld, and she swung around to face them. At first there was only Demeter, Hades, and Poseidon, but then Artemis and Athena appeared behind them. Hephaestus and Ares came next, followed by Hermes, the last of everyone. With a snap of his fingers, the Messenger of the Gods closed the violet portal behind himself.
Persephone flexed her hands, preparing to fight everyone if she had to. She was still on high alert after being dragged out of Tartarus. Especially considering that right after she’d regenerated, she’d discovered that the husband she thought she’d finally rid herself of had been revived—and that her first love, Apollo, had been banished into the fiery pit. Most shocking of all, the other gods had informed her and Hades that the Chosen Two of the Dreaded Prophecy had successfully obtained the Helm of Darkness, Poseidon’s Trident, and the Master Lightning Bolt.
For the first time in millennia, the fate of the pantheon hung in the balance. As worst-case scenarios for the Olympians ran through Persephone’s head, the hairs on the back of her neck stood straight. Whether the bodily reaction was from terror or glee, she couldn’t be sure.
“Where is that insufferable brother of mine?” Hades snarled, stalking farther into the chamber. The remaining gems in his tattered robes shimmered as the dark fabrics swelled behind him. “Zeus! Zeus, get out here! Show yourself!”
Poseidon curled his top lip in disgust as he watched Hades tear across the room. “Hades, please. Compose yourself before the others arrive.”
Hades faced Poseidon, a few tufts of his oily hair falling out of place into his eyes. “You’re one to talk. Besides, it’s because of that buffoon that any of this is happening. He’s the one who groomed Karter to become one of us, and he did such a splendid job that now the boy’s decided to help the Chosen Two lead a war on the gods instead. He should have slaughtered the wretch when he had the chance. Better yet, he should have never sought out the boy’s mother, should have never . . .”
Hades trailed off as footfalls echoed at the entrance of the throne room. At the sounds, Persephone’s stomach sank. Was it Zeus? Granted, he’d ordered for Persephone to be rescued from Tartarus, and Poseidon had said the gods needed her in the upcoming battle against the Chosen Two. But she’d still tried to take the Helm of Darkness for herself. She’d still conspired against the Olympians, still betrayed the gods.
“Join me, all of you, and I can assure you you’ll live to see another day,” she’d said to Karter and Zoey and Andy at the edge of the pit of Tartarus, drunk on the fact that she’d sealed Spencer’s and her husband’s fates. In that moment, she’d felt giddy and unstoppable. “We’ll steal Poseidon’s Trident. We’ll steal the Lightning Bolt. Together, we’ll take down the Olympians, and I’ll rule as your queen. Queen of the world.”
Persephone swallowed hard, shaking away the memories and turning to see who’d entered the chamber. Sure enough, it was Zeus, flanked by Hera, Aphrodite, and Hestia. “Olympians, take your seats,” Zeus boomed, electricity whizzing between his fingers and up his arms. “There is much we have to discuss.” Everyone did as Zeus said, the only gods left standing Persephone and Hades.
The King of the Underworld huffed and crossed his arms. “Took the lot of you long enough.”
Zeus ignored Hades’s comment. “First things first. A few minutes ago, we finished slaughtering the last of the nymphs who aided the Chosen Two in invading Olympus. We also captured the traitorous Titans Prometheus and Asteria, and we’ll need to toss them into Tartarus straight away.”
Hestia threw her hands in the air. “What possessed them to help the Chosen Two in the first place? They knew the consequences for such crimes.”
Persephone blinked in surprise. Prometheus? How did he escape his prison? And Asteria? No one’s heard from her in centuries. I was certain she’d faded away or exiled herself in her last years.
“It is no matter.” Hera tapped her fingernails against her armrests. “We’ll rid ourselves of them within the hour, and that will be that.”
Zeus nodded. “Correct. Secondly”—he gestured at Hephaestus—“your grandchildren. They’re not in their cell. It appears Karter, the ungrateful insect, knocked our strongest team unconscious to save the Daughter of Apollo. He must have taken Troy and Marina with him when he, Diana, and the others made their escape. We’ll get more details from the team when they wake, but that’s what we gathered from a quick inspection of the scene.”
Hephaestus’s jaw dropped. “What? But then—what will become of—”
“I want them killed on sight,” Zeus said. “Along with the Daughter of Apollo and my sorry excuse for a son. Once we cast the Titans into Tartarus, I’ll send some of you after the fugitives while the rest of us prepare for war.” The King of the Gods let those words hang in the air, then trained his gaze on Persephone. “Finally, I’d like to address you, Queen of the Underworld. It is of the utmost importance you tell the truth when you answer this: What in all the gods’ names possessed you to help Spencer, Diana, and the Chosen Two in the Underworld? Then to take the Helm of Darkness for yourself, kill Spencer, and banish Hades to Tartarus?” The sky god leaned forward in his seat. “What could you have hoped to accomplish by doing all that? Didn’t you know such a ridiculous scheme would end horribly for you?”
For a long while, Persephone was too stunned to speak. So much had happened in her absence. It was unbelievable. Not only that, but she’d thought her motivations were blatantly obvious. How hadn’t Zeus pieced it together yet? Some of the goddesses present already seemed to have caught on. Hera, Artemis, and Aphrodite gazed down at Persephone with knowing, almost smug looks. Demeter obviously knew why Persephone had done what she did, but Persephone could tell the Goddess of Harvest was trying to stay composed. Demeter held her head high, although the corners of her mouth twitched. It was as if her emotions were battling to escape the cage she’d constructed for them.
Finally, Persephone found her voice. “I didn’t care how silly my plan was, or whether going through with it would end badly for me. I simply wanted to take revenge on my husband. To slaughter his illegitimate son and free myself of every wrong he’s committed against me.”
Zeus leaned back. Understanding overtook his expression. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say anything, Persephone cut him off. “I wanted to take revenge on the Olympians, too,” she said, knowing full well the gravity of her words. After saving face for so long, she couldn’t bear it any longer. They needed to know just how much she hated them. “That’s why I stole the Helm of Darkness. I planned to use it to steal Poseidon’s Trident and the Lightning Bolt as well. Ultimately, I wanted to uncover the full Descent Spell and combine the objects’ powers to destroy you.” Many of the Olympians burst into fits of gossipy whispers at Persephone’s declaration, and Demeter’s lips parted in surprise.
Hera threw her head back and laughed. It was a cold, cruel sound, cutting through the air like a dagger. Everyone quieted and turned to the Queen of the Gods. “Uncover the full Descent Spell? Destroy us? Are you some sort of half-wit?” She gestured at Demeter. “Please, sister, tell me this pathetic daughter of yours is joking.”
“I don’t think she is,” Demeter replied. She took a deep breath as if to calm her nerves. “But perhaps you would do well to remember why Zeus agreed for her to be rescued from Tartarus in the first place, oh great Queen of the Gods.” Demeter’s words seemed to sober Hera up a bit. Her smile faded. She went silent.
To the right, Aphrodite cleared her throat. “If I may ask, Persephone, why is it that you wanted to destroy us? I understand your anger at Hades. He was unfaithful to you. He sired an illegitimate child. But what did the Olympians ever do to elicit such a—a—drastic reaction from you? We gave you a polis and many worshippers. What more could you want?” More whispering, though louder this time.
The audacity of Aphrodite’s question made Persephone’s nostrils flare, a furious frenzy boiling in her blood. She balled her fists at her sides, her flesh growing hot with rage as memories of the day the Olympians condemned her to remain Queen of the Underworld flooded her mind.
“As I mentioned before,” Hades had said in this very throne room millennia ago, “you do not have all the information regarding my wife’s stay in our home. While she was there, she consumed food. Pomegranate seeds.”
Demeter had knelt before Zeus. “Please, great King of the Gods, pardon my daughter’s mistake. I beg you.”
“You know that is not possible.”
“What does Mother mean, my mistake?” Persephone had asked.
“By consuming food or drink, any food or drink, in the Underworld,” Zeus had answered, “one binds oneself to it. This is a law that has been in place since life began. Hades is correct—you belong to the darkness now, Persephone.”
“That isn’t fair! I didn’t want to eat those seeds. Hades ordered me to! I had no choice! Artemis, Apollo”—she’d gestured at her old companions for help—“you were there when Hades took me! You know I didn’t want to be his wife. You watched everything. Tell them you know he must have forced me to eat the seeds!” But neither of them had stuck up for her, and when Persephone had turned to her mother for help, Demeter had only continued crying and shaken her head with finality.
However, after a rather monstrous reaction from Persephone, Zeus had decided to compromise. The best he’d come up with was that Persephone would be sentenced to an eternity of cycles between the world above and the world below, rather than remaining trapped in the Underworld forever.
Persephone trembled, her body going numb, her vision turning red. In that moment, more than anything, she wanted to hurt Aphrodite. To gash or drown or choke or burn the Goddess of Love and Beauty—whatever made her suffer most—for asking such a ludicrous question.
Persephone spat at the Olympians’ feet, and words began to spill from her mouth, though they did not seem like her own. It was as if a malevolent creature had slithered out from the chasms of Tartarus and taken hold of her body. “How dare you ask such an imbecilic question,” she snarled at Aphrodite. The other goddess shrank back in surprise. “After so many of you allowed Hades to kidnap me. Forced me to be his queen. Stole my birth name, my body, my life!”
Electrifying magic burst in her chest and spread through her limbs. Vines and grass twisted out from her form, snaking toward Aphrodite at high speed. Of all the Olympians, she’ll be the first to pay, Persephone thought.
In the end, she never got the chance to attack Aphrodite. The blade of a sword sliced through her vegetation. Her plants fell limp, Ares standing before them with his sword in hand. Persephone could see his skin growing an angry shade of scarlet in the spots it was visible between his armor, and she wasn’t surprised by his outrage—Ares and Aphrodite had been lovers for thousands of years, despite Aphrodite’s marriage to Hephaestus and the two’s many affairs with mortals.
Ares stalked toward Persephone, weapon raised. “You insolent cow. How dare you attempt an assault on her.”
Persephone assumed the best battle stance she could. Ares was much larger and more powerful than her, but she couldn’t care less. She had endured far worse than any punishment he might inflict upon her. “Do your worst, God of War,” she replied. “I no longer bow before those who allowed me to suffer as I did.”
The other gods cried out, either protesting or encouraging the fight. Artemis, Hephaestus, Hermes, and Poseidon leapt out of their seats. Demeter followed suit and rushed toward Ares, presumably to stop him from going near Persephone. There’s no protecting me from him or anyone else, Mother. I’ve made my choice.
Just then, thunder rumbled through the chamber, so loud Persephone’s ears began to ring. The floor and walls and ceiling quivered from the force.
“Silence!” Zeus bellowed, golden lightning crackling around him as he sat on his throne. “Stand down and be quiet, all of you!”
A hush fell over the gods and goddesses, and they looked up at Zeus. Even as Persephone still pulsed with rage, she did the same, facing the King of the Gods.
Zeus glared down at everyone. “Although it is only through fantastical strokes of luck that the Chosen Two have come this far—that they have stolen our most powerful objects—we must resist the urge to fight each other.” He climbed out of his throne and began to pace the chamber. “We must work together to put a stop to this war as soon as possible, or else we could lose precious worshippers who might join the Chosen Two in battle.”
“Father, I must tell you that the Chosen Two don’t just have our most powerful objects,” Artemis piped up. “They’ve also discovered the Descent Spell’s existence.” Aphrodite and Hestia gasped, and Hera narrowed her eyes. Artemis went on. “I hunted them down, but before I could capture them, the girl used the Helm and Trident to perform a variation of the spell and sent me to the Underworld. I traveled to Hades’s castle so I could transport home with the team coming from Tartarus.”
Zeus stopped pacing and stroked his beard at this news, but he didn’t look surprised or even fearful. “I see.” He seemed to mull over what to say next, and Persephone raised a brow at him. Does he know something the rest of us don’t?
“Father?” Artemis asked hesitantly.
“Apologies.” Zeus strode back to his throne and sat down again. “I’m sure it came as a shock for you to experience that, Artemis. But there’s no need to fret over it. It changes nothing.”
“How can you say that?” Demeter blurted out. “The Chosen Two being in possession of all three objects of power, having knowledge of the Descent—it changes everything. You must see that.”
“Perhaps if the Chosen Two were powerful and divine, it would frighten me,” Zeus scoffed. “But they’re not.”
“Our king is correct on this,” Hestia added. “The Chosen Two might have had enough power to send Artemis to the Underworld when they fought her, but when we battled them here, they could do nothing of the sort. They barely escaped us. If it weren’t for Karter, Prometheus, and Asteria, they would be our prisoners now.”
Hera pointed at Poseidon. “Lord of the Seas. You, Amphitrite, and Triton insisted that the Chosen Two possessed strong divine essences when they invaded your palace. You even said they resembled the late Calliope and Anteros.”
“Which they did not,” Aphrodite chimed in. “That pig-faced boy with the wings was no more than a cheap imitation of my precious Anteros.”
Hera rolled her eyes. “Yes, Aphrodite, you’ve said that a few times already. As I was saying, when the Chosen Two were here on Olympus, none of us noticed strong divine essences within them. Whatever magical energy they might have had inside them then has since dwindled, and I can’t imagine it will grow stronger if it’s already begun to fade.” She looked at Artemis. “Did you sense divine essences within the Chosen Two when you met them?”
“I did,” Artemis answered. “The girl claimed that she was Calliope, and that the boy was Anteros. I don’t believe it’s true, especially considering that when all of you met them earlier”—she gestured at Zeus, Hera, Aphrodite, and Hestia—“they didn’t seem divinely powerful in the slightest.”
A satisfied grin spread across Athena’s face, and she slammed a fist against her armrest. “Then it’s just as our king said before. So long as we work together, we’ll easily eradicate them. As a team, we’ll end the Dreaded Prophecy once and for all!” Several of the gods whooped at Athena’s words, but as Persephone processed what the sentiments meant for her own life, the golden ichor streaming through her veins ran cold, an icy dread settling in her bones.
Yes, the Chosen Two defeating the Olympians was a terrifying thought, unlikely as it was. It meant the hierarchy of the pantheon would crumble. It meant the future of the gods would be uncertain. If that were to happen, what would become of Persephone? Of her mother?
At the same time, the Olympians destroying the Chosen Two was an equally scary notion. It meant the hierarchy of the pantheon would remain intact. It meant the future of the Greek gods would be certain. If that were to happen, Persephone would still be Hades’s wife. She’d still be forced to spend half of every year in the Underworld with him.
Not only that, but if the Olympians eliminated the Chosen Two and won the war, Apollo would probably remain imprisoned in Tartarus forever. And although he and Persephone had barely spoken in thousands of years, although she was still bitter about their past, the thought of his suffering—the thought of his death—made her chest grow tight.
Athena speaks of working together, Persephone thought. Of acting as a team. But the gods turned their backs on me when I needed them most. Why should I help them? Any of them?
“Brilliant Athena is correct,” Zeus boomed. “We must work together to quickly eliminate this threat to our peaceful reign. Which brings me to my next point: We must make changes to the pantheon if we are to remain in power for all time. We cannot continue operating the way we have for the past millennia and expect things to stay the same.” He turned to Persephone. “Persephone, Goddess of Spring, I now realize how much you’ve suffered over the centuries. So much so that you’d betray your own—you’d throw away your own life, even—to end the pain. I’d like to make you a deal.”
This piqued Persephone’s interest. “What might that be?”
“If you swear your allegiance to the Olympians once again,” Zeus started, “if you fight alongside us, help us to defeat those who oppose us, I will dissolve your marriage to Hades. You’ll still be required to spend six months of every year in the Underworld, as you are bound to it, but you will no longer be bound to its king.”
Nearly everyone gasped, and Persephone felt as though the air had been sucked from her lungs, her stomach twisting and turning. I could really, finally be free of Hades. Not of the Underworld, but of him at least. The floor seemed to tilt beneath her. She staggered to the side, clasping her forehead with a shaking hand.
Hades released a yell of indignation from behind Persephone. He stomped past her toward Zeus and Hera. “You can’t do such a thing! Persephone is my wife. She belongs to me! Hera, great Queen of the Gods, you must not allow this. You’re the Goddess of Marriage. You understand more than anyone else why this is wrong.”
Hera only shrugged. “As much as I might not like the decision, I understand and respect my husband’s ruling. He underestimated Persephone’s cunning. We all did, and we paid dearly for it. Perhaps she would serve us better in a role other than your queen.”
“Besides,” Zeus said, “I have something of value to offer you for your cooperation, Hades. The pantheon is short one Olympian. How would you like to fill the position?”
Hades appeared stricken. “W-what? You can’t be serious.”
Zeus sat back lazily in his seat, his expression one of satisfaction. “I am.”
“And would I—would I receive the same privileges as the rest of you? At least, the same ones as Poseidon?”
“Of course.” Zeus gestured at Hades dismissively. “We’ll also find you another wife. One far less . . . ambitious than this one.”
A wicked grin distorted Hades’s features in a way that made Persephone shiver. “I accept your offer.”
“Mother and Father, my queen and king,” Ares chimed in, “with all due respect, didn’t you hear what Persephone said? She planned to overthrow us. Surely her insubordination is enough to banish her to Tartarus. Can’t we just do that, like we did with Apollo?”
Hermes narrowed his eyes. “I thought we already discussed this.”
“We did,” Hephaestus grumbled. “Apparently, on top of being foolish enough to sleep with my wife, Ares is also so absentminded he forgets details from our plans of strategy.”
A low growl escaped Ares’s throat. He raised his blade and stalked toward Hephaestus.
Before Ares could reach Hephaestus, Demeter lunged between them. She faced the God of War head-on, glowering at him. “Allow me to refresh your feeble memory, nephew,” she said. “There were many times I was forced to stand back and watch my daughter suffer at the hands of others, but I will not stand back and watch her be banished to Tartarus. Even if the gods decided that were her fate, I would fight you all to keep it from happening. And then, if you still managed to exile her, I would gather with the rest of my children, and we would use the last of our powers to make the earth go barren. I would starve our worshippers, and the pantheon would fade into oblivion.” Ares’s dumbfounded expression at Demeter’s response was visible despite his helmet, and if Persephone hadn’t been so astonished at what was happening, she would have laughed at how foolish he looked.
Poseidon strolled up beside the God of War and rested a blue-tinged hand on the other immortal’s shoulder. “This is Persephone’s first crime against the gods. If we always punished someone to the greatest extent upon their first offense, Apollo, Hera, Athena, and I would have been banished to Tartarus long ago.”
What Poseidon said was true. Persephone remembered a time, thousands of years ago, when Hera had grown tired of Zeus’s tyranny and infidelity and had plotted to overthrow him, and Poseidon, Apollo, and Athena had helped her. The gods had drugged their king, bound him to his bed, and stolen his Master Lightning Bolt.
But Thetis, an old goddess of the sea, overheard the four immortals arguing about who should rule in Zeus’s place. To save Zeus, Thetis summoned Briareus, one of the three Hekatonkheires—the hundred-handed, fifty-headed Storm Giants. Briareus swiftly retrieved the Lightning Bolt and untied Zeus. Unbound and rearmed with his object of power, Zeus planned to smite the deities opposing him, and because they’d come so close to successfully overthrowing him, he’d even intended on casting them into Tartarus. They’d begged for mercy, promising to never attempt a coup again.
In the end, Zeus chose mercy, but he assured the traitors that if they ever betrayed him again, they wouldn’t be so lucky. For a time, Hera hung from the sky by golden chains, and Poseidon and Apollo were sentenced to build walls around the city of Troy. Meanwhile, because of Athena’s cleverness (and because she was Zeus’s favorite child), she managed to talk herself out of being punished.
Athena smiled at Zeus. “Yes, and we were spared because my father is a great and fair king. He gives second chances, especially when it is in the best interest of the pantheon. I am the Goddess of Wisdom, but the King of the Gods is by far the wisest of us all.”
“This is true.” Zeus turned back to Persephone. “Now, what say you, Goddess of Spring? Will you once again swear your allegiance to the Olympians? Will you help us destroy our adversaries and have your marriage to Hades dissolved?”
Persephone considered Zeus’s offer. As she recalled everything that had happened to her in the past millennia, the path she was meant to take became clear. The Fates were calling her, guiding her toward a grand destiny, and she intended to heed their request.
She composed herself as best she could, climbed to her feet, and gave Zeus her sweetest smile. “King Zeus, I accept your proposal with enormous gratitude. I apologize profusely for my past crimes, and I swear my allegiance to you and the rest of the Olympians”—she glanced over her shoulder at Hades—“in exchange for the end of my farce of a marriage.”






  
  Chapter Three

Fault


Andy wasn’t sure how long he and his companions had been flying away from New Mount Olympus. He guessed it had been at least an hour or so because the rush of adrenaline had faded from his body. His wings hurt something fierce; they weighed heavy on his back, like blocks of concrete hanging from his shoulders. His throat was ripped raw from all the wailing he’d done tonight, his eyes dry and puffy from the crying. 
But as much as the rest of Andy hurt right now, nothing was more painful than the aching of his broken heart.
He looked down at the red poppy flower he held tightly to his chest, the one Darko’s remains had transformed into after the satyr had been crushed by Heracles. I still can’t believe he’s really gone, Andy thought. He was fine. We were about to escape. And then . . . and then . . .
Memories rushed through Andy’s mind. They’d been in Zeus’s palace—him, Zoey, Darko, Diana, and Karter—about to grab Troy and Marina and escape. Heracles had shown up with that broken-off pillar, and he’d raised it above Karter, obviously planning to crush the Son of Zeus.
Andy had wanted to protect Karter. Despite everything the demigod had done to them in the past, he’d finally decided to make the right decision and turn against the gods to save Diana and the twin grandchildren-of-Hephaestus. Andy had used Poseidon’s Trident to shake the floor, intending to deter Heracles from hurting Karter.
Andy’s plan had worked. The killing blow meant for Karter had been thrown off. Except then it had come for Andy, and before he could move—before he could think, before he could do anything—Darko had shoved him aside, and the marble column had come down upon Darko.
Andy shook his head, suppressing the horrific images, trying to force them out of his mind. That’s not how I wanna remember him. It’s not, it’s not, it’s not. He focused on Diana and Zoey as they flew ahead of him on the gray pegasus Karter had stolen from New Mount Olympus. Occasionally, he also glanced to the left, at Karter as the demigod soared through the forest with a paralyzed Troy and Marina slung over his shoulders.
Another hour of flying passed before the group reached the spot they’d left the nymphs at. In their absence, the Dryads had erected thirty-foot-tall walls of logs and greenery around an area of forest roughly the size of Deltama Village. They’d done that before when making camp, and Andy guessed it was for protection.
The group descended toward the fortress, and Andy spotted nymphs stationed at the visible corners of the walls, probably to keep guard. He even spotted several familiar faces keeping watch, including Harmony’s and Narcissa’s as the Dryads sat in a tower made of greenery that was high enough to see outside the fortress.
When Harmony saw the group, her expression lit up with joy. “It’s them!” she shouted. “The Chosen Two are back!”
“It appears the Daughter of Apollo is with them,” Narcissa said, a rare hint of excitement in her voice. “They did it.”
The nymphs clapped and cheered, but Andy felt no joy, no triumph. Yes, he and Zoey had brought back Diana, Troy, and Marina. They’d also managed to steal Zeus’s Lightning Bolt. But those victories had come at a great cost. Darko was dead, and because of the chaotic battle in the amphitheater, the group had been given no other choice but to leave behind the twelve nymphs who’d come with them to Olympus. They’d also had to leave behind Prometheus and Asteria.
What had become of those nymphs? The Titans were immortal at least, but the recruits weren’t. If their fates are anything like Darko’s, I won’t be able to live with myself.
Karter was the first to stumble to the ground of the campsite, his body shaking. He rested Troy and Marina on the grass with wobbly arms and collapsed. His chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath.
Weak from exhaustion, Andy landed a few feet away from Karter. The gray pegasus Diana and Zoey were riding touched down ahead of them.
The cheering nymphs were already barreling toward the group, Harmony and Narcissa scrambling down from the watchtower, and when Andy looked out at their smiling faces, his stomach fell to his feet. How was he supposed to tell them that he and his companions had been forced to leave behind the Titans and the other nymphs to escape? How was he supposed to tell them that Darko was dead, that the satyr had sacrificed himself to save Andy?
Zoey and Diana climbed off the pegasus, and Diana hurried to Karter’s side. Karter gasped for air, steam rolling off his skin as though he was burning from the inside. “I think—I used up—too much power,” he said between breaths. “My body—is—”
“Burning up,” Diana finished for him. Her hands already glowed with golden light. “Don’t worry, I’ll heal you.”
Diana worked on Karter, and the nymphs reached the group. Their faces went from joyful to confused as they took in the scene, then began to whisper feverishly among themselves. Some even backed away.
Harmony and Narcissa pushed themselves to the front of the crowd. “What is the meaning of this?” Narcissa asked. “What is the Son of Zeus doing here?”
“Where are the other recruits?” Harmony’s tone was fearful. “The Titans? Darko?”
This was the moment Andy had been dreading. A lump formed in his throat. He did his best to suppress his tears and held up Darko’s flower. “Darko is . . . dead. He sacrificed himself for—for me. He’s gone because of me.”
The nymphs gasped. A strangled cry escaped Harmony’s throat, and she pressed a hand to her heart, tears already trickling down her cheeks. She turned away, and the nymph named Chloe came forward and embraced her.
Narcissa clenched her fists. “What about the others?”
“We don’t know,” Zoey replied, dabbing her eyes. “They held off the gods while Andy and I stole the Master Lightning Bolt, and then the seven of us—I mean, the six of us—barely managed to escape. We had to leave behind almost everyone who helped us on Olympus. I’m so, so sorry. We never wanted to abandon anyone. We were all supposed to get out of there together.”
Harmony’s cries intensified, and Chloe squeezed her shoulders. Several nymphs in the throng began to sob. Many fell to their knees or into each other’s arms.
“There is no—no need to apologize,” Narcissa said, her voice strained. “They knew the risks. If they died tonight, they died heroes. Heroes who helped you steal the Lightning Bolt and rescue the Daughter of Apollo.”
It seemed Diana had finished healing Karter. Steam no longer rolled off his body, and his breathing had evened out. She stood and helped him to his feet. “If any of the recruits are still alive, I promise to save them,” Karter said to Narcissa. “If they’ve been spared, I swear I’ll bring them back to you.” This sobered up a few of the nymphs. They started whispering again, glancing between one another and Karter.
From off to the side, Zoey snorted. “Give me a break,” she muttered under her breath, and Andy wondered if he’d been the only person to hear her because no one acknowledged her words. Everybody was too transfixed by the scar-faced young man making promises Andy hoped he’d be able to keep.
“Where’s Kali?” Diana asked. “I have to see her. Before doing anything else, I need to heal her.”
“Of course. Come this way.” Narcissa pivoted and walked farther into the campsite. She gestured for the group to follow. “When you’re ready, we’ll need you to heal our wounded as well.”
Diana hurried after Narcissa, and Andy and Zoey followed. Karter hoisted the twins over his shoulders and trailed behind them.
Several minutes of brisk walking passed before they reached a cabin nestled within the trees, one almost identical to the place the nymphs had previously constructed for Andy and his friends to sleep in. Standing outside the cabin were Kali’s pegasi: Luna, Ajax, and Aladdin. The winged horses seemed to watch the building with anxiety.
Narcissa threw open the doors. The group rushed inside. Kali lay on a “bed” of grass, and Andy’s stomach lurched at the sight of her. If she’d looked bad the last time he’d seen her, she looked downright awful now. Her once-brown skin had turned gray, and it glistened with sweat even in the night. Her dark eyes fluttered open and closed, as if she were in a drunken daze, her long hair clinging to her face and neck in matted, greasy clumps.
Three nymphs worked in a frenzy around her. They appeared to be changing the bloodied bandages of the wound she’d acquired during the group’s fight with Artemis’s Huntresses. The fight where she jumped in front of an arrow to rescue Darko, Andy recalled, fresh tears springing into his eyes. How will I ever tell her what happened to him?
“Kali!” Diana cried. Her hands lit with golden light as she raced to Kali’s side. “I’ll take care of her from here,” she said to the nymphs, and started work on Kali before they even had time to move. The nymphs scrambled out of the way and noticed Troy and Marina. They hastened over to Karter and took the twins from him, then carried them to the opposite end of the cabin, laid them down, and began examining them and asking them questions in hushed voices.
Kali’s cracked lips curled up in a small smile as Diana healed her. “Princess, you made it back.” Her voice was hoarse, coming out in little more than a whisper. She motioned at Andy, Zoey, and Karter standing in the doorway. “Did you get the Lightning Bolt? What’s that jackass doing here? Where are Darko and Prometheus?”
Diana’s voice trembled as she responded. “Yes, we got the Bolt, and Karter saved Troy and Marina and me. He’s on our side now. As for Darko and Prometheus . . .”
Andy’s grip on the soil housing Darko’s flower tightened. She wasn’t going to break the news to Kali while the other girl was in such a fragile physical state, was she?
“They’re outside, talking to the nymphs,” Diana said. “Don’t worry about them, okay? Just worry about getting better right now. Save your breath.”
“I’ve lost a lot of blood. You probably can’t heal me.”
“I told you to save your breath!”
“You know, you’re really pretty when you’re worried. Then again, you’re really pretty all the time.”
“Please, I need to concentrate.”
“I’m just happy I get to see you one last time before I go.”
Diana shrieked in frustration. “That’s not going to happen! I won’t allow it. There have been so many people I loved and couldn’t save, and I refuse to let you be one of them.”
A raspy chuckle escaped Kali’s throat. “Aw, did I hear that right? Are you confessing your undying love for me?”
Diana’s cheeks flushed pink. Whether it was from the exertion of healing Karter and Kali or because she was embarrassed, Andy couldn’t be sure. “If it means you’ll hold on long enough to let me finish healing you, then yes, this is a romantic confession,” Diana said. “I love you. I’m in love with you. I don’t know how it happened, considering how angry you make me sometimes, but it’s the truth. And if you leave me now, I’ll never forgive you. Plus, Andy and Zoey need you. Deltama Village needs you. You’re going to be their chief someday, remember? Please, stay strong for all of us a little while longer.”
Kali’s eyes softened as she gazed up at Diana. “While you were gone, I had a lot of time to think about it, and what can I say?” With a shaking hand, she reached up and tucked a golden wave behind Diana’s ear. “I think I love you too.” She closed her eyes and, after a short time, began to snore softly.
A few more minutes passed before Diana allowed her golden glow to fade. “Since Kali lost so much blood, she’ll need extra food and water when she wakes up. It’ll take her some time to gain back her strength, but she’ll be fine.”
Andy allowed his shoulders to relax. “Thank God.”
“Will you be all right, Diana?” Karter asked, taking a tentative step forward. “It’s been a—a long night, to say the least. You’ve done so much fighting and healing. Can we get you anything?”
Zoey looked at Karter, a scornful expression twisting her features. “Would you give the nice-guy act a rest already?”
She stomped out of the cabin, and Andy followed her. “What are you doing?”
“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m trying to get away from that jerk.”
Karter jogged after her, Diana not far behind. “Wait!” Karter cried. “Please, don’t go. Can’t we—can’t we talk about this?”
Zoey stopped and swung around. “Sure, let’s talk. First, I have a few questions for you: For instance, what’s your angle here? What kind of elaborate trap are you trying to set up for us?”
Diana reached Karter’s side. “What are you talking about?” she asked.
“You know exactly what I’m talking about.” Zoey marched toward Karter, palpable fury rolling off her in droves. She halted only inches from his face. “Since you wanna talk, then answer my question. What are you planning now? Are you trying to lead the gods here, so they can capture Andy and me, slaughter everyone else, and reward you for your ‘heroic’ deeds?”
A shadow crossed over Karter’s face. He hung his head in shame. Man, Andy thought. She’s really laying into him.
“Zoey, stop it. He’s on our side now,” Diana said, then looked up at Karter. “Right?”
“Of course!” Karter shouted. “Would I have shot my own father with green lightning and protected you from the gods if I wasn’t?”
Zoey huffed. “As if that means anything. Did you forget the time you went against the gods in Hades to help us steal the Helm of Darkness? Then how, not long after, you sold Andy and me out to Violet, Layla, and Xander in Hephaestus City?”
“I helped you in Hades because I wanted to save Spencer,” Karter replied in a low voice. “And I betrayed you in Hephaestus City because I thought it was my destiny to become a god. I know now that it was a mistake. I’m truly sorry for everything, and—”
“No need to say sorry,” Zoey interrupted. She jabbed him in the chest with her pointer finger. “Because I’m not accepting an apology from you. Ever.” She spun around and stomped away from him. Andy wanted to stop her, to try talking some sense into her, but he wasn’t sure of what to say. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so mad.
Diana lunged forward and grabbed Zoey’s wrist. “You need to calm down and think clearly about this. If it weren’t for Karter, so many more people would have died on Olympus.”
Zoey yanked herself from Diana’s grip. “Don’t tell me I’m the one who’s not thinking clearly. You’re the one who’s acting insane. You’ve never defended Karter before, so why the hell are you doing it now? Don’t you realize that if it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t have had to rescue you and Troy and Marina in the first place?” She paused. When she went on, she sounded as if she was on the brink of tears. “Besides, we have no idea how many lives were lost on Olympus. We don’t know whether any of the nymphs were killed, whether Prometheus and Asteria escaped. All we can be sure of is that Darko . . .” It was then that she broke down, the hard exterior she’d projected moments ago crumbling away. She put her hand over her mouth and fell to her knees, a fit of anguished sobs racking her body like a hurricane bludgeoning a ship lost at sea.
As Andy watched Zoey suffer, he wanted to take her pain away. He wanted to hug her, to comfort her, but once she’d mentioned Darko, the ache in his chest became too much to bear. Suddenly he could hardly breathe, his body sagging under the weight of his grief. Fresh, hot tears welled in his eyes, and although he’d been sure he couldn’t cry anymore tonight, he did. In fact, he did much more than cry: he wept. His surroundings swayed back and forth. Clamping his eyes shut, he clutched Darko’s red poppy to his heart for strength.
After Andy managed to quell his tears, he opened his eyes and looked over at Karter. In the dark, Andy couldn’t be sure, but Karter appeared . . . sad. Remorseful, even. Maybe his apology to Zoey had been genuine. Of course it’s genuine, Andy thought. He regrets what he did, and that’s why he saved Diana. That’s why he betrayed the gods. That’s why he’s here, helping us now.
Hopefully for good
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