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      It turned out hell was distinctly unpleasant. It was dark, stinky, and hot. Something rotten sat heavily in the dry air, coating the back of my tongue with every inhale. The silty sand beneath my feet had somehow made its way into my shoes. I ground my teeth together, regretting the sudden burst of energy that had prompted me to get up and explore. There was just something about the impenetrable darkness that made my skin crawl. I wanted out of it.

      I swept my arms back and forth ahead of me as I inched forward. I’d gotten overconfident a few hours earlier and didn’t intend to repeat the mistake. Running into jagged stone was also distinctly unpleasant. At first I’d thought I’d run into some kind of man-made pillar, but I’d felt out the shape of it and found it to be at least five meters across and covered in sharp, vertical edges. One of which had nicked my finger. Whatever it was, it wasn’t man-made. It was a natural formation.

      My stomach growled, and I cringed. Sound carried in odd ways in this place. I’d heard footsteps and voices, but every time I moved toward them, they seemed to grow farther away. Perhaps the other unlucky inhabitants of hell knew better than to socialize. However, my desperation for answers had finally outweighed my caution.

      My toes collided with a sharp bit of stone, and I bit back a curse. I’d started moving too fast again. As I rounded the side, my eyes caught on a deep red glow in the distance. Considering I hadn’t seen anything since I’d woken up here, even that distant light sparked excitement in my chest.

      “That better be something friendly and not the hellish version of an anglerfish,” I muttered as I picked up my pace. There was a clear view straight to it, so any obstacles wouldn’t be hard to get over.

      So eager for company already? I’m hurt, Chaos hummed at the back of my mind. I thought we’d bond down here now that it was finally just the two of us.

      “All you’re going to do is drive me insane.” My shin banged against something hard and pointy. I grimaced and felt out the dimensions of whatever I’d walked into. It was less than a foot wide and not even tall enough to reach my knee. Yet, even with all the empty space around it, I’d still walked right into the blasted rock. Eternal torment was apparently accurate.

      I think you’ve got that backward. I’m trapped inside someone who walks into things on a regular basis. So, if anyone will be driven insane, it’s me.

      I rolled my eyes. “Not like you could navigate in the dark any better.”

      Give me control, and I’ll show you exactly what I can do.

      “Absolutely not.” That was one thing I wasn’t going to be swayed on, especially after the stunt Chaos had pulled during the fight with Atticus. It was my body. I had no choice but to share it with an immortal parasite, but that didn’t mean I was going to let the bastard into the driver’s seat.

      You’re so easy to rile up.

      “You’re just exceptionally infuriating.”

      As I drew nearer to the glow, it became apparent there was a cliff or drop-off ahead. I broke into a jog since the ground was now well-lit enough to illuminate the jagged rocks that were scattered in my path like landmines. My stomach growled again, apparently as eager as I was to find the source of the glow.

      I slowed to a stop at the top of the hill—which did veer down at a steep angle, but wasn’t a cliff like I’d feared—and stared in awe at the orchard that filled the cavern ahead of me. The trees seemed well cared for. They stood in orderly rows with no weeds around their trunks. Apparently there was also gardening in hell?

      The glow I’d been following came from a faceted orb that hung, suspended in the air, above the trees. The light it cast off warmed me, just as the sun would have. However, my gaze was pulled farther upward. The sky was a bleak gray and streaked with dull, reddish light that offered the barest illumination. But it was enough to see what bordered the orchard.

      The same jagged stone I’d been walking into for hours stretched as far as I could see in every direction, forming a sort of stone forest. They were taller here, too. Each one was topped with sharp points. In the distance, some had melded together to form imposing cliffs that reached up toward the gray sky like clawed fingers.

      The valley was much more inviting. Mostly because, if this really was a garden of some kind, then something on those trees had to be edible. My feet slipped in the loose soil as I half-jogged, half-slid down the hill. Soon, it was firmed up by scratchy grass that snagged on my pants. Jagged thorns were hidden amongst the thin blades. I had a collection of the annoying things attached to the laces on my shoes by the time the ground leveled out and I found myself beneath the shade of the first tree.

      Bright red fruit dangled overhead. I swallowed, my mouth drying up at the sight of something edible—and hopefully juicy. The fruit appeared to be a pomegranate, but I wasn’t sure I trusted appearances down here. The only way to be sure was to break it open and see what was inside.

      This feels too easy. Chaos shifted inside me, magic crackling along my skin.

      I hesitated, my fingers mere inches from the luscious, red pomegranate. “I’ve been stumbling around in the dark for hours. How was this easy?”

      Why would there be something pleasant down here? Use what little brain cells you have left and think.

      Grinding my teeth together, I dropped back down on my heels and peered around at the orchard. Well-maintained. Inviting. Unguarded. “Dammit. This is a trap, isn’t it?”

      Most likely.

      “Well, if it’s a trap, and I’ve already walked into it, then I’m taking some of this damn fruit with me.”

      That’s not—

      I leaped straight up and yanked the pomegranate free, jostling the branches of the tree. A few more fell nearby, but I ignored them, caring only about the prize clutched in my hand as I ran straight back toward the hill. I made it five steps.

      Sharp claws sliced through my jacket and skin. A line of searing pain shot up the center of my back. The force of the blow knocked me forward. I caught myself awkwardly with one hand and flipped over to face my attacker—immediately wishing I hadn’t. She was hideous. And nothing about her body made sense.

      The wings were her most prominent feature. At ten feet wide, they were massive and obviously functional as she circled me in the air. Golden feathers covered her body and torso, fading into a human neck and face that was currently contorted into a snarl. Her teeth were alarmingly sharp. As were the claws on her hands and feet.

      Ah. A harpy, Chaos supplied helpfully.

      She screeched, the noise echoing off the stone forest that surrounded us, and dove at me once again. I scrambled to my feet just in time to dart out of the way. She hit the ground and slid, her clawed feet tearing up clumps of grass and dirt. Her yellow eyes stayed locked on me as I frantically searched for the best escape route.

      Running back into the darkness might work, but I was just as likely to impale myself on a stone as end up sliced to ribbons in the time it would take me to make it up the hill, where I’d be exposed for far too long. I might be able to hide within the stone forest, but since she could fly, and I couldn’t, I had a feeling I’d just be chased until I was caught or bled out on the jagged rocks. My only real option was to go deeper into the orchard, but based on the rustling in the trees, she wasn’t alone.

      The harpy made the decision for me. She launched into the air and flew straight at me. I had no choice but to race back to the cover of the trees. Screeches filled the air as a swarm of angry bird-women erupted from the orchard.

      Is this the appropriate moment to say ‘I told you so’? Chaos asked.

      “It’s really not!” I grabbed the trunk of the nearest tree and slid around to safety as the first harpy slammed into it. Another landed in the branches above. They had me completely surrounded, and my odds of making it out of this mess were starting to look really grim. I could fight back, but I was still exhausted from the battles in Purgatory, and knew I couldn’t hold them off for long while being outnumbered. My best bet was saving what energy I had left for running.

      A sudden gust of wind smacked into me and kicked up debris into the surrounding air. Dirt stung my eyes as I blinked, trying to keep track of my attackers as I ducked around the tree again. The harpy that had been above me vanished. I took a wary step back, but another gust of wind slammed into me and knocked me flat. I rolled on instinct just as one of the harpies crashed into the dirt where I’d been. She lunged with outstretched hands…but not for my throat like I expected. She was after the pomegranate.

      This was all for the now-mashed fruit still clutched in my hand. I was tempted, for a brief moment, to continue trying to escape with it, but as I scrambled back to my feet, it became clear how dumb an idea that was. The harpies had summoned tornadoes. Tiny, angry tornadoes that were headed straight for me.

      I could practically see Swift shaking her head at me in exasperation. I really should have known better than to run into this orchard without checking things out first. Lesson learned.

      I whirled around to the nearest harpy and chucked the pomegranate right at her ugly face. She dove for it with a piercing screech, and I ran. Unlucky for me, the race for the pomegranate only gave me a slight head start before the bird-women began chasing after me once again.

      My muscles ached and every cut and scrape from the fights in Purgatory burned as I wove through the orchard like a scared mouse. I risked a glance back at my pursuers. They were gaining on me. I ground my teeth together. Just running wasn’t enough. I was going to have to fight back to give myself a bit of space.

      Oh, we’re fighting? Chaos asked, perking up in the back of my mind.

      “Just need to slow them down,” I wheezed, slowing down myself as a muscle in my thigh threatened to cramp. What I really needed right now was about a week to recover from my injuries. Not another fight.

      Better than nothing. Chaos paused for a moment, and a sense of smugness became apparent. We could always surprise them and fly ourselves?

      “I have a feeling they’re better at that than I am.” I lunged to the left as a harpy dove low. Her claws sliced through the air, perilously close to my ear.

      Hmm, true.

      The back edge of the orchard loomed ahead of me. In about five seconds, I was going to be out of cover, and possibly out of luck. It was now or never.

      I thrust my arm forward and the mayhem magic followed, then shot past my fingers in a wobbly imitation of a hand. With a tenuous sense of control, I grabbed one of the smaller trees and ripped it straight out of the ground. Then, I planted one foot, spun in place, and swung the tree like a baseball bat. I caught two harpies with the unexpected attack, but a third managed to dart up out of the path of the swing. I readjusted my footing, then threw the tree like a spear at the final harpy.

      She dropped out of sight to avoid it. I didn’t wait to see if she’d reappear. I turned and ran once again, every muscle protesting the movement. Their unhappy screeches made my ears ache, but at least I’d slowed them down.

      The orchard ended abruptly, and the grass gave way to rough stone that sloped downward. There was a narrow opening between two of the spires of rock. I squeezed through, and fell. The gentle slope had turned into a steep grade that fed into a tunnel. I didn’t hesitate. Tunnels meant hiding places. Plus, the harpies couldn’t fly in there. I just had to hope they weren’t fast runners.

      Claws clattered on the stone behind me as my pursuers were forced to the ground. I forced one last burst of speed out of my tired muscles and plunged into the tunnel. The stone walls brushed my shoulders as I stumbled on the uneven floor.

      My rapid pace was too much and I lost traction, landing on my ass with a grunt. My momentum carried me forward, and I slid recklessly a few meters before I was able to get back up to my feet. That was one way to put some distance between me and the harpies, but I wasn’t fond of it. I’d definitely added a few bruises and scrapes to my collection of injuries.

      The tunnel widened, and I stumbled into an open room. It had the first signs of habitation I’d come across, other than the orchard. The floor and ceiling had been leveled off, and instead of rough openings, there were actual doorways. Minus the doors, of course.

      A particularly loud screech spurred me into action. I lunged through the nearest doorway into darkness. The floor was covered in dust and lumpy debris, but nothing bit me, so I called it a win. And I needed a win, considering I was huddled in a corner hiding from birds with boobs.

      This was not how I’d imagined my afterlife going. Normally when people got all heroic and sacrificed themselves, things just faded to black and that was that. They didn’t show the consequences. It probably complicated things that I wasn’t actually dead.

      The harpy’s angry cries echoed off the stone, but as my panicked breathing slowed, their voices faded. I’d finally lost them. I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. The room I’d hidden in was larger than I’d expected, and there was…light. It was soft, and I couldn’t identify the source, but it illuminated the vaulted ceilings. They were adorned with paintings whose details I couldn’t quite make out and stretched up at least twenty feet high overhead.

      I pushed up to my feet, wincing as the cut on my stomach twinged with pain. It was bleeding again, as was my back from where the harpy’s claws had sliced through my jacket. I blotted away some of the grime from my stomach wound with my shirt, but it wasn’t exactly clean either. I had no idea if there were germs in hell, but if there were, the cut was absolutely getting infected.

      Do you really think Fate went to all this trouble just to have you die in hell? Chaos mused.

      That gave me pause. It really wouldn’t make sense. “Well, Fate didn’t give me a first aid kit. Maybe they forgot about things like infections?”

      Chaos snorted. Don’t be stupid. Fate is all about the details.

      “Normally, I’d agree, but…” I waved a hand at the cut. “And I’m going to starve to death if something tries to murder me every time I find food.”

      It’s almost as if you won’t need to eat down here.

      My stomach growled in protest. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s it.”

      We’ll see.

      I rolled my eyes and returned my attention to the room. If I was going to be forced to scavenge for everything, I might as well start here. Now that my eyes had adjusted, it was easier to see that the room wasn’t simply square like I’d assumed. At the far end of the long room, there was another section off to the left—though I couldn’t see how large that room was from where I stood.

      I limped ahead, leaving footprints in the thick layer of dust. Broken bits of wood and stone littered the floor. Their source became apparent as I rounded the corner. A long dining table sat in the center of the space. It was broken in several places and was covered with bits of debris from what I guessed had once been chairs. But my eyes skipped over all of that. At the end of the room, a massive statue sat on a crumbling throne.

      The statue was disturbingly lifelike. The bearded man gleamed bronze in the dim lighting, the folds of his dark red robes casting deep shadows over his body. He held a tall scythe in one hand. I cocked my head to the side as I peered up at the weapon. It almost looked sharp.

      Fear prickled down my spine. This was, by far, the creepiest thing I’d seen in this place since I’d arrived. And that was saying a lot. I took one careful step back. My foot landed on an old chunk of pottery, and the crunch echoed through the room.

      The statue moved. And looked right at me.
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      I lifted the book reverently from the box I’d packed it in. It wasn’t delicate, but I couldn’t help treating is as though it was. Ada Blackwell had been an artist and a genius, and she’d left the culmination of her life’s work in the chest at the Manor. The things she had accomplished made me feel entirely inadequate.

      Though I’d never met her, her loss weighed heavily on me as I laid the book of runes on the desk next to her other research. The runes were not a weapon in the traditional sense, but they would serve us just as well as one. They rivaled the summoning rune the valkyrie had given Logan for complexity and power. But the most important information of all was contained in her journal. Ada Blackwell had spoken with gods, and she had written down every bit of information she had learned from them. She had told us who to trust, and which gods were our enemies.

      We’d taken the contents of the chest to the safe house Hiroji had arranged for us in the Scottish countryside, but had been unable to move the chest itself. There were good reasons for that, of course, but it did make me nervous to leave it behind.

      I’d expected something more exotic than a quaint cottage, or at least something farther away from London, but Hiroji had insisted that staying close to the city would be safest. Considering he helped people disappear all the time, I’d chosen to trust his expertise. And Yui’s.

      The kitsune was protecting us from being found through supernatural means. Her magic was odd and inexplicable at times—mostly because she refused to explain anything—but she’d sworn she could prevent Fate or any other gods from finding us. She couldn’t stop us from being spotted the old-fashioned way though, so the safe-house remained a necessity.

      Our little trio felt mismatched without Blackwell as the glue. Yui was less mischievous, and Bootstrap kept lapsing into long silences that were entirely unnatural. I had no idea how to deal with either of them. Even though I trusted the kitsune now, we were too opposite in personality to ever be friends. And Bootstrap felt guilty. He felt partially responsible for Blackwell being dragged to hell. I did too, so I’d had no luck making him feel better. Being crammed in a two-bedroom cottage wasn’t helping things, either. I’d been forced to share a room with Yui, who was a pillow hog, even in fox form.

      Hiroji stepped into the small office. “Master Hiko and Sakura just arrived.”

      I tucked my hair behind my ears and took a deep breath. This was step one in the plan we’d pieced together based on the information Ada had left us, Blackwell’s final message, and the little Yui could share. We needed allies—the stronger the better. Not only was a war coming, we were going to piss off the most powerful of the gods. Fate.

      “All right. Is Bootstrap awake, or do I need to go drag him out of bed?” I grimaced, remembering the awkward situation that had, uh, arisen last time I’d had to do that. Nineteen-year-old boys were best left undisturbed in the morning hours.

      “Master Hiko has already taken care of that,” Hiroji said with a sly grin that softened his normally detached expression. I’d learned to tell the difference between his happy-neutral and angry-neutral expressions in the past few days. He maintained a fairly impenetrable mask, but if you knew what to look for, he was as easy to read as Blackwell.

      “Good.” I gave an involuntary shudder as I followed Hiroji to the dining room. Though, calling it a room was a bit generous—it was nothing more than an open space between the kitchen and wall, barely big enough for the small table shoved in the corner.

      Sakura rose from her seat and pulled me into a brief, but tight, hug. She stepped back and pinned me in place with her piercing, dark eyes. “You are sure he isn’t truly dead?”

      I nodded once. “Positive.”

      “As am I,” Yui said from her perch on the kitchen counter. “Which I already told you.”

      Sakura threw a glare over her shoulder at the kitsune. “I’ve learned my lesson and know better than to trust you now.”

      Yui rolled her eyes. “A teensy bit of memory loss, and you get terribly dramatic.”

      “Tch.” Sakura returned to her attention to me, determination clear in the set of her jaw. “Hiroji told us you have a plan. We are ready to help however we can.”

      “We have the start of a plan, but it’s still a bit tenuous.” I pulled out the chair across from her and sat down as Bootstrap entered the kitchen, followed closely by Master Hiko.

      Bootstrap’s hair was wet, and he looked a bit like a half-drowned cat, scowl and all. “I didn’t need a shower!”

      “I could smell you from the hallway.” Master Hiko whacked the back of Bootstrap’s head—somewhat gently—then strode past him to take a seat by his wife in the last chair. He swept his long white beard to the side and leaned in. “Now, what were you saying about a plan?”

      I suppressed a grin. Bootstrap had started to get a bit stinky. The kid definitely needed some tough love right now. “Lady Blackwell left us some instructions. These gods, well, they can’t be killed. They are truly immortal in every sense of the word.” I took a deep breath and leaned back in my chair. If there’d been room, I’d have gotten up to pace. “That leaves us only one option—we have to trap Fate.” Even saying it made me feel insane. It was such an impossible task, and yet, it was our only option.

      Master Hiko pursed his lips. “Did Ada suggest how we could trap a god?”

      “That’s where things get complicated.” I clasped my hands in front of me. “We’re not going to be able to do it alone. In fact, we’re going to need a lot of help.”

      “Lady Blackwell left us a list of people who might be able to help. The two of you were at the top,” Hiroji said as he moved to stand at my shoulder.

      Master Hiko turned to Sakura, the hint of a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I have been pretty bored with retirement.”

      She grinned, mischief dancing in her eyes. “And I never could turn down a good fight.”
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      Statues should not move. And they definitely shouldn’t talk. Unfortunately, this one did both.

      “You don’t belong here,” the statue repeated as he leaned down to peer at me. His irises were so dark they seemed more like pits than eyes.

      I swallowed. The statue was actually a giant. And he was accusing me of trespassing. “Well, I’ll just, uh, leave?” There was no way I was fighting a giant right now. Any being trapped in this place could have been here for centuries or a millennium. It was impossible to guess how powerful he was. Diplomacy was my only option.

      The giant shook his head and stood from this throne. “No one leaves Tartarus. Not even me.”

      Ah, that explains things.

      I ground my teeth together. This was not the time to argue with the voice in my head, no matter how vague it was being. Tartarus sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. Maybe it was just another word for hell. And maybe I could get Chaos to elaborate further at some point. “Sorry to have bothered you. I’ll just go back the way I came.”

      “No. Come here.” The giant beckoned me forward with two fingers.

      My eyes flicked between him and his scythe, and I decided compliance was the smart option. With growing unease, I limped closer. Every step farther into the room lessened my chances of escape. I’d gotten away from the harpies just to doom myself to becoming some giant’s toothpick.

      He crouched down and inspected me. Up this close, the power emanating from him pressed around me like a physical weight, and crackled through the air like electricity, making the hair on my arms stand on end. He stared at me for an uncomfortably long time before declaring, “You are not dead.”

      “No, I’m not.” The admission tumbled out of my mouth before I could think it through, but I got the sense that if he could tell I wasn’t dead, he might be able to tell if I lied.

      “How did you come to be here?”

      I hesitated. While I had no intention of lying, I did know that in a place like this, information was power. “It’s a long story.”

      The giant grinned. His gleaming white teeth were as big as my head. “Indeed, it always is.” He straightened, but as he did so, he shrank down to at least half his original size. That still left him with a foot or two on me, but he was less terrifying. Slightly.

      “Right, uh…” I took a hesitant step back, unwilling to take my eyes off the giant even for a moment. “I should be going—”

      “Leave? No. You are the first interesting thing I’ve come across in a half a century.” He twirled his scythe in one hand. “I want to see what you are made of.”

      Oh no.

      Oh, yes.

      “I don’t think—” My objection was cut off with a swing of his scythe. It sang through the air and my afterlife flashed before my eyes.

      I threw myself out of its path, but the blunt back edge of the scythe’s blade still connected with my shoulder, sending me tumbling across the floor. With Chaos screaming in my brain to move, I rolled under the broken table and scrambled to my feet on the other side. The giant was already attacking again.

      Displaced air ruffled my hair as the blade whistled through the air just inches above my head. I ground my teeth together and summoned my blade…sort of. The mayhem magic stuttered down my arm and formed a misshapen katana that looked like it’d fall apart if I so much as sneezed on it.

      Still, there was no choice but to fight back. I charged in. The giant moved to my left and swept the end of the pole toward me, intending to take out my legs. I managed to swerve around the attack and thrust my katana straight ahead. For a moment, I thought I’d gotten lucky. The giant didn’t try to dodge the attack. My katana hit its stomach. And shattered in my hand.

      Then the giant punched me in the face.
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        * * *

      

      I blinked up at a blurry, spinning ceiling. Or was it two ceilings? It didn’t matter, though, not when everything hurt this much. My face felt like it had been flattened—

      I bolted upright and immediately regretted it. The giant, who was now of average size, watched me curiously. On the plus side, he was no longer trying to kill me. On the downside, he was still there.

      “Ow,” I managed to say. That was the only word I seemed capable of forming at the moment.

      “I expected more from you.” He shook his head. “You won’t retain your sanity in this place if you remain so weak.”

      “Wha…” I spat a glob of blood from my mouth and tested the structural integrity of my jaw with a gentle touch. It was still intact. Somehow. “Sanity? I’m more concerned about dying. Again.”

      He frowned. “You cannot truly die in Tartarus, only suffer.”

      I stilled as the implications of that sank in. “No matter how bad the wound?”

      “Not even if you were to lose your head.”

      “Well, shit.” I slumped over my knees. In my current state, I couldn’t fight off anything. My head was as good as lost.

      The giant—I really needed to get the guy’s name—continued staring at me like he was considering testing my mettle again. I glanced back at the way I’d come and wondered if he might let me leave this time. If I could even walk. But I didn’t get a chance to ask.

      “Hiding gains you nothing, Chaos.”

      I froze. Chaos huffed at the back of my mind. No one other than Fate had ever seemed to be aware that I was a vessel for Chaos. The fact that this guy also knew meant he had to be another god. Or something worse.

      Let me speak to him.

      “I’ll pass on whatever message you want, but you’re not getting in the driver’s seat again.”

      Fine. Coward.

      “I assume you’re calling me a coward, and not the giant that leveled us with one punch?”

      Chaos sighed dramatically. Obviously. Now, tell him there’s a difference between hiding and being trapped.

      I met the giant’s stormy gaze. “Chaos says there’s a difference between hiding and being trapped.”

      As he should know.

      “I’m not saying that,” I ground out.

      The giant lifted an eyebrow. “So, Fate was successful after all.”

      My head jerked up. He knew Fate. And something I didn’t. It wasn’t a huge leap to guess that Fate had something to do with trapping Chaos inside a human vessel, but I hadn’t known for sure.

      Successful twice over since I’m stuck down here with you. Chaos waited expectantly. Tell him! You said you would—

      “Chaos says ‘successful twice over since I’m stuck down here with you’.” I rubbed a hand down my face. “Also it’s hard to tell when you’re talking to him and when you’re just being snarky.”

      “This is irritating.” The giant grabbed my shoulder. I flinched, but before I could attempt to defend myself, his magic shuddered through me. My hair stood on end and all my muscles seized like I’d just stuck my finger in a light socket. He dropped his hand, and I collapsed back, panting. I felt like I’d just taken a shot of pure energy that had somehow left me even more exhausted. “That should be enough for Chaos to project. Show yourself.”

      I didn’t resist as the mayhem magic stirred inside me. Whatever this dude wanted, he was going to get. A shadow drifted out of my palm and twisted into a lump on the ground beside me.

      “He is still too weak for me to maintain this for long,” the shadow whispered, Chaos’ voice softer than I’d expected.

      “Then I will make my offer now.” The giant looked at us both, as if Chaos got as much a say in accepting whatever deal he offered as I did. “I have been down here a very long time without any news or information on Fate’s activities. I want to know everything. So this is my offer: I will train you so that you can maintain your sanity in this place, and in return, you will give me your knowledge of Fate.”

      I hesitated. “Why do you care about Fate?”

      His face darkened as anger flashed through his eyes. “I trusted Fate once, and because of their well-spun lies, I made a grave mistake. One I can never undo.” His grip tightened on the scythe. “I will see them suffer as I have for the things they have done.”

      “Fate suffering sounds ideal,” Chaos murmured as mayhem magic tingled in the tips of my fingers.

      “I like the way you think,” I said, agreeing with both of them. “There’s just one thing I need before I accept a deal.”

      “What is that?”

      “Your name. I don’t make deals with strangers.”

      An otherworldly light flickered in his eyes. “I am Kronos, King of the Titans.”

      Chaos stayed silent, as if that was old news. But I could feel how smug he was. My eye twitched. I needed to have a chat with my parasite about sharing important tidbits of knowledge. Because I knew what the titans were. They were what came before the olympian gods most people remembered from Greek mythology. There was no telling how much truth remained in any of the stories that had been passed down for thousands of years, but I knew the titans had fought the olympians and lost. That made two of us.

      “Logan Blackwell.” I held out my hand and Kronos shook it firmly. “Good to meet you.”
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      I flipped the bacon over in the pan and grimaced. Burnt again. At least it was only one side this time. I glanced over at Bootstrap, who was gnawing on the corner of the bandage on his injured hand—broken bones took time to heal even with magic. “Any luck?”

      “Eh. There’s a lot to sort through. Juno Corp is massive and weird and complicated. I did find a connection to another shell company, but it might be a dead end. Hopefully I can find enough to prove how corrupt they are.” He dropped his hand and sat back, glaring at the laptop Hiroji had sourced for him. “This would be easier with my full set up. And better internet. And two hands.”

      “Hiroji said we’ll probably move again soon. Maybe there will be more room at the next place.” I waved the spatula at his medication. “Did you take your pills yet?”

      “Huh? Oh, crap, no.” He dug out the pills that would support his magically accelerated healing and washed them down with the dregs of his favorite energy drink. It was no wonder the kid never slept with as much caffeine as he consumed.

      Chief Bradley strode into the kitchen and inspected the space with narrowed eyes. “Bit small for a meeting, but it’ll do.”

      I grinned, still overjoyed to see him back to his usual self, or at least close to it. We all knew what the stakes were and how tenuous our freedom remained. “We’ve made it work so far.”

      He sniffed the air and raised an eyebrow. “What are you burning on the stove over there?”

      My grin faded, and I nudged the overly crisp bacon with the spatula. “Everything, apparently.”

      He shooed me out of the way, dumped the burnt food in the trash, and pulled out fresh ingredients. “Go take a seat. Don’t know who let you in the kitchen, but they shouldn’t have.”

      “Yui ran off for some mysterious errand this morning, and Bootstrap is even worse at cooking than I am, so it was our last resort.” I plopped down at the table, perfectly happy to hand over the cooking duties.

      Hiroji, Lopez, and Viktor arrived all at once as Bradley was finishing up breakfast. It was awkward to feed everyone in the small space, but with some contortions, and only one spill, the food was handed out. I ate quickly to clear a spot at the table, then traded with Lopez.

      Akita, Hiroji’s mysterious assistant, slipped in through the backdoor and leaned against the wall, arms crossed and a bored expression on her face. She wore an understated version of her usual get up, but it still put her ample cleavage on display. I kicked Bootstrap under the table to stop his staring. Not that I could blame him. It was a bit hard not to stare. There was just so much. I wasn’t sure what to make of Akita, other than to admire her confidence, but Hiroji trusted her implicitly.

      Bradley took a sip from his massive thermos of coffee, then cleared his throat. “I have a plan.” With that little announcement, he had our attention. “But it’s not something we can carry out overnight, and we’re going to need a hell of a lot of help.”

      Lopez snorted. “What else is new?”

      “We have three problems: Blackwell is stuck in hell, the Mage’s Guild is after our heads, and there are some powerful assholes claiming to be gods that have decided to start a war amongst themselves.” Bradley pursed his lips, which pushed his mustache out even farther. “Now, Swift is working on that first issue, which leaves the last two for me.” He leaned forward and braced his hands on the kitchen counter. “We need to overthrow the Mage’s Guild.”

      A laugh bubbled out of me. “Oh, is that all?” He wasn’t even wrong, but the absurdity of planning such an enormous operation in a tiny kitchen that smelled like burnt bacon was really getting to me.

      His mustache bristled with annoyance. “I did say we’d need help.”

      Lopez leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. “You’ve been thinking about this for a while, haven’t you?”

      Bradley nodded once. “It’s been on my mind, and I’m not the only one. I tried to tell Blackwell and Swift about the others, but they ran off and joined a cult instead.”

      “Hey!” I objected. “You were vague, and the Awakened seemed like the people you were suggesting.”

      “They’re insane. I prefer my allies to be reasonable.” He shook his head in disappointment. “Regardless, I have been in contact with my actual allies, and they’re willing to mobilize. There are resources in place to challenge the Mage’s Guild, but if we don’t want to drag this out, we’re going to need to find a way to cut the head off the hydra.” His gaze flicked to mine, and I saw regret there.

      I lifted my chin. “The Lord High Chancellor and Lady Swift are enemy number one. I know that, and I will kill them myself if necessary.”

      “Not gonna ask you to.” Magic shuddered around the old chief’s shoulders, and for a moment, his power made it hard to breathe. I could see the man who had fought in the Mage Wars and struck fear in the hearts of his enemies. It was easy to forget how powerful he truly was when he was shouting in his office about rules. “I should have challenged them long ago. This time, I won’t be backing down from the fight.”

      I swallowed down my objections. We could plan all we wanted, but we likely wouldn’t be able to choose when or how we confronted my parents. And, if I was honest, I didn’t want to be forced to kill them. “All right. What’s the first step for taking down the Mage’s Guild?”

      “We need to hit them where it hurts.” Bradley straightened and crossed his arms. “We’re going to make them look bad.”

      I furrowed my brow. “How?”

      “That’s where Bootstrap comes in.”

      The runehacker in question snapped his head up, looking both elated and terrified. “Do I finally get to fuck shit up?”

      Bradley frowned at his crass language. “You will strategically and carefully help us reveal the truth. It just so happens that the truth is the last thing the Mage’s Guild wants publicly known.”

      Akita snorted. “Understatement of the year.”

      “When do we get started?” I asked, more than ready for something concrete to do. It hadn’t been long since we’d escaped from Purgatory, but every minute and hour that passed felt like a lifetime as long as Blackwell was trapped in hell.

      “Tomorrow morning.” Bradley’s expression darkened. “We’re starting with releasing proof Director Harland was assassinated. I’m going to make damned sure she didn’t die in vain.”
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      “Are you going to explain what Tartarus is?” I asked. Kronos had left after our deal was made with a simple command to stay put, and after waiting to make sure he wasn’t going to return immediately, I decided it was time to get some answers out of Chaos while he was still a smoky blob I could interrogate.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Chaos huffed out a sigh and condensed into a decidedly grumpy shape. Which was amusing, considering he had no face.

      “Just spit it out.”

      “Tartarus is a prison in the depths of the underworld, reserved for the most powerful, and those who have angered the gods.”

      That was about as bad as it got. My mother had warned me that there were some things she couldn’t tell me. The risk that Fate could force information out of me was too great. She’d hinted at a plan, and I had stubbornly latched onto that as the source of my hope. I couldn’t imagine my mother asking me to doom myself to this place forever, not even to save the world. She’d told me to leave the family ring to someone I trusted. I’d chosen Swift. And, like my mother, Swift would never stop searching for a way to get me out of this place.

      Even so, knowing the truth about the prison I’d been sent to caused my faith in both my mother and Swift to falter—but only slightly. I’d known there was a chance my sacrifice would be just that, a sacrifice, but I’d wanted to believe that my friends would find a way to rescue me. Eventually. “How many titans are in Tartarus?”

      “How should I know? I didn’t put them here.”

      I rolled my eyes as I peeled off my jacket to inspect the various wounds under my shirt. A stick tumbled out of the inner pocket. I was confused for a moment before realization hit me. I’d stuffed Apollo’s bow in there after killing the eagle that guarded Prometheus. And I still had it. Either Death hadn’t noticed the weapon when he brought me here, or he didn’t care I had it.

      Chaos drifted toward the bow. “That would have been helpful when we were fighting the harpies.”

      “No kidding.” I cast a nervous glance at the doorway Kronos had left through as I snatched up the bow and put it back in the same pocket. “You think he’d try to take it?”

      Chaos snorted. “As if he needs it.”

      “I don’t know what a titan does or doesn’t need!” I hissed. “You’re the resident expert.”

      “And I just told you. Not the bow.”

      My head ached, and my stomach was attempting to eat itself since there was no food in this damned place. I dragged a hand down my face. The bruises from Kronos were already fading, so there was some sort of accelerated healing down here. Not accelerated enough for my tastes, but it was something. Perhaps if I did lose my head, it would reattach itself. Eventually.

      I stretched my arms overhead with a groan, then pushed up to my feet. “Is Kronos immune to mayhem magic? I didn’t expect my attack to fail like that earlier.”

      Chaos scoffed. “Hardly. You simply failed to exercise even an ounce of control. Injuring someone like him takes a tad bit more effort—which you proved you were capable of when you fought Fear.”

      “I feel off-kilter down here.” I flexed my fingers and summoned the blade once again. This was something I needed to figure out in case Kronos decided he wanted to duel again.

      Black magic pooled in my hand before solidifying into a smooth handle. The blade extended out from there. I tested its balance, but found it lacking. I took a deep breath and pulled my awareness inward, just like Sakura had taught me. I could do this. I’d done it before.

      A crash startled me, and the half-formed katana collapsed. I crept toward the open doorway and pressed my back to the wall. Something out there was breathing. And…hissing?

      “I don’t remember Kronos being quite so noisy,” Chaos said, pointing out the obvious. As per usual.

      I peeked around the corner and caught a glimpse of a massive creature. Its clawed feet left gouges in the broken table as it prowled down its length. For a moment, I thought something rode on its back, but quickly realized the horned creature was attached.

      The monster paused in place, a long, scaled snake swaying in the air where its tail should be. Its forked tongue flickered out as the snake turned in my direction. I jerked back out of view and held my breath. That thing had too many parts, and all of them looked deadly.

      Chaos vanished and slammed back into me. It was dizzying, but only for a moment.

      Chimaera, he hissed. They’re normally a herald of bad luck.

      Just what I needed. I eyed my jacket. It was halfway across the room. I should have put it back on immediately so I could keep the bow close at hand. It was clearly a mistake to relax in this place. Kronos’ presence had made me feel safe. Another mistake.

      I picked up my right foot and very, very carefully took one step forward. Small bits of gravel ground together under my weight. I winced and peered back at the doorway. Maybe the chimaera hadn’t heard—

      A low hiss was followed by a horrific noise that sounded like a mix of a lion’s roar and a woman’s scream. I lunged for my jacket. My fingers closed around it as fire poured through the doorway. I whirled around and threw up a flimsy shield that rippled as the searing heat of the flames slammed against it.

      Beads of sweat formed on my upper lip as I gritted my teeth. This thing was strong. I eyed the doorway behind the chimaera. With its fire-breathing ability, this room had become a deathtrap. Unfortunately, the only way out involved getting uncomfortably close to the monster itself.

      I fumbled one-handed with my jacket and tugged the bow free. Normally, I preferred to fight up close and personal, but considering how tenuous my control had been, keeping a little distance between me and the chimaera sounded ideal. Now, I just needed to make it to the door.

      “No genius ideas?” I asked.

      Chaos perked up. Taking suggestions now, are you?

      “Only if you hurry up.”

      So pushy. Chaos sighed. Hmm, perhaps we can sneak overhead?

      I glanced up at the ceiling. It was high enough that it might work. “Let’s do it.”

      First, a distraction. Chaos tugged on my foot.

      I got the hint and kicked a large rock to the left. As it skittered across the floor, the flames followed. Black wings burst from my back. Without hesitation, I shot upward.

      The abrupt movement was disorienting, but I managed to level out before smacking into the ceiling. I surged forward, getting a clear view of the chimaera for the first time. A goat’s head jutting out of its back met my horrified gaze. Then screamed.

      With an enraged hiss, the snake on its rear struck at me. The first strike missed, but I was forced to dive low to make it through the door. Inches from safety, its fangs sank into my calf and jerked me to a halt. Pain, followed swiftly by an icy numbness, crept up my leg. I grit my teeth and kicked the snake hard with my free foot. The fangs tore free, and I darted through the doorway. My left leg dangled below me, useless.

      I half-landed, half-crashed on the end of the table and rolled off onto the floor. The chimaera roared-screamed-hissed its displeasure at my escape as it raced after me. I had one chance to finish this, or I was going to find out how long it took to recover from being burned to ash. I retrieved the bow from the inner pocket of my jacket.

      Kronos stepped out of the shadows a few feet away and cocked his head to the side as he looked down at me. “You are doing worse than I expected.”

      “What the hell—” There was no time to figure out what he meant by that. The chimaera was careening straight toward me.

      The bow shimmered to life in my hands, its golden glow illuminating the surrounding area, effectively turning me into a giant beacon. Mayhem magic churned inside of me as it fed the bow. The chimaera leaped onto the table and charged. Its fang-filled jaws opened wide as flames surged ahead of it.

      I pulled back the string and a solid black arrow formed. Aiming for the center of the flames, I let it loose. The arrow screeched through the air, and tunneled through the fire to strike true, piercing the chimaera’s throat. The flames shuddered to a stop as the monster collapsed, still sliding down the slanted table toward me.

      My numb leg wouldn’t cooperate. I hopped on one foot to the right, but stumbled over a broken bit of wood and hit the ground hard as the chimaera crashed just inches away. The goat’s head on its back screamed in rage, and the snake swiveled around to hiss at me. It appeared I’d killed only one head.

      Kill the rest!

      I swung the bow around and fired quickly. The first arrow pierced the goat’s eye and it—finally—shut up. The snake swayed side to side, its tongue flickering in and out as it watched me. I drew the bow back once again and aimed carefully. My hands shook with the effort and…the arrow wouldn’t form. I lowered the bow and collapsed onto my back. Firing the bow twice was more than I’d ever managed before. Apparently three times was asking too much.

      The snake struck at me, and I flinched, but it was about a foot too far away to reach me. I dropped my head back to the ground in relief. Maybe I could just ignore it and leave it there. It couldn’t exactly drag its body anywhere to get at me. I frowned and peeked back up at the chimaera. Kronos had said you couldn’t die in Tartarus. I had no idea if that applied to the chimaera as well. It looked pretty dead.

      “Have you given up?” Kronos asked.

      I squinted up at him. “What?”

      He gestured at the chimaera. “You should finish it so that it may be reborn. It’s cruel to leave it like this, unable to defend itself.”

      “It won’t recover from this?” I asked with a frown.

      “Not for a long while. A killing blow to all three heads is the only merciful option.”

      “I thought you said nothing could die here.”

      “The creature will not be truly dead. Killing a being renders it dormant for a time before it is reborn, fully healed.” His face was set in a grim expression. “There is no escape from our suffering.”

      “I see.” I tried to move my leg, but found it was still immobilized. “And something like this bite? How long will it take to heal?”

      Kronos stroked his beard as he considered my question. “Possibly until you drain the venom completely.”

      “Great.” I pushed myself upright and glared at the titan. “You said I did worse than expected. Did you know this thing was going to attack me?

      “Of course. I brought it here for you to fight.”

      “You…what…” My eye twitched. “On purpose? And you didn’t even bother helping?”

      “You cannot die, only suffer. What point is there in helping you when you can learn so much more fighting alone?” He crossed his arms and glared back, as if I was ungrateful. “Unlike many creatures trapped here, the chimaera cannot be reasoned with. I have been forced to kill it many times to prevent its harassment of the harpies. Allowing you to take on that duty as part of your training is more beneficial.”

      “This was meant to be training?”

      “Yes. What else would it be? We made a deal.” He crouched down across from me. “Finish the chimaera, and then I will ask my first question.”

      I eyed the snake. “Any suggestions on how to kill it without getting bit again?”

      “No. I’m curious to see what solution you come up with.” He fell still in his eerie way, almost resembling a statue once again. Now that I knew he wasn’t one, it was obvious. His robes moved with each breath, and no stone carving could recreate the fine curls of his hair. I’d been an idiot not to notice it all sooner.

      “Great.” I tore open my pant leg and inspected the fang marks. The venom needed to go before I tried to fight this thing again, or I’d be at a huge disadvantage.

      Looks gross, Chaos commented unhelpfully.

      And it did look gross. The ragged edges of the skin where the fangs had ripped free were dark blue. Blood and grime were smeared down my leg. After taking a steadying breath, I placed my fingers around the holes and squeezed. Pain cut through the numbness as viscous, blue venom oozed from the wound. A single drop hit the ground, then another. I ground my teeth together. This was going to take too long, and based on the dark veins extending up from the wound, the venom was spreading.

      I braced myself for more pain and formed a small sharp knife from the mayhem magic. Before I could second-guess my plan, I cut open the twin punctures, clamped my hands around my upper calf, and dragged my hands down my leg like I was trying to empty a tube of toothpaste. A nauseating mix of blood and venom poured out. With every squeeze, the numbness was replaced with searing pain. For once, I considered that a good sign.

      Kronos watched as I struggled, an impartial observer to my suffering. The bastard. He at least had the courtesy not to mock me, unlike Chaos, who kept up a running commentary on how gross and painful the entire process was.

      After what felt like hours, my toes responded to my command to wiggle. A few minutes after that, I managed to stand on the leg without collapsing. The limb was still dotted with numb spots and ached, but it was a huge improvement.

      I took a breath and expanded the knife into a long, narrow blade that was sharp on both sides. Apollo's bow was out of the question—I was still far too exhausted—but I needed to keep my distance from the snake and its venom. I did not want to have to drain anything else.

      The snake hissed eagerly as I approached, its dark scales glinting in the dim lighting. I paced in a circle around it as I tested out my still wobbly leg. Sudden movement would be difficult, so I needed to finish this quickly and decisively. That left me one good option.

      I slid my palm down the length of the blade, reforming it as I went. The two-edged blade transformed into a traditional katana and with another swipe of my hand, I created a sheath for it. Settling the familiar weapon at hip level, but away from my body to enable the quickest possible draw, I faced my opponent. Just as a snake struck fast with its venomous fangs, I had been trained to strike down an opponent with a single cut.

      There was one chance to get the timing right. I simply had to be faster. I charged in. Pain coursed through my leg, but all my focus was on the snake’s flickering tongue. It swayed to the right, then the left. I tightened my grip on the handle of the katana. The snake struck. My hand moved on its own, led by years of training under Master Hiko, and the sharp edge of the blade sliced through the snake where its head attached to its body.

      Its head dropped to the ground with a thud. The snake’s body writhed, then also fell still. A red glow began deep within the chimaera’s body, as if it were burning from the inside out, then it crumpled into ash. I stepped back, leg shaking beneath me. There was nothing left now but a stain on the ground.

      “I have given you your first training lesson, and now I will find the answers I need.” Kronos waved for me to take a seat across from him.

      I let the katana dissolve in my hand and sat down where he’d indicated. Calling this training was a bit of a stretch, but I wasn’t going to argue. “All right, go ahead.”

      The polite question I expected was not what happened next. Kronos’ massive hands wrapped around my head, only highlighting how fragile I was in comparison with the titan. There was no time to object as his magic latched into my mind and plunged me into a whirl of memories.

      “Think of the first time you met Fate,” Kronos said, his rumbling voice the only sound to pierce through the fog that had descended around me.

      Fate. The word bounced around my skull. Some small part of me tried to resist, but it was impossible. The gray of Tartarus faded away as I was plunged into the past, reliving the first moment I knowingly met Fate in the form of an old man at the izakaya. Kronos replayed the memory over and over. I felt my body twitching beneath the onslaught, but at a distance, as if I was no longer truly connected to it. I sank further and further into the memory until all I could feel was the wood of the bench beneath me. I could smell the food on the air. And I could see Fate. The god had appeared so harmless. Perhaps even friendly. I hadn’t known what would follow our conversation about destiny, but now I could see that Fate had been testing me. Fate had wanted my loyalty.

      Frustrated, Kronos flipped to the next memory. Fate delivering food to my apartment, and the threats to Swift. He examined the memory thoroughly, but not for as long.

      “Does Fate still serve Zeus?” Kronos finally demanded, impatient for the answer he truly sought.

      Even through the haze of pain and confusion, Chaos snorted at the back of my mind. And I had to agree. Fate had trapped Zeus in the prison Swift and I had mistaken for Pandora’s box. He was being used as a magical battery to power Moira—the supernatural city only accessible by the Rune Rail. All in all, I thought it was pretty fitting considering what he’d done to Prometheus for giving magic to mortals.

      Finding out Pandora’s box was actually Zeus-in-a-box had been shocking, to say the least. I bet Swift had been absolutely ecstatic when she’d read that. It was silly, but one of my biggest annoyances at being trapped here was missing her reactions to everything in my mother’s notes. There was even more in the chest itself I’d been unable to access.

      As abruptly as he’d grabbed me, Kronos released my mind and my head. I flopped back, muscles twitching from the electric zing of his magic. I couldn’t even bring myself to utter what the hell aloud.

      Kronos stroked his beard as he stared blankly at the floor, not really seeing what was in front of him. He lifted his gaze to me. “You may be worth training after all.”
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      Hiroji put the sedan in park. “Are you sure about this meeting? Prometheus is dangerous.”

      “I’m not sure what choice we have. We need to know what the Awakened are going to do next.” I shared his doubts of course, but we had so few options. “Besides, they may still be able to help, even if they are insane.”

      He pushed a hand through his hair and sighed. “You’re right. We just have to be prepared for them to double-cross us.”

      “Don’t worry. After leaving us to escape Purgatory on our own, I’ll never trust them again. We’re lucky their people still bothered activating the portal on their side to get us out.” Anger at Prometheus for that little stunt reared its ugly head once again, especially since he’d abandoned us to deal with Death alone. But when Yamashita had reached out to Hiroji to set up a meeting today, I hadn’t even hesitated. I had to know why he’d asked to meet.

      A brisk wind cut through the layers I had wrapped myself in as I stepped out of the car. I missed my duster, but it was too recognizable to risk wearing in public. We were fugitives now, after all.

      I picked my way over the uneven ground toward the sea until the meeting place came into view. Prometheus stood alone at the edge of the cliff. I scanned the area for Yamashita, but it appeared he’d come without her. I wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or a bad one. My eyes lingered on the storm clouds that darkened the horizon as a sense of foreboding settled in my gut.

      I stopped beside Prometheus. The steady roar of the ocean below us would have been calming any other day, but today it set my teeth on edge. “Where is Yamashita?”

      He waved a hand in dismissal. It was odd to see him in Talos’ body. Their mannerisms and posture were distinct enough that it was obvious it was a different person. “She had other things to do today, and I thought it best we spoke alone.”

      I took a breath to stop myself from saying something sarcastic. “Why is that?”

      “I owe a favor to Blackwell.” He turned to me, his dark eyes boring into the side of my face. “And you have a plan to free him from Tartarus.”

      I forced myself to meet his gaze. “The start of one.”

      “You’ll need me.”

      “Not necessarily.” I didn’t want to need him. I didn’t trust him.

      He grinned and leaned in. “You will, I promise.”

      “Did you ask to meet just to be vaguely threatening? Or is there a purpose to this?” My heart thudded against my ribs despite my bold words. Prometheus was not just another mage, he was a god—a titan—in a human body. It would be stupid to forget that.

      He straightened, but his grin stayed in place. “Believe it or not, I want to help. Whatever your plan, I guarantee I can be of service.”

      “Because you owe Blackwell?”

      “That’s part of it.” Prometheus turned his gaze toward the sea and inhaled deeply. “And because I would love to ruin Hades’ day. That bastard is far too unyielding.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I see.”

      “I doubt you do.” He sighed dramatically. “But that’s to be expected from someone as young as you.”

      “Speaking of plans, what are the Awakened planning on doing next?”

      “Ah, you fear our intentions.” He pursed his lips. “I suppose that is understandable as well."

      I waited, unwilling to leave until I had some sort of answer. If the Awakened were going to escalate things, we needed to be prepared for the fallout. Or find a way to stop it. “If we’re meant to be allies, we need to know your plans.”

      “You know what’s coming next, whether we start it or not.” He slipped his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels.

      I bit the inside of my cheek to avoid rolling my eyes. “Is this where you prophesy war, just like Fate?”

      He shook his head. “Fate unleashed the gods through their own arrogance, and the Mage’s Guild has tightened their hold too much. Would you have those they have oppressed simply accept it? Give up their free will?” His pleasant expression hardened as he spoke. I shared his anger at the injustice of it all, but I wasn’t sure we agreed on the solution.

      “Of course not. But are they simply trading one tyrant for another?” Magic burned at my fingertips as frustration pulsed through me. Ultimately, I was powerless to stop Prometheus. I had a better chance of defeating my parents than him.

      Prometheus laid a hand on my shoulder and warmth flooded me, taking away the chill of the wind in an instant. “You think I would be that tyrant.”

      I swallowed down my fear and refused to cower. “Too soon to say.”

      “The Awakened will strike at the Mage’s Guild. Yamashita’s offer to help you take down the Lord High Chancellor still stands, but we cannot push too hard, too soon.” He sighed, sounding as weary as I felt. “There are others, of course. Ares attacked Moira itself, and he will not hesitate to escalate his attacks until he gets what he wants. The gods will fight amongst themselves, as they always have, until they are stopped. Fate was right about that, at least.”

      “Do the Awakened intend to fight them, too?”

      “Some we will fight, some will be allies. Hopefully more of the latter.” He dropped his hand. “When you are ready for my help, contact me. Chaos, and therefore Blackwell, must be free in order for us to win this war.”

      I curled my hand into a fist. “I know.”

      He hesitated at my side. “We are after the same thing. You will see that in the end.”

      The warmth stayed with me as he walked away. I stared into the dark waters churning below me. The war that was coming would shake the foundations of the world. Whatever the outcome, nothing would ever be the same.
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      I hit the ground and wheezed. That’s all I was capable of now. My lungs were done for. I was done for. Kronos’ idea of holding back during sparring was wildly different from mine. He insisted I try my hardest to kill him while he pummeled me. Master Hiko had been gentle in comparison.

      Kronos peered down at me, face impassive. “Pathetic.”

      I wheezed in agreement.

      “It is tiny.”

      I could take that a couple of equally insulting ways, but I chose to believe he was referring to Apollo’s bow. I’d had the bright idea of trying to shoot him with it. It hadn’t worked out. “It’s…perfectly…average,” I gasped out.

      Kronos narrowed his eyes as if he understood the joke and was annoyed I wasn’t taking this more seriously. Perhaps dick jokes were universal in all species and times. “It is small because you are holding back too much of your power, just like when you attempted to stab me and your blade crumbled.” He motioned for me to get up.

      I winced as I pushed upright. It was likely the ribs were cracked—if they’d been broken, they’d feel much worse. I knew that from experience. Between that and the gnawing hunger in my gut, I didn’t particularly want to move. “I know I can’t actually die of hunger down here, but it’s starting to sound better than not dying of hunger.” My stomach growled in agreement. “Don’t suppose you have snacks? Or know the location of a drinking fountain? Though, I’d honestly take a dirty puddle of water at this point.”

      Kronos frowned. “You cannot eat or drink in this place.”

      “Physically can’t? Because that makes that pomegranate orchard even more of a dick move.” I frowned, wondering who had planted the orchard to begin with. Perhaps Death himself had done it.

      “No. You misunderstand. Anything eaten in the underworld would bind you to it forever. It is yet another part of the torment.”

      I froze. I’d been so close to eating that pomegranate. “I might owe the harpies an apology.”

      Kronos’ dark eyebrows drew together into a disapproving glower. “Did you attempt to steal from the orchard?”

      “It was the first thing I stumbled upon after finding my way out of the pitch black area. And I was hungry.”

      “I see. It was exceedingly foolish to attempt to eat the first thing you came across without ensuring it was not cursed or poisoned.” Kronos’ shook his head in disbelief. “They were protecting you as much as their orchard. You owe the harpies more than an apology if they saved you from such a mistake. Did you harm any of them?”

      Guilt curled through me. “I might have thrown a tree at them.” I cringed at the expression on Kronos’ face. “But they seemed fine?”

      “You should apologize.”

      “Do they understand us? None of them seemed to speak.”

      “They understand more than you’d expect.” He stood and waved for me to follow him. “I will demonstrate proper use of Apollo’s bow, then you can go make amends with the harpies.”

      My stomach grumbled once again, not caring at all about the consequences of food. And the reality of literally being unable to eat began to sink in. I really hated this place. “I hate this place,” I said out loud as well, just because it felt right.

      “Hating Tartarus is simply a fact of our existence. Don’t waste any energy on it.”

      Kronos led me out of the maze of tunnels for the first time since our meeting. Even when he left to retrieve the chimaera—or for other mysterious reasons—I’d been told to stay put. The caves and tunnels seemed to be his territory, for lack of a better word. Other than the monsters he brought to “train me”, nothing else appeared. It was as safe as it got in Tartarus, and I wasn’t about to go exploring on my own again.

      Traversing through the jagged rocks was just as difficult as I’d expected. Kronos didn’t seem to be affected by their sharp edges. He grasped a particularly vicious looking point and pulled himself over the sweeping lip of a jagged pillar. I eyed the point warily, but there was no way around it. I carefully tested my weight against it. The rough edge bit into my palm, but it wasn’t quite as sharp as it had looked. I hauled myself up and over it, and realized the path ahead of us wasn’t going to get any easier. Kronos stepped from rock to rock, somehow easily balancing on narrow ridges that shouldn’t have been wide enough to get a grip on, much less walk on like a mountain goat.

      I bit back the impulse to whine about how difficult the terrain was to navigate. Firstly, because I wasn’t a child, and secondly, because it would accomplish absolutely nothing. If I wanted to learn more about the bow, I had to follow. So I did. My palms bled as I struggled to keep up, but it was nothing more than shallow scrapes. My shoes protected my feet, and I was glad I was partial to jackets, otherwise my arms would match my hands.

      Within a half hour, I had no idea what direction the tunnels were in. We’d taken too many turns amidst the spiny rocks, and there was no north star to orient myself from. The bleak sky was as barren as the land below it.

      A sudden gust of wind nearly knocked me from my perch. I grabbed onto the rough limestone and closed my eyes as grit and sand whipped up around us.

      “It will pass soon. The wind storms never last long,” Kronos said from a distance. He’d gotten quite far ahead of me.

      I sank down in an attempt to shield myself from the biting wind, but the spire of rock I clung to was too narrow to do much. Thankfully, as Kronos had promised, the wind storm died down as abruptly as it had begun just a few minutes later. I wiped a gritty hand down my gritty face and blinked, my eyes watering from a few stray grains of sand. There was no way to actually clean my face after that assault of wind. I was pretty sure it had embedded the sand into my very pores. “Does it do that often?”

      “Often enough to be an annoyance.”

      I hurried after Kronos, wishing I could take a nap, even though I was wide awake. Which was odd. Now that I thought about it, other than random bouts of unconsciousness, I hadn’t felt the need to sleep. Not really. There was the physical exhaustion, and I’d spent a couple of hours on my back staring up at the damp stone, wishing choosing to die had involved oblivion instead of all this effort, but I hadn’t slept. Leave it to Tartarus to deny me even that little reprieve.

      The jagged stones grew farther apart before dwindling to nothing more than minor obstacles I could step over as the ground sloped downward. Up ahead, a winding, red river came into view. As we drew closer, I realized it wasn’t simply a river. Lava flowed sluggishly through a wide, but shallow canyon it had no doubt carved out itself. It was even warmer here, and sweat trickled down my spine.

      Kronos paused at the edge and held out his hand. “The bow.”

      I hesitated, but it wasn’t like he needed to ask. He could take it from me anytime he wanted. Swallowing down my irrational fear at being separated from the weapon, I pulled it from my inner pocket and handed it over. It shimmered to life immediately, then kept growing. The shimmering wood that formed the limbs of the bow deepened into a vibrant gold. Ornate embellishments I’d never seen swirled around the runes carved into the wood. The bowstring was bright like a thread of sunlight rather than a dull cord. In the titan’s hands, the bow was both bigger and better.

      Kronos drew back the string, and a silver arrow crackling with electric energy formed between his hands. He held it steady for a breath, then released it. The arrow shot across the open space and slammed into the lava, drilling a hole straight down and whipping up a small, flaming tornado that skittered across the river’s surface before dissipating.

      Unconcerned by the effects of the first shot, Kronos raised the bow again. He released five more shots in quick succession, placing the arrows in a line. The force of their near simultaneous impacts parted the river. A tidal wave of lava swept over the river’s banks with a deafening hiss. Kronos released one last arrow. This one plunged into the jagged pillars on the other side of the river, and bored a hole through their midst. One large enough he could walk through without ducking.

      “That’s, uh, different.” He’d made it look easy, and the display didn’t seem to have tired him in the slightest.

      As I watched, I noticed something odd. The places where the overflowing lava had eaten away at the banks of the river was healing. Bit by bit, the melted limestone was reforming. The jagged spires of the stone forest were regrowing. It appeared nothing in Tartarus could be truly destroyed. You’d think that would create a paradise, but instead, we were left in a hell that could not be unmade.

      “This is the bow’s potential. It’s something you are powerful enough to achieve with Chaos, yet you hold back, even when you are at risk of serious harm.” Kronos’ dark eyes bored into me, the question in his statement self-evident. And I knew the answer.

      “I’ve spent my entire life trying to rein in the mayhem magic. It’s destructive. I can’t trust…” I hesitated, this conversation starting to seem a bit too much like therapy. But I knew I needed to be honest. “I don’t trust myself, and I sure as hell don’t trust Chaos. Not after the fight in Purgatory.”

      Kronos hummed thoughtfully, letting the bow collapse back to its dormant state before returning it to me. “What happened?”

      Chaos grumbled at the back of my mind, almost sounding a bit guilty.

      “I was fighting another mage, and Chaos took control of my body.” The complete loss of control still pissed me off. It’s what I’d always feared with the magic, but so much worse.

      “I see. And now you fight Chaos for dominance, which weakens you.”

      “Apparently.” I rubbed my thumb along the smooth wood of the bow. “It’s not entirely intentional, though. Before Purgatory, I’d worked on it quite a bit. I thought I’d made more progress than I have. Besides…” I put the bow away, safe and sound in the inner pocket of my jacket. “I’m not the only one fighting for dominance.”

      And I wasn’t. Chaos kept tugging at the magic like he couldn’t help it. Especially if I didn’t take his stupid suggestions, or pass his messages on word for word. Unlike him, I wasn’t willing to insult the titan to his face.

      Kronos’ expression hardened, and he slapped a hand down on my shoulder. “Chaos, show yourself.”

      Just like last time, Kronos magic surged through me, and all my hair stood on end. I gritted my teeth against the energy overload until Chaos appeared beside me in his usual shadowy form, and the sensation abated.

      “He’s useless. You’ve seen him fight.” A shadowy limb pointed accusingly at me. “Losing my vessel would have set back all my plans while I waited to be reborn.”

      “Taking control is short-sighted, and you know it,” Kronos chided, clearly disappointed.

      Chaos deflated slightly, but didn’t respond.

      “Repair things with your vessel, then return so I may ask my next question.” His judgmental gaze swiveled to me. “And don’t forget to apologize to the harpies.” With that excellent advice, Kronos turned on his heel and left. It made me uneasy, but I didn’t think he’d leave me here if he really thought I’d be “killed”. Probably. Maybe. It was actually not guaranteed at all, but I was hopeful.

      My shadowy friend seemed unwilling to start our mandatory conversation, so I asked the question that had been burning at the back of my mind for a while now. “Why didn’t you speak to me before I fought Fear?”

      Chaos was still for a moment. “I couldn’t as long as you had the katana, and after it was broken, it took time for me to build up my strength once again. It was easier with…”

      “My mother,” I finished for him. She had been Chaos’ vessel before me. When she’d given birth, Chaos had passed to me. It was a complication she hadn’t expected, and a burden she’d hated herself for placing on me.

      That bit of information from my mother’s recordings had thrown me for a loop, but had been quickly overshadowed by the news that I had to die. That I had to let Death take me. If the message had been from anyone but my mother, I’d never have believed them. I’d have fought to find another solution. Any other solution. But there was no other way. She would have found it herself if there had been another choice. I wished once again that I’d been able to speak to her before… That she could have told me all this herself, and not through a recorded message.

      “Why was it easier?” My mother had been powerful, though I knew now the mayhem magic had been part of that. Yet, she’d never struggled with destruction. She’d been my opposite. She made things.

      “You have always been destructive. Angry. Temperamental,” Chaos scoffed. “Even as a child.”

      I shrugged. “Isn’t that your influence?”

      “Not entirely. The mayhem magic bends to your personality. Your mother was controlled, creative, and balanced. She nurtured a different side of the magic, while you tried to snuff it out entirely.”

      If I didn’t know better, I’d say Chaos was actually insulted, like he’d offered me a gift and I’d turned it down. In a sense, I suppose I had.

      I let out a heavy sigh. “It was my only option at the time.”

      “As good as Ada was with planning, this…” Chaos waved a shadowy tendril that looked vaguely like a hand at me. “You were her only failing.”

      I scowled at him. “I think I take offense to that.”

      “Not you, but your lack of preparedness. She should have explained things sooner. While she had the chance.” Chaos went quiet after that, but I had a feeling he wasn’t quite done. “She tried to take me back, but it was impossible.”

      Dragging a hand down my face, I nodded. “I’m not surprised she tried. She was my mother, after all.”

      “You learned to work with Swift,” Chaos said, startling me.

      “Yeah, I did.” I watched Chaos’ shadowy form, wishing he had a face so it would be easier to understand what he was getting at.

      “Then I suppose you could learn to work with me.”

      “Maybe.”

      Chaos huffed, and I could practically see him rolling his eyes. “Neither of us want to remain in Tartarus.”

      “That much is true.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “So. Teamwork.”

      “Teamwork.”
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      It took me twice as long to find my way back to the tunnel entrance without Kronos, but I managed. That wasn’t my destination, though. As I eyed the orchard from the safety of the jagged rocks, I contemplated putting off the risky apology, but decided it was best to get it over with. Though I had no idea how to apologize to bird women who likely wanted to rip my head off.

      The tree I’d torn up and thrown at them caught my eye. It had been dragged back to its original place, and it seemed there’d been some attempt to replant it. The roots were covered in soil, but it still lay on its side, looking rather ragged.

      “Do you think we could get that back in the ground?” I whispered to Chaos.

      His shadowy form perked up, and a strange sense of anticipation filtered through the back of my mind. “Perhaps.”

      I could tell now when Chaos wasn’t saying something, but knew there was no point in pressing him on it. He’d either share because teamwork, or he wouldn’t. “You think they’ll let me get close enough to explain what I’m doing without trying to claw me to death this time?”

      “Fifty-fifty chance.”

      “Better than zero.” I gathered up my tattered courage and stepped out from my hiding place.

      The rocky soil had me slip-sliding down the steep hill that led into the orchard’s valley. The trees remained still as I approached, but I knew I was being watched. I slowed my pace as I neared the edge of the orchard and raised my hands in what I hoped was a universal sign of peace.

      A harpy poked her head out of the nearest tree. The golden feathers on her head fluffed out in a menacing manner as she gazed down at me, a warning rumble just audible as she swayed in place.

      “I’m not here to take anything, just to apologize. I’m sorry for trying to steal a pomegranate.”

      There was no response, of course, but also no sign from the harpy that she’d understood me. I hoped Kronos was right about them understanding more than you’d think.

      I cleared my throat and continued. “I’d like to make amends.” With careful, slow movements, I pointed at the tree. “May I replant it? ”

      Another harpy popped up from the branches of the neighboring tree and trilled. The first harpy called back and they descended into what sounded like an argument. I watched them warily, ready to flee at the first sign of hostility. My apology would mean nothing if I ended up having to throw another tree at them to avoid being eviscerated.

      The argument ended abruptly, and the first harpy dropped down from her tree. With her wings shifting anxiously against her body, she approached on clawed feet and stopped well within my personal space. She had a white streak on the edges of her wings that differentiated her from the other harpies, who I noticed as I looked a bit closer, all had unique markings of their own. Her wide, orange eyes met mine as she tilted her head to the side.

      “I really am sorry,” I said, hoping my tone would convey what my words could not.

      She chirped, then looked at the tree. That felt a bit like permission. I took a careful step toward it. She didn’t stop me. With increasing confidence, I strode toward it. The other harpies poked their heads out of the trees, but like their apparent leader, they simply watched, making no move to interfere.

      Now that I was standing in front of the tree, I remembered how massive it was. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked to replant it. I glanced over my shoulder at the harpy, but she was simply watching me with an expectant expression. Crap.

      Chaos edged closer to me. “Well? Are you going to just stand there?”

      “You have any ideas? Because I’m drawing a blank.”

      “All this magic, and no clue how to use it,” Chaos muttered with a sigh. “Are you sure you can think of nothing?”

      “The mayhem magic is destructive. I don’t want to damage the tree. I have a feeling our new friends would object to that. Strongly.”

      “Don’t damage it then.”

      I looked to the bleak sky and took a deep breath. So much for teamwork. Though, perhaps I could use the mayhem magic to pick up the tree without destroying it. I’d used it to create wings and grab onto things before. I pursed my lips. There was a chance it could work. And only one way to find out for sure.

      With a slow exhale, I pushed my magic outward in four long tendrils. I tapped the tree with one, and…it didn’t disintegrate. That was a good start. I reached out with my magic, grabbed the top of the tree, and pulled. It wobbled as it lifted from the ground, so I wrapped the remaining tendrils around the mess of roots at the base to stabilize it. Inch by inch, it rose until I had it balanced upright.

      The thrill of success rushed through me. I’d needed this. Needed to do something right. Something that didn’t involve violence. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. I wasn’t done yet.

      I gently tugged it toward me, and the hole I’d left in the ground when I’d ripped it up. Soil tumbled in ahead of it, and the tree pitched forward. I lunged to the side and caught it just before it toppled completely over. The base slipped into the hole as I struggled to maintain my hold on it as it swung from side to side.

      The harpy’s leader hopped forward and jumped on the base. Her weight wasn’t enough to counterbalance it, but she managed to stop it from swaying so much. She chittered some command at me and began shoveling the dirt back into the hole. I got the idea well enough, and did my best to tug the tree back upright.

      Their hesitance forgotten, the other harpies descended on the tree, some helping to push it upright, others pushing dirt into the space they created to prevent it from leaning any further in the wrong direction. Within minutes, the tree stood perfectly straight, and the soil had been packed in firmly all around it.

      I carefully unwound the first tendril of magic, then the second. The tree immediately began to tip. I caught it right away in a panic.

      “This is not ideal.”

      “Indeed. You have to find a way to tether it to the ground, or I suspect we’ll be standing here for weeks,” Chaos said, not sounding concerned at all.

      “How the hell can I tether it? I don’t exactly have rope.”

      For a shadow with no face, Chaos managed to pull off exasperated and judgmental quite well. “You have magic.”

      “So, you’re telling me I can just create a tether?”

      “Why don’t you try and see what happens.”

      This was better than struggling for control, but Chaos was still only being marginally helpful. Just like Kronos and his brutal training. Despite my annoyance, I didn’t have any other choice but to try.

      I formed another tendril and thrust it into the dry soil a few meters away, then stretched it up to the midpoint of the tree. It wrapped around the trunk without anything disastrous happening, then very carefully, I disconnected from it. The magic twitched, and I felt a strange sense of loss as I let it go. It didn’t weaken me to leave a bit of my magic there, but it was odd, especially as the dark tendril brightened to a dull white.

      I repeated the process twice more so that there were three tethers, all pulling against one another in equal tension.  As I released the final tether, I held my breath. The tree remained standing, the branches still. I let out a sigh of relief and stepped back, finally letting my hands drop to my sides.

      “I didn’t lose any magic doing that, did I?”

      Chaos was silent for a moment, just long enough to make me nervous. “No. Just like you don’t lose anything by forming your katana, you aren’t weakening yourself with this. You’d feel it if you were.” He drifted forward and brushed against one of the tendrils, which brightened under his touch. “You could exhaust yourself, of course, just like with any other spell. But it’s not dangerous.”

      “Good.” I grinned at the tree, pleased with my handiwork.

      The harpies seemed pleased as well. The leader shuffled around the base, smoothing down any lumps in the soil, crooning happily the whole time. For the first time since arriving in Tartarus, I felt a bit of hope.
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      Bootstrap half-leaped, half-fell over the back of the couch as he scrambled for the remote. “It’s finally happening!”

      “What—” My question was cut short as the news filled the tv screen.

      “A video of the last moments of the former IMIB Director, Renee Harland, was leaked by an anonymous source. Though it is a short clip, what you see will truly shock you. In fact, many are calling for the Mage’s Guild to open an investigation into Harland’s alleged assassination, while others are pointing an accusing finger at the Mage’s Guild themselves, insisting there must have been a coverup.”

      The news reporter droned on, but I couldn’t focus on her words as the video played on a loop. Director Harland and her assistant had been barricaded in her office. The door exploded inward as a mage, whose face was obscured by a mask, attacked. I remembered standing next to Director Harland in the elevator, and her quiet determination to help Chief Bradley. Her steadying presence was the only reason I hadn’t lost control that day.

      I curled my hand into a fist and pushed my magic down before it started leaking out of my eyes. Harland’s death was tragic, but we were going to get justice for her. For everyone my parents had trodden under foot to keep their iron-fisted control over the magical community.

      The reporter straightened his shoulders. “We also have an exclusive interview with the infamous leader of the organization some call a cult, and others call a beacon of hope.” The screen split in two. On the right, Prometheus—still masquerading as Talos to the world—sat in a crisp suit, the lighting just right to accentuate his cheekbones. “Talos, thank you for being willing to speak with us today.”

      Prometheus inclined his head. “Your network has always been willing to share the truth with people. Thank you for taking the time to listen.”

      “Now, you claim to know who is behind Director Harland’s murder?” The reporter folded his hands and gazed seriously into the camera.

      “I do.” Prometheus expression softened into one of sorrow. Even knowing who he really was, I was almost convinced he felt something about Harland’s death. “Director Harland was assassinated by the Mage’s Guild because she stood in their way.”

      “That is a weighty accusation. Do you have proof?”

      The video feed abruptly cut off, the interview replaced by the network's logo and a scrolling message about technical difficulties. Less than three seconds later, it switched to a commercial break.

      Bootstrap jumped off the couch and cheered. “Yes! YES! That could not have gone better!”

      “Seriously?” I jerked my thumb at the television. “He didn’t even get to offer proof!”

      “That exactly the point.” Bootstrap whirled around, his eyes alight with joy. “Who do you think got that broadcast cut off?”

      “The Mage’s Guild,” I bit out.

      “Exactly. Who do you think every single other person watching that broadcast thinks cut it off?”

      My eyes widened. “You knew they’d end it, didn’t you?”

      “Duh.” He flopped back on the couch and grinned. “They’re so predictable. Now that brief interview is going to be everywhere. Everyone will be talking about it. People will be suspicious when they may not have believed him before. The Mage’s Guild just made their first mistake, and it was a freaking big one. A doozy of a mistake. A catastr—”

      “I get it.” If I didn’t cut him off, he was likely to go on for minutes. Maybe even for hours. I didn’t want to test the limits of his rambling. “So, this is good?”

      “Amazingly good.”

      Magic prickled along the back of my neck, and I whirled around. “Did you feel that?”

      “No. Feel what?” Bootstrap eased off the couch, his breaths coming faster as he scanned the room, injured hand cradled against his chest. “Swift, you’re freaking me out here.”

      “Hush.” A faint hint of the magical signature I’d sensed remained. There was someone in the house. “Bootstrap, remember the emergency plan?”

      He wheezed out something I took to mean yes. I motioned for him to follow me. We needed to stay together as long as possible, only splitting up as a last resort. His footsteps were too loud, and he managed to trip over the carpet as I led him toward the back door.

      “Cameras?” I whispered.

      “Clear.” His voice shook with the effort to speak quietly.

      I grabbed his wrist and tapped out three, two, one before yanking the door open and shoving him ahead of me. He sprinted toward the car. I raced after him as the magical signature I’d felt flared to life behind us. We were too far from the car to make a clean getaway.

      “Keep running!” I summoned my mace.

      Light blazed around me as I spun on my heel and swung the mace at our attacker. The valkyrie caught the head of the mace with one hand, her armor glinting in the late afternoon sunlight and her wings stretched out wide behind her. I stared at her in shock. Yui’s protections should have prevented the valkyrie from finding us. If they had failed…

      “My sister gave you a gift, and you still choose to wield such a clumsy weapon.” Three more valkyrie appeared behind her. “You have much to learn if you can prove your worthiness.”

      I jerked the mace free of her grip and stepped back, my heart pounding. If there had been just one, I might have had a slim chance at surviving long enough to at least get Bootstrap out of here, but I knew I had no chance against four valkyrie. “Is this about Alruna’s armor?”

      “A valkyrie’s armor is sacred.”

      Bootstrap screeched behind me. I jerked around and spotted him slung over the shoulder of a fifth valkyrie, his feet kicking futilely as he struggled against her grip.

      “Don’t hurt him!” I readied myself to fight. Perhaps I could give him a chance to run even if winning the fight was impossible, but the valkyrie who had caught my mace put a hand on my shoulder.

      “She will not harm your little mage.” She gestured at her comrade and the other valkyrie set Bootstrap on his feet, then pushed him firmly down to sit on the ground. “He is not permitted to interfere in any way.”

      Bootstrap looked over at me with wide eyes. “Swift?”

      “Just stay calm. Everything is going to be fine,” I said, hoping that wasn’t a total lie. The valkyrie weren’t being hostile. But they also didn’t look like they had any intention of letting us go.

      “It took us longer to find you than expected,” the valkyrie said with an approving smile. “Your friend hid you well.”

      “Are you here to take back the armor?” I asked.

      “Only if necessary. Alruna gave it to you for a reason. I trust my sister’s judgment, but every valkyrie must go through the Proving.”

      “The Proving?”

      She nodded. “You will fight me, and we will see if you are worthy to bear the gifts of Freyja.”

      “I see.” There was no getting out of this, that much was clear. I wasn’t the type to back down from a fight anyhow. “Win or lose, you won’t hurt him, right?” I asked, pointing at Bootstrap.

      The valkyrie inclined her head. “You have my word he will remain unharmed.”

      “All right. Let’s do this.”

      The other valkyrie spread out in a circle around us. I was surprised when the woman that had challenged me began removing her armor. She laid it in a neat pile on the ground, then stepped into the make-shift ring to face me.

      “Alexis Antoinette Tiberius Swift, I accept the burden of challenging you in this Proving. I will not hold back.” She stretched her hand out to the side and summoned her sword.

      “What’s your name?” I asked. “I like to know who I’m fighting.”

      “Sigrún.” She snapped her fingers and a shimmering, gold-tinted shield snapped into place around us. “Now we begin.”

      She charged. Berserker magic burned down my arms as I drew on my reserves of strength and speed. I met her attack head on, parrying the first thrust of her sword with the handle of my mace, then swinging the mace down hard to force her back. She dodged my attack with ease. Not that I’d expected anything less from a valkyrie.

      Rage built in my chest, as it always did when I drew on my berserker magic. It had scared me when I was a child, but now I knew how to channel the overwhelming feelings into power. I controlled them. Sweat rolled down my face as I let the magic burn through me, pumping strength into my muscles. This was one fight where I couldn’t hold back, not even for a moment.

      Sigrún stayed on the ground, despite her wings. She didn’t need anything more than her sword to overwhelm me. I struggled to keep up with the frenzied pace of the fight. Yet her expression was one of serenity. Her grip on her sword was relaxed. This was barely a warmup for her.

      I staggered back from a well-placed kick and narrowly dodged a sweeping strike. My control over the berserker magic was teetering on the edge. I’d let myself cross that line before when we’d fought the warlock. It had been hard to come back. Only seeing Blackwell injured had given me the ability to come down from the rage. I’d have to hope I could anchor myself once again, because I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from crossing that line in this fight.

      With a shout, I slammed my mace onto the ground between us and released the tight hold I kept on my magic. A wave of power exploded out from me and slammed into Sigrún, knocking her off her feet.

      The world took on a hazy glow as my skin cracked under the sheer pressure of the magic pumping through my body. Pink flames curled around the head of my mace as I lifted my gaze to my opponent with a grin.

      “You’re taking it easy on me. It’s boring!” I lunged at her, practically flying across the space.

      Sigrún’s eyes widened in surprise as she was forced to block my overhead swing. “It seems I’m not the only one who has been taking it easy.” She kicked me in the gut.

      I stumbled back, but was already twisting into my next attack. Pain was nothing but a distant memory while going full berserker. Only the rage mattered. Only the fight.

      “I’ve fought scarier birds,” I taunted. “The phoenix at least managed to knock me off my feet.”

      She grinned and picked up the pace of her attacks. “Good. Be fearless.”

      I snarled at her condescending tone, and threw myself into a flurry of attacks. My arms burned, but there was no stopping now.

      No matter how quick my attacks, and no matter the power behind them, I still couldn’t touch her. It was infuriating. I needed to see her bleed. I needed to win.

      “I grow weary of this clumsy weapon.” Sigrún caught my next strike with the flat of her blade, then twisted abruptly and jerked the mace out of my hands.

      I stumbled forward, shock at the loss of my weapon quickly shifting to an all-consuming rage. With a shout, I charged the valkyrie and punched her in the jaw. Pain radiated through my hand, but I didn’t hesitate. I just kept fighting.

      She threw her sword to the side and fought back, landing blows on my face and ribs that stole my breath. My vision wavered as a particularly strong hook punch nearly took me off my feet.

      I snarled in anger and tried to tackle her, but she side-stepped my charge and kicked me in the back. Before I could regain my footing, her heel slammed into my side, then my jaw.

      “Yield!” she shouted.

      “No!” I charged her again with stars dancing through my already blurry vision. My lungs couldn’t quite seem to draw a full breath.

      “Hiroji!” Bootstrap’s frantic shout broke through my rage-induced haze at exactly the wrong moment.

      I looked away from Sigrún, and saw Hiroji being held back by two valkyrie. I shouldn’t have looked away. Sigrún’s fist hit my temple, and the world tilted on its axis. I was falling. Or perhaps the world had simply turned upside down. Either way, I found I couldn’t quite convince my limbs to move.

      Bright blue eyes stared down at me. Sigrún. The fight. I was supposed to be fighting. I tried to lift my hand to re-summon my mace, but my fingers only twitched.

      “Do you yield?” she asked.

      “N…no…” I ground out. I could get up. I had to.

      She smiled. “Good.”

      With a final punch, I was plunged into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “Knocking her out when she’d already lost was unnecessary.”

      I groaned as I returned to consciousness. And pain. Going full berserker always left me in pain, but having the shit beat out of me definitely made it worse.

      “The Proving is only complete when the one being tested either yields, is killed, or falls unconscious. Would you rather I’d killed her?” Sigrún asked.

      Hiroji sighed. “Of course not.”

      I blinked, but only one eye opened. The other was swollen shut. “Might have been better, actually,” I muttered. Even my jaw ached. I probed it with shaky fingers, and found it swollen and bruised as well. “I guess I failed your test.”

      Sigrún walked over and peered down at me, brows creased in confusion. “You didn’t yield. You completed the Proving.”

      “What?” I squinted up at her. Maybe I was hallucinating.

      “You can only fail if you yield. A valkyrie may never surrender. We fight to victory or death. There is no in-between for us.” She placed a cool hand on my forehead, and healing magic flowed through me in a warm wave. The ache of my wounds eased enough for me to sit up, and I was surprised to find I’d been laid out on the kitchen floor.

      Bootstrap hovered at the edge of the room between two valkyrie who had their wings folded tightly against their backs in order to fit in the small space. “You sure she’s not going to have brain damage?” he asked nervously.

      Hiroji gave him a flat look. “She’s far too hard-headed for that.”

      “Not that I mind, but what are you even doing here, Hiroji?” I asked with a frown.

      He jerked his thumb at Bootstrap. “He managed to get me a message before the valkyrie grabbed him.”

      “A brave act,” Sigrún said with an approving smile.

      “Right.” I rolled my neck around on my shoulder. There were still the normal aches and pains that remained after using berserker magic, but my body was functional once again. “So, what happens now that I’ve passed your test?”

      “You are a valkyrie now.”

      My jaw dropped, but before I could object, she held up a hand to silence me.

      “In name only. You are currently far too weak to truly be one of us.” She lowered her hand. “Which is something we must fix if you are to help us.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Help you?”

      “Apparently they aren’t fans of your father either,” Hiroji said as he held out a hand and pulled me up to my feet. “I’m still not sure this is a good idea, but I promised them I’d encourage you to hear them out.”

      I frowned. “I’ll listen, but saving Blackwell is my priority. We don’t have a chance of beating Fate without him.”

      “I agree,” Sigrún said as she motioned toward the empty chair at the kitchen table. “Sit, and we can discuss your training. And our common goal.”
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      The chimaera crumbled into ash across from me. Dead once again. Apparently, after killing it that first time, it had developed a grudge and would be coming after me every time it was reborn. Forever. I’d feel bad, but it had attacked me first, and it was a bully. Kronos insisted it was excellent training, but I was starting to think he was just a sadist.

      “I will ask my third question,” Kronos announced before I could even catch my breath. His previous “question” had left me splayed out on the ground for an hour after he’d rifled through my brain. He’d been interested in all my interactions with Fate once again, but more focused on our later meetings. He’d also seen that Fate had tried to recruit me before ordering Death to drag me to hell. Kronos had agreed it was a test to see if I could be controlled, all the while leading me into a trap, just in case I was too rebellious. And I clearly had been.

      “Are you going to ask this time, or attempt to pull it out of my brain by force?” I asked, exhausted and already in pain from another bite from the stupid snake.

      “Exploring your past seemed the easiest solution,” Kronos said.

      “For you, maybe. I find it rather uncomfortable.”

      The titan sighed, as if I was a particularly unruly child, but sat down in front of me. “Then I shall simply ask today.”

      I nodded, relieved, and set about draining the venom from my leg for the second time. It was just as painful as I remembered. “Go for it.”

      “You stated that the gods have begun interfering with things once again,” Kronos said, his fingers idly tapping against the handle of his scythe.

      “That’s not really a question.”

      He gave me an unimpressed look. “How did they weaken or break the binding Fate set in place that kept them from interfering with humanity for so long?”

      “Ah. That, I actually know. They didn’t.” I gritted my teeth together as I squeezed out the remaining venom. My hands shook and a sudden weariness swept through me. I missed sleep.

      “Explain.”

      I slumped back against the stone wall and waited out the wave of pain before responding. “Fate couldn’t help interfering. I noticed it for the first time when I fought the warlock. There were these red marbles that had fallen all over the floor.” My leg throbbed as the lingering numbness faded. “The warlock slipped on one, and it was enough to break his concentration, which gave me an opening to kill him. Thing is, the marble moved on its own. I watched it roll under his foot, and I knew it hadn’t been by chance. Fate was arrogant enough to think they could break the rules without consequences, I guess.” I scratched at my cheek. My stubble had grown into a beard and it itched. I could probably shave it with the mayhem magic, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to risk it.

      “Or arrogant enough to think they could control the gods without the binding,” Kronos mused, a faraway look in his eyes.

      I shrugged. “They are keeping Zeus in a box, so they may be right.”

      Kronos grunted, then stood. “There is much to do to prepare. Come.”

      “I can’t,” I ground out, irritation mounting as the ache in my leg escalated to throbbing pain in the jagged wound where the snake’s fang had torn my calf open.

      “You can, even if you have to crawl.”

      “And then what? If I can’t stand, I can’t fight. I can’t train.” My stomach growled, and I pressed my head back against the wall to steady myself against the gnawing hunger that had been building all day. I’d been able to ignore it for a while, but it was too much right now. Too much pain. Too much bullshit. Fate had trapped a god and was using them as a magical battery. I could barely kill a chimaera. There was no way I was going to defeat a god, and it had been nothing but stupid hope that ever let me think I had a chance.

      “You must train in the time that you have.”

      “Why? This is pointless!” I pressed a hand to my aching gut. “It’s been weeks and I’m still trapped here. The plan my mother left may not work. I chose to let Death take me knowing it would most likely be permanent.” Sweat trickled down my forehead. I was hot, tired, and hungry. And there was no relief from any of it. There never would be.

      Kronos shook his head, annoyance clear in the tight line of his mouth. “Being Chaos’ vessel has made you soft. Entitled. You’ve never known what it was like to be the weakest person in the room.” The titan stared down at me, his dark eyes flashing like a thunderstorm. “Until now.”

      I ground my teeth together. “I’m not soft.”

      “Then stand up.”

      “There’s no point!” Bitterness burned in my chest. I thought I’d been prepared for the sacrifice I was making, but I hadn’t been.

      “Then surrender control to Chaos and let your consciousness fade into oblivion!” Kronos snarled.

      “No!” Mayhem magic surged to my fingertips. I wanted so badly to lash out at him, but I knew it would be pointless. I couldn’t so much as scratch him, even if he held still and let me try. Chaos was conspicuously silent in the back of my mind, which for some reason only made me angrier.

      Kronos set the end of his scythe on the ground and knelt before me. “Power like this must be earned. Did you think it would be easy?”

      I bared my teeth at him. “I’m not improving fast enough. This place is making me weak.”

      “Your fear is making you weak.” He grabbed my leg and dug his thumb into the wound, drawing a pained shout out of me. I scrambled to pry his hand away, but couldn’t even budge his fingers. “You fear pain. You fear hunger. You fear failure.”

      “Of course I do!”

      “Then they are your masters. You will kneel to pain and hunger and failure. Fate will have won, and you will stay here forever under the thumb of your new god.”

      My body shook as I struggled against his agonizing grip on my leg. “Fate is not my god.”

      “Prove it. Get off your knees and defy them.”

      I shoved his hand away, and he finally let me. It took everything I had and then some to force myself to my feet. A small, scared part of me didn’t want to. A traitorous voice at the back of my mind that wanted to give up and wait for Swift to find me, but I knew that wasn’t an option. I took a deep breath, forcing down the urge to run. I was already in hell. There was nowhere to run to.

      “What now? Another fight I’m bound to lose?” I gasped out.

      “No. There is someone it is time you met. He will create something for you that will either strengthen you, or break you completely.”

      “Great.”
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        * * *

      

      We walked. And walked. And walked. The tunnels were even more extensive than I’d realized, but I was just glad I didn’t have to climb over the jagged rocks this time. My leg burned for the first hour, but by the second the wound had closed, and the pain had receded to manageable levels. A mix of anger and frustration still buzzed under my skin. No matter how determined I was not to bow to Fate, the temptation to just stop trying remained.

      Finally, Kronos stopped in front of a tunnel that led downward at a steep angle and turned to me. “You will find Arges this way.” He pointed his scythe down the tunnel. “Ask him for város. Trade whatever you must in order to acquire it.”

      I peered down the tunnel with increasing trepidation. “Anything I should be aware of before I talk to him?”

      “Do not attempt to attack him. He would kill you easily, which would delay your training while you are reborn.”

      “And if he attacks me?”

      Kronos dropped his scythe and turned to leave, clearly unconcerned. “Run and hope for the best.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      I limped down into the tunnel. The steep angle made it harder to keep my footing, but I persevered. The sooner I got this over with, the better.

      As I descended, the air grew thick and warm. A spongy, black moss hung in tendrils from the normally bare tunnel walls and ceiling. I grimaced as I ducked under it. Nothing that smelled like that could be good for you.

      Sweat rolled down my spine as I approached the end of the tunnel. It widened into a wide cavern that looked as if it had been carved by hand. The walls were too smooth, and the room too perfectly square, to be a natural feature. I wondered absently if the tunnels themselves had been carved out by someone as well. Perhaps Kronos had created them.

      A steady puff and hiss echoed off the walls and long shadows flickered across the floor. I stepped into the oppressive heat, and spotted the source of both the heat and the noise. A furnace filled with white-hot flames burned steadily in the corner, the fire growing with every breath of the bellows. Swords, armor, and other half-finished items were stacked in neat piles all around the forge. I had no idea why anyone would willingly stay in here for longer than a few minutes at a time. Already, my parched throat felt drier than it ever had.

      Standing in front of an anvil that dominated the center of the room, with one hand on the bellows, was a massive cyclops. His skin was gray as the surrounding stone. In fact, if he were to stand still enough, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to spot him. A single, massive eye sat above a wide nose. It swiveled toward me as I approached with my hands held out in the universal sign of “I come in peace”. I eyed the massive hammer grasped in his hand. Hopefully, he got the message.

      I cleared my throat. “I’m looking for Arges.”

      The cyclops’ single eye bored into me. His face was a mask devoid of emotion. “Who sent you?” he asked, his voice both deep and rough, as if that too was made of stone.

      Not an answer, but not an outright denial either. “Kronos.”

      With an unimpressed snort, the cyclops leaned over to peer into the furnace. “I am not surprised he has sent me another demigod.” His eye flicked up and down, lip curling in derision. “Another selfish prick.”

      I frowned. I mean, I was selfish most of the time, but he didn’t know me well enough to sling that insult at me. “You have a lot of experience with demigods and pricks?”

      “Enough.” He turned to face me fully, hammer still gripped tightly in his hand. “What has Kronos sent you to beg for in his stead?”

      “Not a fan?”

      He snorted. “He was the first to banish me to this prison. Such a thing is not so easily forgiven.”

      I shrugged, biting down on the impulse to ask what he’d done to get thrown in here for a second time. Or the first time, for that matter. Especially since I needed his help. “Can’t argue with that.”

      “Make your request.”

      “Kronos told me to ask for város.” I had no idea what that meant, but I recognized it as a Greek word.

      The cyclops looked me up and down, considering, then nodded once. “This is my price. You will kill the rakshasa, then I will give you what you asked for.”

      I pursed my lips. The creature wasn’t familiar, which worried me. For a moment, I intensely missed Gresham and his bookstore. I’d have killed for a chance to figure out what I was up against and look for tips. “Will the rakshasa be alone?”

      “The rakshasa is always alone. It kills every being it comes across, harming them without cause or purpose. I would see it punished for its cruelty.”

      Sounded like the chimaera. I wondered if the two creatures had been sent here as part of the torment, or if they were simply a threat to Fate like everyone else in here.

      “What does killing it accomplish?” I asked. “It’ll just come back.”

      “It provides me with one day where I do not have to be annoyed by it.” Arges rolled his shoulder back, his thick, calloused fingers rubbing at the muscle. “I have found that is as good as it gets in this prison.”

      “Makes sense.” I wasn’t a fan of bullies either, especially in a place that was already miserable. There was no reason to add to the suffering. I’d even feel bad for killing the chimaera twice now if the asshole hadn’t attacked me first each time. “Where does it hang out?”

      “Continue down, then follow the trail of bones.”

      Ominous. I saluted the cyclops. “I’d say I’d bring you its head, but things tend to crumble to ash when they die down here.”

      “I will take your word that it is dead, and make you regret ever being born if I discover you have lied.” With that lovely threat, the cyclops returned his attention to the forge in a clear dismissal.

      I limped back up the steep tunnel, where I would apparently be looking for a trail of bones. Just how I needed to finish an already shitty day.
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      The trail of bones was easy to follow. Too easy. And the oasis they led to was far too idyllic to be real. Much like the pomegranate orchard, I had to assume this place was some kind of trap.

      In the valley between two steep hills, a clear, still pool sat in the shade of a sprawling banyan tree. Its thick branches stretched around the pool with a strange, wavy fringe that reached back down to the ground, giving the tree the unsettling appearance of being able to crawl away at any moment like a centipede. Yet the small pond looked inviting. I wanted to go sit beside it, perhaps dip my toes in the water. But I had learned not to trust anything in Tartarus.

      I stopped and focused in on that sixth sense Sakura had forced me to learn to control, and pushed my awareness out. Magic tingled over my skin and the illusion wavered. There was no pool. There was no tree.

      A grating laugh skittered around the edges of the valley with no clear source. Claws tapped on stone. I turned slowly in place as I tried to focus on what I sensed, and not what I’d heard. The magic couldn’t lie. And yet… I frowned. I couldn’t quite pinpoint the rakshasa’s location. There was so much magic pumping through the air that it was like trying to see through a fog. Time for a different tactic.

      “You going to just creep around, or actually come out and fight me?” I shouted as I formed a katana with the mayhem magic.

      Silence fell. The tap-tap of the claws ceased. The magic surrounding me moved. I spun around as a hideous creature careened toward me. Its body was striped with fur like a tiger, but it ran on two legs. Four muscular arms extended out from its torso, the top two arms wielding dandpatta—a double-edged straight sword which has a hilt covered by a half-gauntlet. The weapon had been created so that a soldier could maximize enemy casualties if he ever found himself surrounded.

      I moved on instinct and threw myself as far out of the rakshasa’s path as I could manage. This creature was insanely fast. Fighting it at close range was going to put me at a serious disadvantage.

      The rakshasa whirled around with a snarl. Blood and drool dripped from the tusks and fangs that protruded from its mouth. Its eyes were devoid of any conscious thought. There was no reasoning with it. I’d walked into a fight I had no choice but to win.

      I have a bad feeling about this, Chaos said, sounding half-amused and half-worried.

      “Shut up and do something helpful.”

      Like what?

      I had no time to respond. The rakshasa attacked again with a brutal flurry of strikes that forced me to retreat in a wide circle to avoid getting pinned against the steep hills. I quickly realized that having four arms wasn’t the only weird thing about the creature. Its hands were also backward, which caused many of the attacks to come at odd angles I wasn’t used to defending against.

      Then the rakshasa split into three. I stumbled back, my lungs straining as I panted. My opponent had me surrounded, though I was fairly certain only one of them was real. The copies had to be an illusion, just like the oasis behind us.

      The rakshasa in front of me lunged in, forcing me to scuttle back to avoid the thrust of its blade, but that put me in range of the one behind me. I ducked and dodged, narrowly avoiding blades I couldn’t even be sure were real.

      Faster! Chaos demanded.

      My muscles trembled as I parried three quick strikes—that was the real one! I was incapable of moving any faster, but the rakshasa didn't share my limits. It pressed its advantage, weaving in and out with the other two until I’d lost track of which was real once again. It cackled as I struggled to keep up. It was toying with me. This fight was nothing but a game for the insane monster.

      Its blade slipped through my defenses and sliced through my jacket, leaving a long cut across the bicep of my right arm. I tossed the katana to my left hand just in time to block an overhead strike, only to miss the swipe of the rakshasa’s second sword that laid open my right thigh.

      Shit.

      Shit, indeed, Chaos said, sounding resigned.

      “Bleed, bleed, bleed,” the rakshasa cackled as it planted a foot in my chest and kicked me hard enough to toss me back like a rag doll. The copies vanished, leaving only the real rakshasa behind.

      I hit the ground, my vision blinking out as the katana crumpled in my hand. Before I could even consider defending myself, the rakshasa sliced open my other arm, then my thigh as he darted past. The pain nearly overwhelmed me, but it couldn’t snuff out the disbelief.

      After so much training, I’d been taken down like a child with a wooden sword. I’d come nowhere near even wounding the bastard. I tried to roll out of the way of the next strike, but my muscles refused to respond. The last thing I saw before darkness consumed me was the fire-bright glow of the rakshasa’s eyes above a fiendish grin.

      Then it cut off my head.
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      Dying hurt. And so did waking up afterward.

      It was pitch black, just like it had been the first time I’d woken up in Tartarus. I rolled over and coughed, fumbling to pull down my collar, just to make sure my head was firmly attached, all the way around. It still ached, but my flesh was intact.

      I patted myself down, but my arms and legs were perfectly healed. The only injury was the shallow cut on my stomach that I was fairly certain was not from the fight with the rakshasa. It was from the fight with Atticus. Even the bow was in the same place in the inner pocket of my jacket. And, as far as I could tell, I was in the same place I’d first arrived in Tartarus, and in the exact same condition. Though it was impossible to tell in the complete darkness.

      The gnawing hunger wasn’t as bad as it had been before I’d died, and while I was thirsty, my throat wasn’t as dry as normal. In fact, my mind was oddly clear. The hunger and lack of sleep had begun to wear on me, but waking up was like starting fresh.

      A reset? Chaos suggested. When you are reborn, it's as you were when Death brought you here.

      “Almost worth it just to have a break from the hunger. Dying is as close to a nap as you can get around here.” I forced myself to stand, despite the lingering weariness. Everything felt off-kilter once again. The mayhem magic was there, but it felt shaky, just like it had when I’d first arrived. “I guess Kronos’ warning about dying setting back my training was spot on. Do you feel it, too?”

      Mmm, somewhat. I suspect it is magical exhaustion.

      “Huh. I guess that could make sense if the process of being reborn draws on my own magic.” I didn’t want to think too hard about it. Knowing I’d crumbled into ash, then reappeared here was a bit unsettling. I did a quick pat. Just make sure things had, uh, reformed correctly.

      Chaos snorted in the back of my mind.

      “Shut up. It’s a valuable limb.”

      Not in here. Chaos paused. Unless you’re into feathers?

      “Don’t even suggest that.” I shuddered in horror at the thought of letting a harpy anywhere near my dick. I could say with confidence I’d rather die.

      Chaos cackled at me in the back of my mind as I crept forward, using the same sweeping method as last time to avoid stumbling into anything pointy. I made slow progress, but with my current levels of exhaustion, there was no point in rushing.

      What now? Chaos asked.

      “I go and try again.” It wasn’t exactly my idea of a good time, but I had a feeling Kronos would refuse to help me at all until I'd gotten the item he’d sent me to Arges for. He had a twisted idea of what constituted training. I’d never complain about Master Hiko forcing me to carry buckets of water up a hill on my head again. “I know how it fights now.”

      The fact that the rakshasa’s fighting method consisted mostly of being faster, stronger, and more powerful than me was neither here nor there. I’d figure something out.

      It’s going to take forever to find our way back at this rate, Chaos said, clearly impatient to die again.

      “I don’t think breaking my leg trying to get there faster will be all that helpful,” I muttered, my irritation growing.

      I could help. That’s all I’m suggesting.

      I took a deep breath and forced back the anger. We’d both promised to try to work together instead of constantly fighting. “Help how?”

      Let the magic move so I can show you. I won’t be fighting for control, I promise.

      “Fine.”

      It still unnerved me to feel the magic move without my prompting, but I let it. A wave of mayhem magic crept out from under my feet and I tensed, expecting destruction. Instead, as the magic swept over the ground in front of me, a vision of what it covered formed in my mind. I blinked. I couldn’t see it, yet…I could. The mayhem magic was acting as another optic nerve, feeding information straight into my brain in shades of gray.

      “Can I move while doing this?”

      Go ahead and try. It may be a struggle to maintain at first, but with practice, it should become easy.

      It did not become easy. But I did manage to work my way up to a light jog. The constant strain of balancing the focus required to “see”, and the control I had to maintain to prevent simply destroying everything in my path was giving me a headache, though.

      With a mingled sense of relief and trepidation, I finally spotted the familiar glow I knew would lead me to the orchard. The orchard meant harpies. While I’d been allowed to replant the tree, I couldn’t be completely sure they trusted me now. Or would let me pass through the orchard unharmed.

      As I crested the top of the hill, I peered down at the orchard with no small amount of wariness. The tree I’d replanted, was still standing. The tethers remained, as well.

      Get it over with, scaredy-cat. Chaos tugged at my leg. If we’re going to die again, might as well do it quickly.

      “A little optimism would be appreciated,” I muttered as I began slip-sliding down the hill. The shift of the dirt under my feet was loud enough to make me cringe. There was no way the harpies hadn’t heard me coming at this point. But perhaps that was for the best. I wasn’t exactly keen on surprising them, either.

      I slowed my pace as the loose soil gave way to the soft grass that carpeted the orchard. The trees were still, but now that I was paying attention, I could practically feel the harpy’s eyes on me. Swallowing down my fear, I headed toward the far edge of the tree line. There was no way I was walking through the orchard. It was hard to plead innocence when actively trespassing like that.

      As I neared the corner, a rustling in the branches gave me pause. I stopped and looked up in to the tree, and locked eyes with a harpy. It was their leader once again, the one with the white markings on her wings. She shifted uneasily on the branch as she peered down at me. I kept my hands up as I edged along the border of the orchard.

      “I will not be taking anything,” I said quietly, wondering if harpies were even capable of speech. “Just passing through.”

      She cocked her head to the side and trilled at me, the sound both a warning and perhaps acceptance. It was unclear. I didn’t speak bird. But she wasn’t eating me, and that was pretty much a universal signal of peace.

      Maybe move a little faster, Chaos muttered.

      That sounded like a brilliant idea. So I did. It was awkward to jog sideways with my hands up, but I managed it. The first harpy stayed put, but another popped her head out a tree a few yards away as I approached. It seemed there were enough of them to watch me stumble around the entire orchard.

      But they didn’t attack. In fact, they just seemed curious as I carefully avoided their precious orchard. Perhaps they didn’t get non-thieving visitors very often. And perhaps replanting the tree had earned me safe passage through their orchard.

      The leader dropped out of her tree, and I nearly tripped over my own feet. But she didn’t attack, just watched me with her head cocked to the side.

      “Uh, nice bird lady,” I said with a hesitant grin. “No need to claw me.”

      She trilled, the sound definitely coming off as curious rather than angry.

      “That’s right. I come in peace.” I tried grinning, then quickly hid my teeth. That might look threatening, even though I’d been told I had a very charming smile.

      By the time I reached the halfway point, a small group of harpies were trailing after me like lost ducklings. It was kind of cute? But mostly terrifying.

      They look like they’re considering adopting you, Chaos said. I could practically see him grinning. You did show some excellent gardening skills.

      “Don’t encourage them,” I muttered, eyeing the white-winged harpy who was getting awfully close.

      They can’t hear me. Chaos left off “you idiot”, but it was definitely implied.

      “Doesn’t matter. Don’t even put that thought out there.”

      Finally, I saw the light at the end of the proverbial tunnel. Without turning my back on my feathery stalkers, I jogged backward toward the tunnels where I’d escaped from them once before. This time, they didn’t follow me very far. The harpies stopped at the edge of the tunnel and chirped what felt like a farewell before launching into the air.

      As soon as I rounded the corner and was out of sight, I slumped back against the cool stone with a sigh of relief. That had been tense. And creepy. Somehow, the harpies liking me was more unsettling than them hating me.

      “Tartarus is such a weird place,” I muttered.

      Chaos snorted in the back of my mind. Did you expect it to be ‘normal’?

      “I expected the suffering to be more straight forward.” I shook out the tension in my shoulders. “You know, lakes of fire, or tiny demons with pitchforks.”

      How dull, Chaos said.

      I rolled my eyes as I resumed my journey through the tunnels. It would take hours to get back to the creature’s lair, assuming I didn’t get lost, which was a possibility. There weren’t exactly signs saying “Kronos this way” and “For Certain Death, take a left”. Someone really should have put some up by now, though.
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      By the time I found the rakshasa’s lair again, I wished I hadn’t. The oasis was still there, serene as ever, except for the pile of half-dead centaurs in front of it. I hadn’t even known the creatures were down here, and wondered who’d they’d pissed off to be sent here. The harpies certainly weren’t evil, and neither was Arges as far as I could tell.

      I grimaced. The centaurs were not having a good time. It appeared I was lucky the rakshasa had just cut off my head. It was clear now why the cyclops wanted the rakshasa dead.

      I formed my katana and strode toward the centaurs, then dispatched them as quickly and painlessly as possible. They crumbled into ash at my feet, and silence fell.

      “Ready to come out and fight me again, asshole?” I shouted, angry enough to not care about being quiet or cautious. The rakshasa knew I was here, anyhow.

      Laughter echoed all around me, seeming to come from dozens of places all at once. Three rakshasa stepped out of the shadows. Then another, and another, and another. There were at least ten, maybe more, all stalking toward me with a feral grin. Their swords were already stained with blood.

      “Will that technique you used to help me see in the dark work here?” I asked as I tightened my grip on my katana.

      I suppose it would, Chaos said, sounding pleased I’d thought of it.

      “Let’s find the real one.”

      The mayhem magic flared out. It passed through the illusions, the magic that created them powerful enough to confuse my basic awareness, but not enough to trick me when I could sense if they were solid or not. And right now, the real rakshasa was charging in behind me.

      I ducked and swung around with a sweeping strike. The rakshasa kicked off the ground and leaped over my blade, cackling in surprise.

      “Tricky, tricky! It learnssss,” the rakshasa hissed.

      I lunged in, refusing to stay on the defensive this time around. If I wanted to have a chance at winning, I had to be aggressive. Hesitation would get me killed.

      With my magic thrumming around me, I ignored the illusions. It was hard to avoid flinching when they ran at me, swords raised, but I ruthlessly suppressed the instinct. The illusions didn't matter. I had to focus only on what was real.

      Shut your eyes, Chaos whispered as yet another illusion slammed through me.

      I did so without arguing. It was odd, but the awareness the magic gave me was as good as seeing. Perhaps even better. I was aware of everything around me, not just what was in front of me. The extra information was overwhelming, and the added strain of maintaining it while I fought made me slow. And slow was not an option. It wasn’t even a surprise when the sword pierced my chest. I’d seen it coming, but hadn’t been able to dodge or block it.

      I met the rakshasa’s gaze and raised a middle finger. It cut off my head. Again.
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      The berserker rage crackled under my skin as my mace collided with the demon’s face. Its skull caved in and the blood-red light in its eyes was snuffed out. I wanted to kill them all. Every single disgusting little monster that had dared attack my city. My home. Prometheus had warned us, and we’d seen the signs, but there was no way to prevent Ares’ attack or predict his target.

      Gresham barreled past me as his arms transformed into thick, thorn-covered vines that were at least ten feet long. He whipped the vines into a group of demons attacking a storefront. Green tendrils erupted from the vines and tangled around the wriggly bastards, then squeezed. The monsters shrieked and clawed at the vines, but they were too thick to for their claws to tear through. I bounded over two parked cars and smashed their heads in a twisted game of whack-a-mole.

      The Mage’s Guild had closed ranks around their local offices, leaving the rest of London to fend for itself. Idiots. There had already been mutterings about corruption in the Mage’s Guild after the news conference two days prior. This would only confirm everyone’s suspicions. My father was rarely stupid, which left me more scared than ever. If he no longer cared what people thought, then he must assume he could control them, regardless.

      The Awakened’s banner streamed over the battleground, tattered and bloodied, like a beacon of hope. And as little as I trusted them, I couldn’t help the little twist of relief every time I spotted it, because I knew it meant more civilians were being evacuated and protected. If the Awakened hadn’t come to help…

      I wiped a chunk of gore off my cheek with the back of my hand. We’d been at this for hours, but the demons just kept coming. Hiroji and Akita had split off from the group to try to find their source.

      “Lexi!” Gresham waved frantically with a vine-y arm, beckoning me toward him. “With me!”

      I sprinted after him and quickly saw the reason why he’d asked me to follow. Hiroji and Jebediah Tane were just ahead of us. They must have found the source of the demons.

      Jebediah was one of the more fanatic followers of the Awakened, and a fairly powerful mage. But it was his fearlessness that made him deadly. He would throw himself into a volcano if the Awakened asked him to. I’d caught a glimpse of the extent of his zealotry when Blackwell had cornered him in that alley after the Awakened’s first protest, but I’d had no idea how deep his loyalties ran.

      Hiroji and Jebediah cut a path through the still swarming demons. As we turned down a side street, the dark magic that permeated the air became heavier. Denser. They had definitely found it. I kicked off the ground, hooked a light pole with the head of my mace, and flung myself through the air to try to catch up. The demons were thicker here, but between the four of us, they didn’t stand a chance.

      A sharp whistle cut through the chaos of the fight, and Hiroji’s head jerked up. He returned the call with two short whistles, then leaped over a group of demons. “We need to hurry! It’s about to summon more of them!” He pointed toward Akita, who I’d missed before.

      Her daggers flashed as she fended off the largest group of demons I’d seen as she circled a mound of skulls. It reminded me of the altar we’d found in the access tunnel in Boston where we’d fought the hydra. Ares was clearly fond of the death and carnage motif.

      “The altar must be destroyed!” Gresham shouted. “Did anyone bring explosives?”

      “I can get some here in about ten minutes!” Jebediah shouted back as he engulfed a demon in flames.

      “More demons come out every time it activates. That’s way too long!” Akita yelled.

      The altar pulsed, as if in agreement, and the scent of sulfur filled the air. The city was already overrun. We couldn’t waste any more time. Screw the explosives. I would do this myself.

      I drew on the berserker magic and charged toward the altar, barreling through the demons without bothering to kill them. Wind whipped through my hair as my magic picked up the surrounding debris. Going full berserker twice in just a few days was madness, but these were mad times.

      Magic pounded through me until it was all I could feel. The exhaustion from the long fight was replaced with the beating of my heart. I flew past Akita and slammed my mace down onto the altar. It shuddered under the blow, but wasn’t damaged. The altar pulsed out another wave of magic and took on a green glow.

      “It’s about to go again!” Akita shouted.

      Acting on instinct, I dropped my mace and reached my hand out to the side. I knew the sword would come to me like it always did. Golden armor shimmered into place around me as the sword landed in my palm. I raised the blade overhead and struck down, rending the altar in half.

      The shock wave hit me before I registered the explosion. It lifted me off my feet, but the impact of its dark magic was dampened by the valkyrie armor. I twisted in the air, using my momentum rather than fighting it, and landed in the middle of the street. I drove my sword into the ground and slid to a halt half a dozen yards from the now ruined altar. I hadn’t had much time to train with the valkyrie, but Sigrún pushed me hard in the time we did have, and I’d found I could move more nimbly already.

      Akita dropped down from seemingly nowhere and brushed a non-existent speck of dust off her leg. “Might want to warn us before you blow something up next time.”

      I rolled my eyes and yanked my sword free of the asphalt. “As if there was time for that.”

      The demons that had been close to the altar had been killed, but I could still hear the others in the distance. We’d stopped them from replenishing their numbers, but the fight wasn’t over yet.

      Hiroji sheathed his katana as he approached . “We need to keep moving. The Awakened are sweeping north to round up any demons still left alive.”

      “Are we sure there was only one altar?” I banished the sword and armor and rolled my shoulders. Using Alruna’s armor along with my berserker magic put extra wear on my body. There were still things I didn’t quite understand about the armor as well, which was why I refused to rely on it right now.

      Hiroji’s lips thinned. “I hadn’t considered that.”

      Lopez bounded toward us, shifting back to human form as she stopped at my side. “We need to get out of here. Now that the fight is pretty much over, the Mage’s Guild is rolling through attempting to arrest the Awakened.”

      “Of course they are.” I ground my teeth together. The berserker rage churned beneath my skin, urging me to crush the sycophantic assholes willing to arrest the very people that had just saved so many lives while they stood by and did nothing.

      “Lexi.” Hiroji’s soft warning cut through the rage. “Not today.”

      Lopez nudged me forward, and I let her, putting one foot in front of the other as I headed in the opposite direction of where I wanted to go. With my friend’s help, the berserker rage faded. I looked to my left on instinct, ready to ask Blackwell how many demons he’d killed. But, of course, he wasn’t there.

      Every day that passed without progress filled me with guilt. I was fully focused on seeing through the plan his mother had left us, but there were some distractions that were impossible to avoid. Like this one.

      I curled my hand into a fist. We were getting close. Be patient, Logan. We haven’t forgotten about you.
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      Dying didn’t hurt any less the third, fourth, or fifth time.

      I sat up and rested my head on my knees. “I wonder how long being reborn takes. I could be losing days or weeks and not even know it.” The thought was alarming. Swift could even be searching for me and unable to find me. Though I refused to linger on that terrible prospect.

      The chimaera always returned within a day or two. I doubt it’s much longer than that, Chaos said, as unconcerned as ever.

      “Do you feel less exhausted?” I rolled my neck on my shoulders. “It’s not quite as hard to get myself together now. Perhaps I’m just getting used to it.”

      Perhaps, Chaos agreed.

      And that was another terrifying thought. I did not want to get used to dying. And I was getting sick of being beheaded. It was extremely uncomfortable, if only for a split second.

      “Maybe I should try shooting it this time.” I dragged a hand down my face. “I’ve been avoiding using the bow because I’m worried the rakshasa might somehow take it from me, but this isn’t working.”

      Or… Chaos paused for a moment. Perhaps something more…creative?

      “Like what?”

      You’re not going to like it.

      “Just spit it out. It can’t be any worse than dying repeatedly.”

      We’re getting stronger. I think I could take form outside of you for a brief moment.

      My head snapped up. “Long enough to fire a single shot?”

      It would be risky. The strain of firing the bow and maintaining my form would be extreme.

      I rolled the idea around in my mind. It was risky, but it was also a good idea. Everything I’d tried so far had failed. I had to do something different this time. “We have to try. As awful as this place is, it’s also the only place I can push my limits without worrying about really dying.”

      Kronos would be proud.

      I snorted. “He’s probably forgotten about me by now.”

      Immortals don’t forget.

      “We’ll see.” I stood and stretched out my stiff limbs. It always felt like I’d been sleeping wrong when I first started moving after being reborn.

      The route back to the rakshasa’s lair was now so familiar I hardly needed to use my extra “sight” to navigate the rocky darkness. Even the harpies had grown used to me, barely poking their heads out of the trees as I passed by—except for the one I’d named Nosy, who liked to follow me all the way around the orchard. She didn’t seem worried about the fruit, but she was getting awful close to infringing on my personal space lately. I wasn’t a fan.

      I stopped a few yards from the rakshasa’s lair and took a steadying breath. It was now or never. I wasn’t willing to spend an actual eternity failing to kill this thing.

      I will watch for an opening. Do you trust me?

      “Yeah. Guess I do.” I bit back on the urge to remind Chaos not to try any funny business, since that didn’t sound very trusting. And I really didn’t think he would. Chaos wanted to beat this rakshasa as much as I did.

      I stretched my hand out to the side and the mayhem magic eagerly flowed into the shape of a katana. Every time I did this, it got easier to create and maintain. Even through my numerous deaths, I was getting better despite exhaustion from the process of being reborn.

      As I strolled into the valley, I noticed the oasis was gone. In its place stood a table laden with a wondrous feast. The intoxicating scent of spices filled my nose. My stomach growled and my mouth watered as I eyed the samosas. In that moment, I hated the rakshasa more than ever. Of all the low blows, laying out a bunch of fake food had to be the worst.

      “Did you miss me?” I called out, letting the mayhem magic sweep ahead of me, cutting through the illusion of the feast as I searched for the rakshasa’s presence.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. The rakshasa and its illusions dropped into view, their claws clacking on the stone. One of the illusions stepped forward and grinned at me. “Hungryyyy.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. Getting beheaded was one thing. Suffering through being eaten alive was not an experience I wanted to endure. This plan had better work. “You and me both, asshole.”

      It charged. I shut my eyes and focused on what my magic showed me. The real rakshasa raced toward me, swords swinging in a blur as it spun and twisted on nimble feet. Using my magic to gain momentum, I threw myself out of its path and the violent dance began.

      Mayhem magic flared around me. I’d quickly learned to use it to parry the awkward attacks of the rakshasa and shield my back. At first, I’d practically tripped over myself trying to wield the magic like an extra limb, but now I could move it as easily as the katana in my hand.

      The tip of the rakshasa’s blade caught my forearm, but I didn’t even flinch. Such a small cut wasn’t enough to slow me down anymore. I pushed myself to move faster. To find the openings in the rakshasa’s defenses. It was fast, but there was only insanity behind the creature’s burning eyes. Nothing that crazy was capable of fighting intelligently.

      I feinted to the left, then lunged to the right and thrust the katana toward its gut. The edge of my blade skidded across skin and fur. A single drop of blood rolled down the rakshasa’s belly. The small victory was almost my undoing as the rakshasa flung itself at me. We collided, and I stumbled.

      Before I could twist out of its grasp, the rakshasa dropped its swords and wrapped all four arms around me. I managed to plant one arm on its neck to prevent being entirely crushed against it, but all the air in my lungs was squeezed out as it tightened its thick limbs like a boa constrictor around my torso. The rakshasa’s blood-stained teeth snapped at my face as I struggled to hold back its head and find the space to take a breath.

      Chaos moved, taking shape outside of me, as spots flickered across my vision. I felt as the bow was tugged free of my pocket. There was no way I was dying before Chaos took the shot. I stamped my heel down hard on the rakshasa’s foot, then slammed my knee up between its legs. Its balls flattened with the strike—guess it was a dude—and his tight grip faltered.

      I greedily inhaled and dropped to a crouch as the painful draw of the bow on my magic turned my already exhausted muscles to jelly. The arrow screeched through the air. The rakshasa twitched at the noise like he intended to run, but I clamped my arms around his legs and held on for dear life. It was, after all, a matter of life and death. I needed to live, and this asshole needed to die.

      The rakshasa’s head exploded. I had a single moment of exultant triumph before the pain hit. Chaos snapped back into me as my eyes rolled back into my head. Distantly, I felt the rain of ash as the rakshasa crumbled, finally dead.

      The barest flicker of magic remained deep inside me. I wheezed as I lay on the hard, cold ground, unable to summon enough energy to even blink. Everything hurt. If it was possible to strain my magic, then that’s exactly what I’d done.

      “Chaos?” I needed to hear the annoying bastard’s voice, just to be sure I hadn’t broken him, but there was no response. Panic flickered through me as I faded into semi-unconsciousness, unaware of how much time had passed or where I was. Perhaps I had died again. That would be just my luck.
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      Moving. I was moving. But that couldn’t be possible since I was pretty sure I’d died again. I managed to twitch a finger and frowned. Maybe not dead.

      The movement stopped abruptly, and I was laid on something cold. Dark eyes peered down at me as I felt something in the air. Something that made my skin ache. Being this close to magic was painful. I really had strained something.

      “You are an idiot, but a lucky one,” Kronos said, his deep voice making my head throb.

      “Killed…it…”

      “I saw. I’ve been observing your progress.” Kronos sat back and stroked his short beard in a movement so reminiscent of Master Hiko it made my heart skip a beat. I missed him. All of them, really. Even Bootstrap. “I expected it to take you at least ten more attempts to achieve victory.”

      I huffed out a broken laugh. “Underestimated…me.”

      “Mmm. I would hardly call this a victory.”

      If it wouldn’t have hurt too much, I would have rolled my eyes. “Whatev…er”

      Kronos placed his calloused palm on my forehead. “This will be uncomfortable.”

      Before I could even work up a good panic, energy flooded me. This was just like those times he’d leant me energy to give Chaos form, but ten times worse. My bones vibrated with an overload of magic and power my body wasn’t meant to contain. The buzzy energy of Kronos’ magic was nothing like the rumbling darkness of the mayhem magic. It was electric where the mayhem magic was like magma trapped under the earth’s crust. The combo was too much.

      But it sure as hell woke me up.

      I bolted upright, one hand grasping at my chest as I glared at Kronos. “Little much, don’t you think?”

      “Oh, stop complaining,” Chaos said as he coalesced into a shadowy form beside me. “I’d have been stuck dormant for ages if Kronos hadn’t jump-started your frail body.”

      I turned my glare on Chaos. “It’s not frail.”

      “It is compared to what I used to be.”

      Since there were more important things to worry about, I let it go. This time. “How long did it take me to kill the rakshasa? It’s odd losing time while being reborn. And it feels like I’ve been in this damned prison for weeks.” I swallowed down the terrified thought that had been itching at the back of my mind. “To be honest, if my mother’s plan had a chance of working, I didn’t think it would take this long.”

      “It hasn’t been as long as you perceive.” Kronos waved his hand through the air and a glowing wheel within a wheel within a wheel appeared between us. “Time is not the same in every realm. The outer rim of time is where the protogenoi—beings like Chaos—reside. A day for them would be perceived as a month for us in Tartarus. The second wheel is the realm of the living where you existed until Death took you, and where the gods reside.” With a lazy gesture, the entire thing enlarged to make the center wheel more easily seen. “And this wheel is where we are now trapped. For those lucky souls in Elysium, eternity is prolonged with pleasure and rest. For those of us trapped in Tartarus, eternity is prolonged in suffering. A day in the living realms where your friends reside is two weeks for us here.”

      “So, it’s only been a couple of days from Swift’s perspective?”

      He nodded in confirmation. “Correct.” His solemn expression lightened as he grinned. “Which gives you an advantage.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think going insane is much of an advantage.”

      “You can train for months, perhaps years, while you wait for your friends to carry out their plan. Fate has given you an unintentional gift. You will emerge from this place much stronger than you entered.”

      Despite Kronos’ sound logic, the thought of being trapped down here for that long was horrifying. But I had no choice. I could let it drive me insane, or view it as a gift. The choice was all mine. Fate may have forced me down here, but he couldn’t control my mind. He couldn’t take this from me.

      I lifted my chin. “So be it. I already said I’d keep training, and I’m not backing down on that.”

      Kronos’ gaze shifted to Chaos’ shadowy form beside me. “Will you help or hinder?”

      Chaos scoffed and folded his arms across his chest. “I’ll help, if I must.”

      “Then tell Blackwell what you have been withholding.”

      His shadow shrank as if embarrassed. “He barely has the control for what I’ve already shared. The rest is far more dangerous.”

      I looked back and forth at the two of them. “What are you talking about? More dangerous than my magic destroying everything it touches?”

      Chaos’ shadow puffed up like an angry bird. “Yes! Not that you’d understand.”

      A muscle in my jaw twitched. “Try me.”

      There was a long, tension-filled silence before Chaos spoke again. “Creation.”

      I bit back my initial reaction. If Kronos was serious about this, too, then I didn’t think Chaos was pulling my leg. Creation. It was hard to wrap my mind around Chaos creating anything except, well, chaos. “What…kind of creation?”

      Chaos’ form solidified into a translucent imitation of Kronos, then a tree, then a river. “Everything. I came first, and all that is came from me.” He shrank back down to a blob. “Before I was trapped, of course.”

      “You…” my brain stuttered over the information. “You made Kronos?”

      He shrugged. “In a sense. From a human perspective, he would be my grandson.”

      I buried my face in my hands. “That means, wait… Fate? If everything came from you, then Fate did, too.”

      The blob darkened, and an ominous rumbling emanated from it. “Yes. The ungrateful bastard. I don’t know what Nyx was thinking.”

      “Who is Nyx?”

      “She is Night—a protogenoi that remains free—and mother of Fate, among many others,” Kronos said. “The gods don’t dare challenge her.”

      “I see.” My mind whirred with the new information. I’d accepted the existence of the gods fairly easily, but knowing they were hardly all that was out there, and that somehow, the being that had created everything was trapped inside of me was a bit hard to wrap my mind around. Technically, I had created things already. The katana was first, then the wings during the fight with Fear. I’d even created the tethers that held up the tree in the orchard. It made more sense now why Chaos had been so intent on my figuring that out. “So, this power of creation. Could I accidentally create something bad?”

      “Of course. Though, you’re more likely to simply be ineffective.” Chaos drifted toward me. “Destruction is simple, and controlling it fairly easy. Creation requires exacting control. Your mother would have mastered it if she’d remained my vessel. She had talent.”

      “Yes, you remind me daily that I’m nowhere near as good as her.”

      Chaos sniffed to show his displeasure. “There is, as you suggested, the risk of creating something bad, but it’s more than that. It is difficult, tiring, and a great responsibility.”

      A horrible thought dawned on me. “You created everything.”

      “We’ve already been over this,” Chaos said impatiently.

      “You made Tartarus.” I pushed up to my feet, too agitated to stay seated.

      “Yes.”

      My mind felt like it might rattle out of my skull. “And it’s a prison.”

      “Correct again.”

      I settled my gaze on the two of them. “Could I create another prison? One that could hold Fate?”

      Kronos grinned. “Now you understand.”

      “It won’t be simple!” Chaos insisted, almost angry. “You are too weak to contain so much as a puff of smoke right now, much less a god.”

      “But it’s possible? I could get strong enough to do it?”

      Chaos deflated slightly. “Perhaps.”

      “In order to cultivate the power required to create such a thing, you must strengthen your magic and your body.” Kronos waved a hand in my direction. “You are the weak link between the mayhem magic and reality.”

      “And how can I grow stronger? More training?” I resisted the urge to complain about that, but only barely. Complaining wouldn’t save me from suffering.

      Kronos nodded his head toward the doorway. “Return to Arges. The város should be complete.”

      I remembered what Kronos has said about the város when he’d first sent me to Arges. Apparently, it would either strengthen me or break me completely. Just like everything else he’d put me through.

      “Let’s go then.” I waved a hand at Chaos for him to follow. “Time to claim my reward.”
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        * * *

      

      Arges’ hammering was deafening as I strode into the oppressive heat that lingered around his forge. Sweat dripped down the cyclops’ thick neck as sparks shot out from the glowing bit of metal on his anvil. He didn’t turn to greet me, so I stayed put and waited. I wasn’t about to get pushy with the guy when I needed something from him.

      He lifted what looked like a thick cuff or bracelet, then grunted in approval and dunked it into a barrel of viscous liquid that hissed and bubbled at the sudden change in temperature. After a moment, he removed it and dropped it next to another cuff that looked to be its twin. The strange metal they’d been crafted from was dull and discolored, with mottled spots of bronze and dark gray that swirled over the surface.

      Finally, Arges turned to face me. “The rakshasa is dead.”

      “Yes,” I confirmed with a nod. “Took me a bit longer than I expected, but he is dead.”

      Arges grunted once more and picked up the ugly cuffs. “Here is your payment.”

      I caught them, surprised at how light they were. They looked as if they’d be much denser. “These are the város?”

      The cyclops nodded. “Yes.”

      There was no clasp or other obvious way to put them on. Assuming they were even meant to be worn. “Not to sound ungrateful, but how do they work?”

      Arges rolled his single eye and stomped over, yanking the város out of my hands. “Hold out your arms.” I complied, and he grabbed my wrist. “These may only be removed with a specific utterance, ex nihilo.” With that ominous statement, he pressed the first cuff to my arm. The dull metal glowed bright white as it slid around my wrist like water. He attached the second in the same way, and I shivered at the cuff’s cold touch. Once both were on, they vanished, though I still felt their weight.

      “Is that it?” I asked, staring down at my wrists in confusion.

      Arges grinned, looking distinctly unfriendly. “No.” Then he dropped my arms.

      My hands snapped together as if magnetized and I toppled forward, slamming face first into the stone floor. The cuffs were impossibly heavy.

      “What the hell did you do to me?” I demanded, spitting out a glob of blood from my split lip.

      “Save your complaints for Kronos. I simply gave you what you requested.” Arges turned back to his forge and picked up his hammer.

      “How am I supposed to get to Kronos to complain if I can’t move?”

      Arges let out a heavy sigh and looked back at me over his shoulder. “To endure the város, you must utilize not only your muscular strength, but your magical strength as well. Every movement, no matter how simple or trivial, will be impossible without the added help of your magic.”

      “Shit.”

      Indeed.

      “Kronos is an asshole.”

      Arges let out a hearty laugh, the first emotion other than disgruntled I’d ever seen him express. “There is not a god or titan I would not describe as an asshole. It’s about time you realized that.”

      I glared at the cyclops, but he had already returned his attention to his next project, content to let me lay here like a fish out of water. With a sigh, I pressed my forehead against the cool stone. This was training. Kronos and Chaos had both warned me I needed to get significantly stronger in order to create something capable of holding Fate. If I couldn’t get off the floor, then I deserved to lie here for the rest of eternity.

      With another deep breath, I focused on the flow of magic through my body, just like Sakura had taught me. I was going to master these damn cuffs, and absolutely nothing would stop me.
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      The house was empty. Bootstrap was with Chief Bradley hacking something for the next phase of the plan. So far, it was working. Public opinion had definitely turned against the Mage’s Guild. Hiroji was calling in a decades' worth of favors to prepare for the upcoming conflict. Viktor and Lopez were working with the Awakened—partly just to keep a close eye on them, and partly because no matter our reservations, we needed their help.

      I carried Ada’s journal into the spare room and laid it on the side table. Today was the first day Sigrún hadn’t arrived at dawn to train me, which meant I needed to get this done while I had some free time and the house to myself. Just in case it went poorly. Though, I was equally terrified of what succeeding with this spell would mean.

      
        
        I must emphasize caution with this rune, as with all others. However, a mistake here would most certainly be fatal. The demands of the spell on both the body and mind cannot be overstated. If you are not confident in your skill and artistry, I recommend finding someone (trustworthy) to lay the rune for you.

        

      

      It was a good thing Blackwell hadn’t had access to these notes. His handwriting was atrocious, and his runes often sloppy. He made them work, but I shuddered to think of the mess he’d make with a rune this intricate.

      I rolled up my sleeves and kicked off my shoes. This was going to take a while to get right. I grabbed the chalk and knelt on the hard floor. My fingers trembled as I traced out the first sweeping line, but my hand grew steadier as I progressed.

      After so long working in Magical Artifacts, I had a deep understanding of runes and their different parts. I’d become skilled at drawing them, mostly through repetition. I thanked my lucky stars I had that experience under my belt as I crouched in the center of the half-drawn rune. There were so many important details that might seem like a flourish, but had purpose. Every single stroke mattered.

      An hour later, I stepped back to inspect the rune as a whole. I’d checked every part three times now and made only a single correction. It was perfect. There was no point in delaying things any further other than my own anxiety.

      Huffing out a sigh, I tossed the chalk aside and planted my hands on my hips. I didn’t putter around worrying and overthinking when it came to magic. I’d drawn the rune correctly. I’d checked and re-checked, as was responsible. It was time to summon a titan. And hope she didn’t crush me for bothering her. Ada had insisted she could be trusted, but I remained wary. Which I thought was reasonable, considering.

      I knelt in front of the rune and planted my hands on the floor in the designated spot. The rune was ready. The only missing ingredient was magic. On an exhale, I pushed my magic out into the carefully drawn lines. A green glow swept through the rune, culminating in a burst of light. Instead of fading, the green glow pulsed around me. Time slowed, but my body remained suspended in place. I was was both aware and in a dream, unable to move or speak as a woman rose up from the center of the rune.

      She was wild, with dark eyes as deep as the sea, and skin the deep brown of freshly watered soil. Her hair hung over her shoulders in tight braids adorned with gold rings and colorful flowers. Her expression was warm and open, but I knew better than to assume that meant she was gentle or safe. She was a titan. Immortal, powerful, and older than even the gods. Her hand closed around mine, and I gasped in a breath as I regained control over my body.

      “The last woman to call for my aid was Ada Blackwell,” Rhea said as she leaned in and pressed her hand to my cheek, gazing into my eyes. “But she is long dead. Who are you?”

      “S…Swift.” I swallowed, forcing the words out of my dry throat. “Alexis Swift. Ada Blackwell left me her notes and the way to contact you. She said you might help us fight back against Fate.”

      “I see.” Rhea led me to a bench, which had definitely not been there before, and motioned for me to sit next to her. In fact, we were outside in a forest. The room where I’d summoned her had faded away at some point. “I’d wondered if Ada’s plans would continue after her death. Is her son in Tartarus?”

      Surprise caused me to hesitate before answering, but I managed to nod. “Yes. Death took him there.”

      She smiled serenely. “Then my husband will have found him.”

      “Does your husband know about the plan?” I asked with a frown. Ada’s notes had mentioned that her husband, Kronos, and a number of other titans were trapped in Tartarus, but as far as I understood, they’d been there for many centuries, and there was no way to speak to anyone there.

      “No. We had no way of informing him of it, but I know how he thinks. He will see Logan as a source of information on Fate, and will recognize him as Chaos’ vessel.” She patted my hand. “If all goes well, Kronos will be training Logan, and teaching him the skills he needs in order to execute Ada’s plan.” Her smile brightened. “Prometheus may be the god of foresight, but Ada could have rivaled him with her skill at predicting what people would do.”

      “She was certainly prepared for a number of possibilities,” I agreed, relief coursing through me. Summoning a titan had seemed a bit presumptuous, so I was very glad Rhea appeared to be ready and willing to follow through on the plan she’d formed with Ada.

      “I’m not sure she was prepared for the daughter of her enemy to be the one to carry out her plan, but I think she would be pleased.” Rhea laughed, the sound of it washing over me like a warm rain. I found myself laughing along with her, even though there wasn’t anything particularly funny about the situation. She turned her dark eyes to me once again. “If you and Logan manage to free the titans from their prison, we will force the other gods’ surrender. They are aware they cannot beat us again without Zeus.” Her smile sharpened. “Or Prometheus.”

      “It’s risky.” And it was. It was my least favorite part of the plan. Ada had been sure an all out war between the titans and the so-called olympian gods could be avoided. After seeing the destruction of the few attacks Ares had already managed, I could only hope she was right. The world would not survive a war.

      “Better to risk success than submit to failure.” Rhea rose, and I found myself standing beside her, the bench having vanished without my noticing. “You must free Logan and the titans soon. The gods are growing restless and Fate is amassing power.”

      “Can you help us free them?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “If I challenge Fate’s binding on us now, it would be disastrous. Ada’s plan to get into Tartarus will work. Only Logan can get you back out.”

      “I understand.” That was the tricky part. So much rested on Logan learning to do something none of us had believed him capable of. His mayhem magic had always been so destructive. I had no idea how he’d learn the control needed to free himself and the titans.

      “Summon me again when it is time to act. I will be waiting.” Rhea stepped into the center of the rune, then vanished.

      Time snapped back into motion with a jarring crack. I stumbled back and collapsed onto the floor, exhausted. Smoke curled up from the wooden floor as the green glow of the rune faded. Ada hadn’t been joking about how tiring it would be to cast such complicated magic.

      Prometheus smiled down at me. “Have a nice chat?”

      I jerked upright and whirled around. “How the hell did you get in here?”

      He laughed. “I am a titan. Or did you forget? I’ve always known where you were hiding.”

      “Then what was with the clandestine meeting last time?” I asked as I attempted to force my heart rate to slow back down. Being rude to Prometheus was generally not advisable, but I couldn’t help myself when he surprised me like that.

      He shrugged. “It’s fun to play spy.”

      I sighed. First the valkyries, now Prometheus. This place might as well have had a big sign on it that announced our presence. “Great. Fate is going to be knocking on the door next.”

      Prometheus rolled his eyes. “You have no sense of humor. Hiroji gave me the address, in case of emergencies. Your protections are still in place.”

      “Good.” I rolled my head around, trying to work out the kinks as I frowned at Prometheus. “Why are you here?” My frown deepened, and I narrowed my eyes. “Wait, is this an emergency?”

      “We are in a constant state of emergency these days,” he said as he lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “But, that’s not why I’m here today.” He waved a hand toward the door. “You look like you’re about to collapse again. Come to the kitchen and eat, and I will explain why I’m here.”

      My stomach grumbled at his suggestion. I pressed a hand to it to quiet it down, but it had been too loud to hope he hadn’t heard. “All right. As long as you don’t forget to explain things.”

      He smirked as I strode past him. It was still unsettling to find him in the house, but he had to be telling the truth about Hiroji giving him the address. I was definitely going to have a chat with Hiroji about sharing important bits of information.

      I froze at the threshold to the kitchen. Yui, who I had not seen since just before the valkyrie had showed up uninvited at the cottage, was sitting at the kitchen table, sipping on a cup of tea like she owned the place. I shouldn’t be surprised she and Prometheus knew each other. Tricksters were probably all friends. “About time you showed back up. Did you know the valkyrie—”

      “Oh, yes. They had no ill-intent, so I let them through,” she explained with a self-satisfied smile. “They’ve been very helpful, haven’t they?”

      I ground my teeth together. Killing Yui wasn’t an option. Perhaps a light strangling, though… I sighed and yanked open the refrigerator door. There was still lasagna left over from dinner the previous night. I tossed a plate of it in the microwave, then turned around to face Prometheus and Yui.

      “You spoke with Rhea,” Prometheus stated.

      I pursed my lips, disturbed he knew that, but nodded. “I did.”

      “And the titans will help us?” Yui asked, perking up.

      “She said they will, if we can get them out of Tartarus.” The microwave dinged, and I grabbed my lukewarm food. I was too hungry to bother waiting for it to get as hot as I preferred. I took the seat across from them and waved a hand at Prometheus to start explaining things as I shoved the first bite into my mouth. Ugh, cold lasagna was a mistake.

      Yui nodded, satisfied. “Then we will simply have to do that.”

      “I owe Blackwell a favor, but he has no way of calling it in.” Prometheus sat back and drummed his fingers on the table. “However, I think we can both assume he’d like my assistance. Tartarus isn’t much more pleasant a place than Purgatory, especially considering how much time will already seemed to have passed to him.”

      I wiped some sauce from the corner of my mouth. “What do you mean? It’s been nearly two weeks, but that’s not that long considering what we’re up against.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “Ah. I assumed you knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “Time passes differently in Tartarus. To him, it will have felt as if he has been trapped there seven months. A day among the living is two weeks in the underworld.”

      I lowered my fork slowly, the metal bending between my fingers as my magic threatened to overwhelm me. Forcing myself to breathe, I shoved the plate away, my appetite lost. Months. He thought I’d left him down there for months. Nearly a year. My stomach churned. “We have to get him out now,” I forced out, a pink haze covering my vision.

      Prometheus watched me, his eyebrows pinched together. “Hence my presence here today. I am going to help you speed up the process.”

      “How?” Breathe, Lexi. Don’t lose control. Not yet. I could let loose after I got Logan out of Tartarus.

      “As excellent as Ada’s plan is, it’s incomplete.”

      I forced another deep breath before responding. The haze faded slightly. “I know. That’s why we haven’t gotten him back yet.” Another breath. “We have to be prepared to take down the Mage’s Guild and Fate when we rescue him, or he’ll end up right back in Tartarus.”

      Prometheus nodded. “I can help you get him out now, and ensure that he stays undetected until the time is right.”

      It was risky. If he was wrong or failed, it would jeopardize everything. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

      “There were certain things that needed to be in place beforehand. I cannot hide him indefinitely.” Prometheus leaned in, bracing his elbows on the table. “However, other circumstances are forcing my hand.”

      “What other circumstances?”

      “Ares’ attacks are going to escalate, and a few gods who I’d hoped would stay neutral are gathering followings. If we wait any longer, the chance of an all-out war only increases. We’re running out of time.” His normally placid expression twisted into one of worry. It made him look older. More human.

      “All right. Assuming I agree, how can you help us get Blackwell out of Tartarus?” I asked. Ada had left runes and the beginnings of a plan to get us in, but it was incomplete. She only had partial instructions for Logan on how to get us out. Which was a rather vital part of the plan. “As far as I’ve understood, Blackwell has to do that on his own.”

      Prometheus spread his hands wide, a hint of the usual smirk reappearing on his face. “Well, I believe I can help with that. It is not power that Blackwell needs to release them all from Tartarus, but the right idea.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “And you have that idea?”

      “I do. And the proper motivation to help. After all, if I enter Tartarus with you, I can’t leave without you, and I have no intention of being held prisoner ever again.” He bit out the last two words angrily, then sat back, his fingers tapping restlessly against the table once again. He very deliberately relaxed the tension in his face until his expression was calm once again. “And I do owe Blackwell. It’s only right that I pay the debt I owe.”

      “Awfully selfless of you,” I said, skeptical, but ultimately unwilling to turn down his help.

      Yui snorted, earning a glare from Prometheus.

      He turned back to me and leaned in. “I know you still don’t trust me, but I hope this can help improve your opinion of me. We are on the same side.”

      I stared at the table, so many conflicting thoughts racing through my mind it was hard to focus. “I hope we are. I hope trusting you isn’t a mistake.”
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      It had been about seven months. Well, it felt like it had been. Kronos insisted it had only been two weeks for everyone else. The longer I was here, the harder it was to wrap my mind around that. I adjusted the invisible cuff on my wrist, and it glowed faintly under my touch. The damn things never stopped chafing.

      “Is the rakshasa back yet?” I asked. That snarling bastard was still my number one nemesis in this hell-hole. Both he and the chimaera found me every time they were reborn. I’d gotten rather good at killing them both.

      “Don’t be impatient. He’ll find you when he returns, as he always does.” Kronos motioned for me to take my place across from him.

      I groaned—internally, Kronos had taken to hitting me with his scythe if I complained out loud—and stood where he’d indicated. Over the endless months I’d been trapped here, I’d progressed quite far in my training. As always, the fighting and destruction came naturally. The creation, however, did not.

      Chaos took his familiar shape at my side. “Eager to learn, I see.”

      I glared at him. “You shouldn’t enjoy me struggling quite so much.”

      “Then you shouldn’t make it quite so hilarious to watch,” Chaos replied with a grin. His hazy form had solidified as I grew in power. The impression of a face with dark eyes and a fanged smile now hovered amidst the ever-shifting, smoky blob.

      I sighed and returned my attention to Kronos. “Same thing again?”

      Kronos nodded. “We will practice until you show improvement. Your progress has slowed too much in recent days.”

      And wasn’t that just super encouraging? He was right, though. When it came to creation, I’d hit a wall and had no idea how to get past it. But as always, failure simply wasn’t an option.

      Breathe in, breathe out. I pressed my palms together and focused on the shape I needed to create; a box. The size; big enough to contain Kronos in his current form. The mayhem magic flowed out of me, but it wasn’t dark like it was when I fought. It was pure white. Chaos had explained that my magic had a dual nature. The darkness of destruction was balanced out by the pure light of creation.

      I raised the walls of the temporary prison around Kronos, then with an exhale, closed it around the titan completely. It had taken me three months to learn how to summon this creative energy at all, and another two to give it form. I forced my shoulders to relax; tensing my body always worsened my control.

      The first impact from within the temporary prison made me grit my teeth. Kronos was strong. I’d known this from the first moment he’d spoken, but feeling it was another thing entirely. He couldn’t unleash his full strength when we sparred, but he had no such reservations during this training.

      The second blow cracked the prison. I stumbled as Kronos broke through the remaining magic with a scowl

      “Again,” he demanded. “That was a poor first attempt.”

      I took a deep breath, gathered my resolve, and tried again. After all, I had nothing but time.
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      “Again!” Kronos’ scythe whistled through the air.

      I shot straight up over the sweep of the curved blade and lashed out with a tendril of mayhem magic that wrapped around the handle of his scythe to slow his next attack. Sparring with Kronos—and the rakshasa—had taught me to compensate for our differences in speed. Pain was quite the motivator.

      Lightning crackled down the handle of the scythe and burned through the mayhem magic, but the half-second delay was enough for me to close the distance. I formed my katana as I dove in, packing it with as much power as I could. Simply creating a blade wasn’t enough. The density of the magic was the deciding factor in the weapon’s strength; another lesson from these sparring sessions.

      My katana skittered across the solid muscle of Kronos’ chest, enough to scratch, but not cut his skin. I gritted my teeth in frustration. Still not enough power.

      I twisted out of the way of his counter-attack, blocked the next strike, and managed to land on my feet just in time to have them kicked out from under me. The mayhem magic rushed out to shield me from Kronos’ powerful overhead blow as I rolled to avoid it. The attack nearly shattered it, but it was enough to save me from dying. Again. I’d lost track of my deaths in here.

      Kronos generally avoided killing me during our training since I lost a couple of days each time, but he couldn’t always prevent it. Which was why I was surprised when Kronos stepped back with a frown instead of pressing his advantage. Wary, I scrambled to my feet, breathing hard.

      He set the end of his scythe on the ground with a sigh. “You are still not fulfilling your potential.”

      I pulled my magic back in and let the katana vanish. “I managed to scratch you this time.”

      He grunted, but instead of resuming the sparring as expected, he sat down on his throne and laid his scythe to the side. “Tell me more of Fate.”

      We’d long since given up on the strict trade of information for training since we were both after the same thing, and had learned to trust each other. After all, we were trapped here together. Kronos had also stopped trying to wrench information from my head.

      “At this point, I’d be repeating myself,” I said hesitantly. I’d never seen Kronos in a mood like this before.

      He nodded absently, staring off at nothing. The sudden lack of activity had me antsy. I’d grown used to the constant exhaustion and to training nearly twenty hours a day. Dying was generally my only “time off”.

      “Are we done training for now?” I asked.

      “I must think. Your progress has stalled.” He wasn’t wrong, but I resented his attitude after so many months of pushing me to never stop, never give up. I needed something to do.

      “Are there other titans trapped in Tartarus?” I asked.

      Kronos was silent for a moment before nodding. “There are.”

      I frowned, surprised I hadn’t run across any of them yet, and that Kronos was alone when others like him were here. “Why don’t you speak to them?”

      “I forced Iapetus to stay away. Boredom leads him to mischief,” Kronos said with a frown. “He would have interfered with your training.”

      I snorted. Sounded like something Yui would do. “Is he the only other titan down here?”

      “No. There is Coeus, but he gave into madness and spends his day engaged in futile attempts to escape.” Kronos shook his head. “Crius, Hyperion, and Theia avoid me.”

      I frowned at that. “Why?”

      “It is my fault we are imprisoned here.”

      When I’d first met Kronos, he’d mentioned that he’d made a grave mistake, and I’d always assumed it had to do with why he had ended up here. Apparently, I was right.

      “Any chance they’ve gotten over it in the past few centuries?” I asked. If I managed to free myself and Kronos, a few more titans could be helpful allies. I didn’t know the full extent of my mother’s plans for bringing down Fate. That information had been left in the chest that would only open upon my death, but the more powerful people we had on our side, the better.

      “An immortal does not forgive easily,” Kronos said quietly.

      After all the time he’d spent digging around in my brain, I decided I had the right to ask my next question. “What did you do that caused all of you to be imprisoned?”

      The titan turned away from me, but didn’t leave. “I had ruled for a long time, and I had done it well.” He faltered, and for a moment, I thought he would leave it at that, but Kronos pushed on. “I trusted Fate, often turning to them for advice. One day, they told me of my downfall. Their warnings struck fear in me. The peace I had brought to both the gods and humanity had been hard fought, and I wished to maintain it. I was sure that if I was overthrown, it would result in nothing but suffering.”

      Kronos shook his head, grief passing over his face. “When Fate told me it would be my own children that would betray me and strike me down, I believed them.”

      Horror dawned on me. “You killed them?”

      “I believed it was the only way to save the world. I was a fool.” Kronos curled his hand into a fist. “It was my very actions that drove my only surviving child, Zeus, to rise up against me. He led the other gods in a revolt, and the titans were defeated. We were cast into Tartarus where we have remained since.” He glanced back at me, magic crackling within his eyes. “Fate wove my downfall into reality, but it was only possible because I believed their lies. Our destiny is only the result of the choices we make, for good or for ill.”

      “You said you had forced Iapetus to stay away. Does he not resent you for…what you did?”

      Kronos shrugged. “He understood my reasoning better than the others, and shares some part of the blame for our fall from power. He supported me in the beginning.”

      “Do you think the other titans would be willing to help me if I can get them out of here?”

      Kronos’ anger faded and his gaze drifted away from mine. “Perhaps.”

      “Any clue where they’re hanging out?”

      “Tartarus is vast.”

      “I’ll take that as a no.” I shoved my hands in my pockets. “If I’m not back in a few days, assume I’m lost and come find me?”

      “This is likely a fool’s errand.”

      “Better than sitting around with nothing to do while you figure out how to get me past this training plateau.”

      Kronos flicked his hand at me in a clear dismissal. “Do what you will.”
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      I wandered for a day. Nosy—the name I’d give to the harpy who seemed especially attached to me—had followed me much farther than normal, as if sensing that something had changed. I passed beyond the tunnels where the rakshasa lurked and traveled in a new direction.

      The scenery never really changed. There were forests of jagged stone, sharp cliffs, and narrow tunnels that fed into caverns that I didn’t bother exploring. One cliff overlooked a river of lava I was forced to follow alongside for nearly three hours, leaving me drenched in sweat, and my throat aching with thirst.

      But worst of all, I was bored. I stopped and looked around. This spot was as good as any. Just because Kronos wasn’t here didn’t mean I shouldn’t still practice. If anything, a moment to work on creation without it turning into a battle of wills would be nice. The constant frustration made it hard to keep the destructive side of my magic from leaking out.

      “You want to try something?” I asked, mentally nudging Chaos.

      He flowed out of me and took his usual shape. “Like what?”

      “I’ve been trying to make prisons for days. What else can I create?” If air-conditioning was an option, I’d spend however long it took finding a way to make it work. Once I got out of here, I was going to find a pile of snow to sit in and drink a jug of water.

      Chaos huffed out a sigh. “Anything, as I keep telling you. The only limiting factor is your skill, imagination, and the weakness of your—”

      “Frail body,” I finished for him. I stared down at the stone floor, my mind whirring with possibilities. “Could I reshape the ground? Anything around me?”

      Chaos perked up. “Yes.”

      I knelt and placed my palms flat against the ground. If I could create anything I wanted, right now, a chair sounded nice. The pure white magic of creation flared out from my palms and sank into the stone. A sudden, overwhelming awareness of Tartarus itself burst through my mind. I could feel it. The entire prison was alive. Aware. And it was looking right at me.

      My magic stuttered, then snapped back into me with concussive force. The awareness vanished as abruptly as it had begun. Groaning, I blinked my eyes open from where I’d fallen face first on the ground. “You asshole.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you’d be able to sense it,” Chaos said, not sounding the least bit apologetic.

      “You could have warned me!”

      “You do best when you’re caught off-guard.”

      I glared up at my shadowy parasite. “I do not.”

      My face was sore, though the ache was swiftly fading. Over my months here, my healing had accelerated. I wasn’t sure if that was due to my increased power, or something to do with Tartarus itself. Which was apparently not just a place, but a being.

      “You should try it again,” Chaos suggested.

      “Are you insane? It kicked me out! Aggressively.”

      “Tartarus always was a bit moody,” Chaos muttered.

      That was an understatement. Whatever had looked back at me was more than just moody. It was furious I had dared fiddle with it. I suppose if someone had poked me from the inside I’d probably be a bit upset, too. Which was all the more reason to leave the immortal being alone.

      “In order to escape from this place, you may need to be able to overcome Tartarus,” Chaos said, crossing his arms.

      “Swift is going to get me out of here.”

      “Maybe.”

      I jerked my head up and glared at Chaos. “She’s not going to just give up on me.”

      “I never said she’d give up. She may simply fail.”

      “Don’t even suggest—”

      Footsteps tapped against the stone behind me. It wasn’t the rakshasa, who’d I’d been expecting to find me, eventually. That creature’s claws had a distinctive sound. And I doubted it was Kronos. I hadn’t been gone long enough for him to track me down. Which meant it was a stranger. Strangers in Tartarus were generally bad news.

      Chaos slipped into a shadowy corner, where he was as good as invisible. I stood and turned to confront whoever was approaching us. A man with a clean-shaven face and tousled brown hair crested the hill. He looked young, especially with the curls falling around his face, but I knew better than to trust appearances here. He wore a loosely wrapped toga and had a spear resting on his shoulder. He hadn’t hesitated at all when he’d first spotted me, which made it seem like he’d been searching for me.

      “You’re new,” he called out as he descended the hill.

      I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. At this point, it felt like I’d been here for years, though that was nothing compared to the time Kronos had spent in Tartarus. “Not that new.”

      He cocked his head to the side, interest clear on his youthful face. Up close, the shining perfection of his face was disconcerting. His eyes, which had appeared brown at a distance, were clearly a solid black. “Oh, very interesting. You must be Kronos’ pet then. The one he was hiding from me.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. Kronos had only spoke of forcing one other titan to stay away from me. But I had to be sure. “You know Kronos?”

      “Of course. He’s my brother.” He bowed with a flourish. “I am Iapetus. I’m sure you’ve heard of me.”

      “Ah. Kronos did mention you. Briefly.” As a warning, but I didn’t voice that bit.

      Iapetus' grin widened as he circled me like a shark. “Why did my brother stop protecting you? Did you reach the end of your usefulness?”

      “Apparently I’ve stopped progressing, so my training is paused until he figures out what to do.”

      Iapetus raised an eyebrow. “I see. He is falling into one of his moods again, then.”

      “Moods?”

      “Despair. I’m sure he gave you a grand speech about never giving up, but I’ll tell you a secret.” He leaned in close to whisper in my ear, sending a chill of fear down my spine. “My brother is a bit of a hypocrite. He was the first to give up when we were imprisoned here.”

      Kronos’ abrupt stop to the training had been odd, but I hadn’t even considered that the titan could be discouraged. Or depressed. Especially after all those speeches. The guilt likely played into these so-called moods. “Does he do this often?”

      Iapetus lifted one shoulder in a careless shrug. “Every century or so, at least.”

      “Any advice for snapping him out of it?”

      “No. I simply avoid him when he’s being a bore.” Iapetus paused and leaned in even closer. Uncomfortably close. “You aren’t dead.”

      “And you’re the second person to tell me that.”

      “How are you not dead?”

      “Death dragged me down here while I was still alive.”

      Iapetus’ eyebrows shot up. “Oh, did he? How fascinating. What did a human do to push Death to take such extreme measures?”

      “I pissed off Fate, actually.”

      Iapetus pursed his lips as he looked me up and down once again. “My brother thinks you can help him get revenge on Fate, doesn’t he?”

      “He does.” I didn’t think there was any point in hiding things from Iapetus, especially since I wanted his help with Fate and with finding the other titans. “And, if I can get out of here, I have a plan to do just that. Sort of.”

      “Your assurances fill me with confidence,” he said drily.

      I held his gaze. “Lying never helped anyone in situations like this.”

      “Lying can help plenty,” Iapetus said with a grin.

      “Sounds like I shouldn’t trust you.”

      He threw his head back and laughed, looking for a moment like the picture of a joyful youth. If it weren’t for his black eyes and disconcerting presence, it would be so easy to mistake him for a human. I found that much more unsettling than Kronos’ massive stature. “Don’t be so cynical. I’m sure you lie to people all the time, but still consider yourself an honest person.”

      I wanted to say he was wrong, but I’d never hesitated to lie to suspects or magisters whenever necessary. The problem was that I only lied to people I considered an enemy, and even if Iapetus shared my principles, I had no idea if he considered me an enemy or potential ally. “Somehow, that does nothing to inspire confidence in me.”

      “Then we find ourselves in the same position,” Iapetus agreed with a mischievous smile. “I can’t trust your plan, and you can’t trust my word.”

      “But if the plan does work, and I can get you and the other titans out of Tartarus, would you help us defeat Fate?”

      “Perhaps.” Iapetus turned and began walking away, but paused and looked back at me. “Well? Are you going to follow?”

      I hurried after him. “Where are we going?”

      “To meet the others. They’ll want to hear your terrible plan.”
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      Iapetus led me through a barren valley. The burnt husks of trees that dotted the landscape looked like the remains of an orchard, similar to the ones the harpies protected. However, there was nothing living here. Even the soil was dry under our feet.

      “What happened to this place?” I asked as we veered off toward a wide cavern.

      “Hyperion had a tantrum when he couldn’t eat the pomegranates.”

      I grimaced. I couldn’t really blame the guy. It was infuriating to see the fruit hanging there, untouchable. Some days, the temptation to take just one bite nearly overwhelmed me. “Is he another titan?”

      “Yes. Theia, his wife, killed him once or twice for that particular tantrum. She was fond of the small bit of life in this place,” Iapetus said, amused. “It was quite the fight.”

      Based on what I’d seen Kronos do, I could imagine exactly how intense of a fight that must have been. And I knew Kronos held back during my training.

      The cavern’s ceiling sloped down and the walls drew in as we walked, ending abruptly at a cliff that overlooked a slow-moving river that seemed to be made of mud. The thick sludge stank of moss and decay, but it wasn’t the worst thing I’d smelled in Tartarus, and the air was slightly cooler here.

      A man stepped out of the shadows. He looked both old and young, with gray eyes I could have sworn sparkled with stars when I lingered a moment too long on them. His skin was pale and dotted with freckles.

      “Crius,” Iapetus said in greeting. “Have the others been gone long?”

      “They’ll be returning any moment now.” Crius stared at me with clear interest. “Who is this?”

      Iapetus waved a hand at him. “I’d rather only explain once.”

      “Of course.”

      An awkward silence fell as I stared at Crius, he stared back, and Iapetus tapped his fingers impatiently against his crossed arms. Thankfully, just a few minutes later, the sound of footsteps preceded the arrival of the other titans.

      A man with a stature to rival Kronos’ walked in first. Muscles rippled beneath the surface of his dark brown skin. He stopped when he saw me. “Iapetus, what have you brought to us this time?”

      “Hyperion, lovely to see you again,” Iapetus said with a grin, sidestepping his question. “And you, Theia, are beautiful as ever.”

      Theia stopped at Hyperion’s shoulder. Where he was stocky, she was slender, but she matched his height. Her eyes glowed so brightly I couldn’t actually meet her gaze. Her skin was gold, not golden as if she had a tan, but gold. Her hair glittered around her shoulders, a mix of silver and sky-blue that was hard to focus on. She was beautiful, but in a terrifying way.

      “Answer the question, Iapetus,” she said, her tone leaving no room for argument.

      “Ah, but the answer is obvious if you pay attention,” Iapetus said, much braver than I was to continue antagonizing a being as powerful as her.

      The titans circled me. I felt like a piece of meat that had been thrown into the lion’s den. I should have thought this through a bit more before following Iapetus. Kronos had warned me he loved mischief, and I hadn’t taken that warning seriously enough.

      Theia stopped in front of me, my skin warming from the heat she put off. “You are the vessel of Chaos.”

      I still had no idea how they could sense that, but nodded in confirmation. “I am.”

      “Show yourself,” she ordered, clearly more interested in my parasite than me.

      Chaos rose up from the shadows near the wall and drifted closer to our group. “As demanding as ever, I see.”

      She appeared extremely unimpressed at his declaration. “If you are here, then Fate has achieved their goals, and we are without recourse.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You can sense it, can’t you? The possibilities unfolding from this meeting,” Chaos said.

      Her glowing eyes returned to me, though she remained silent for a moment longer. “My vision remains obscured. Too much is still unsettled.”

      “But there is a chance?” Iapetus asked quietly, the most serious I’d seen him thus far.

      “It’s not certain he will fail,” Theia said.

      “Sounds like a chance to me.” Iapetus straightened, as if having just decided something. “Kronos has abandoned him. We should take over his training. Perhaps you will see the future more clearly before long, Theia.”

      “Perhaps.” She pursed her lips. “He is very weak.”

      That stung my pride a bit, but I was hardly in a position to argue when she was clearly capable of crushing me with two fingers. “My training has stalled a bit, but I—”

      “I will train him,” Hyperion declared.

      “You will do no such thing,” Theia said, stepping between me and the massive titan as if to shield me. “You don’t have the restraint necessary.” Her eyes flicked to Iapetus. “He will train him.”

      “Oh, will I?”

      “He will?” I echoed.

      “Yes.” She tugged me forward with a grip just this side of too tight and shoved me toward Iapetus. “Return when he isn’t useless. We will aid him in the coming war if he can release us from this prison.”

      “I can help with his training,” Crius said, speaking for the first time. “I would have to hold back less than Iapetus to spar with him.”

      Theia contemplated this for a moment before nodding. “You may help.”

      “Glad to know you’re taking my opinion into account,” I muttered. They all ignored that as well.

      “You should also attempt to rouse Kronos,” Theia added. “He may not be hopeless.”

      Iapetus scoffed at her suggestion, but nodded regardless. “I suppose I can try.” He grabbed my arm. “Crius, come with us. We may as well get some training in before we bother with Kronos.”

      Once again, I found myself questioning my life choices. I had a bad habit of getting in way over my head lately.
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      Crius was supposedly the weakest of the titans. As I lay gasping for breath on the ground, I decided they had to be lying. He’d pushed me harder than Kronos ever had.

      “Hmmm. Theia was not exaggerating.” Iapetus folded his arms across his chest as he stared down at me with pursed lips.

      “His body is frail,” Chaos muttered. For the tenth time since this new training had begun.

      “There is power inside of him though, and he is not using it,” Iapetus said, punctuating his declaration with a glare. “Why?”

      “What are you…” I let the question trail off as I realized what he must be sensing. “The sacrifice.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “What sacrifice?”

      “Long story short, a kitsune bound up the power released from a sacrifice meant for Ares inside me. She said it would have completely destroyed me. ” I pushed myself upright and rolled my head around my neck. That last fall had really hurt. “Too much power for a frail human body,” I added with a pinch of sarcasm.

      Iapetus knelt in front of me and grabbed my face, tilting it from side to side as if he could see straight into my brain, and perhaps jostle the extra power free. “You would survive its release now. It will be a close thing, but with the natural suppression of the város, it shouldn’t rip you apart.”

      “Shouldn’t? Or definitely won’t?”

      “Nothing is ever guaranteed.” Iapetus finally released my head and stepped back, waving a hand at me impatiently. “You will have to release the binding yourself.”

      “If I knew how to do that, I honestly would have already.” I rubbed my aching temple. “Regardless of the risk.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You are so helpless.”

      “Repeating that ten times a day isn’t going to change it,” I muttered.

      “I’ll show you how to do it, though it would be much simpler if the kitsune hadn’t made it impossible for me to do it for you.”

      “I think she was under the impression that if I couldn’t release it, then I wouldn’t be able to control it when I did.” That was what she’d claimed, at least. I mostly believed her.

      “I suppose that’s correct, but it remains annoying.”

      I snorted. “You know, you actually remind me a lot of her.”

      Crius turned away, hiding a laugh with a cough. “What is your plan, Iapetus?”

      The titan made his displeasure with both of us clear, but crossed his arms and pinned me with a stern look. “This sacrifice was meant for a god. The power must feed into Chaos, not your innate magic.”

      “How do I separate them?” For a long time, I’d thought they were one and the same. My training had made it clear that I did have innate magic no more powerful than your average mage, and that the mayhem magic was simply dumped in on top of things. However, any spell I cast, even just forming a katana with the mayhem magic still drew on my innate power as well.

      “Control.”

      I bit back a sigh. And a curse. “Great.”

      “Sit.”

      I dropped to the ground opposite Iapetus and rested my hands on my knees in a copy of his position. Chaos was restless beside me.

      “Cast a spell with your left hand, and summon the mayhem magic with your right hand,” Iapetus ordered.

      That was simple enough. I drew a quick rune in the air with my left hand and filled it with magic. Iapetus immediately smacked my arm.

      “Wrong. Try again.”

      I ground my teeth together, but shut my eyes and tried again. No part of my training had been easy yet. This would be no different, but I was determined to figure it out. I needed all the power I could get.
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      After an exhausting three days of non-stop training, Iapetus finally snapped.

      “No wonder Kronos fell into a depression! You are terrible at this!” He spun on his heel and began walking away, but paused to wave for us to follow. “Come. It’s time to go rouse my brother to help.”

      Crius clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t take it personally. Iapetus has never had much patience.”

      “I hadn’t noticed,” I said drily as I limped after the titan. Iapetus had alternated between perfect calm and extreme annoyance throughout the entirety of my training. At times, I thought he was simply testing which attitude was more motivating for me, but now I suspected he was simply insane.

      Insane or not, he knew his way around Tartarus much better than I did. After only two hours of walking, we crested a hill above the familiar orchard where my harpy friends lived. Apparently during all my solo wandering, I’d been walking in unnecessary circles, rather than taking the most direct route.

      I scanned the trees for Nosy and the others, surprised she hadn’t come to greet me like she normally did. But the orchard was silent. A sense of foreboding twisted in my gut. Something was wrong. I ran ahead of Crius and Iapetus, slip-sliding down the hill, then plunging into the trees.

      That’s when I spotted them. The harpies were not dead, but they were close to it. Their wings had been shredded and they were all severely injured. Blood soaked the soil. Nosy trilled when she spotted me, her voice weak. She had the worst of the injuries.

      While the harpy had serious issues with personal space, she’d done nothing to deserve this. We were all already stuck in this prison. Adding to other’s suffering was pointless. I knew exactly who’d done this, too. There was only one being in hell that left others half-dead for me to find. The rakshasa. I was going to make him pay for this.

      “There is only one way to help them,” Iapetus said quietly, having joined me in the orchard at some point when I wasn’t paying attention.

      “I know.” I stretched my hand out to the side and formed my katana. “I’ll do it.”

      He looked surprised at that, but nodded and backed away. I bit the inside of my cheek as I knelt beside Nosy. Her clawed hand grasped my arm, but she didn’t try to get away. She understood what I had to do.

      “I’ll make sure he can never do this again, okay?”

      She blinked up at me, unable to understand my promise, but I hoped she could at least see the determination in my eyes. I took a steadying breath, then cut off her head. The other harpies remained still as I dispatched them as well. Perhaps they’d been through this before. I doubted anyone in Tartarus had escaped a second death, except perhaps some of the titans.

      I released the katana and finally let myself face the decision I’d made. There was only one way to ensure the rakshasa could no longer hurt anyone. I had to trap him just like I intended to trap Fate. To do that, I needed more power. Screw control and caution.

      “Chaos.” I waited for him to materialize next to me. “I’m breaking this seal now.”

      Chaos grew still, shadowy eyes going wide. “Are you insane—”

      I sank into my mind and felt out the boundaries of the power pulsing inside me, ignoring his objections. Yui’s fiery magic warmed under my hands and I could almost hear her laughter. It was so simple to crack open the magic that held back the power. She’d made it easy. Stupidly easy. All I had to do to release it was want it. For the first time, I wanted it free more than I wanted to keep it bound. I was an idiot for putting this off for so long.

      Pure, unadulterated power exploded through my body. All Iapetus’ warnings about making sure the power fed Chaos and not my own magic had been pointless. This sacrifice was chaos. It sought out the mayhem magic like a magnet.

      My muscles trembled as the destructive energy pounded through me, but it was nothing like when I’d first absorbed the power. I remained standing. It couldn’t destroy me.

      I was in control.
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      The rakshasa’s lair was empty of any illusions. The monster awaited me in the center of the valley, excitement gleaming in his eyes. He cackled in glee when he saw me, clearly delighting in my anger. It was tempting to kill him again, or make him suffer, but I knew that would solve nothing. He enjoyed that as much as other’s pain.

      I lifted my hands and the mayhem magic rushed out in a wave. It had never felt like this before. The power of the warlock’s sacrifice was even greater than I’d thought. My magic crashed into the rakshasa and his eyes went wide as it curled around him, locking him in place. The smile slid from his fanged mouth.

      At this rate, you’ll simply kill him, Chaos said quietly, as if afraid to anger me.

      I forced myself to slow down. Chaos was right. Pure, destructive energy wasn’t what I needed right now. I twisted my left hand to the side and summoned the white magic of creation. It flowed into the darkness, turning both a muddy gray.

      The destructive magic is stealing strength from the creative magic. You must focus.

      The desire to hurt the rakshasa like he’d hurt the harpies pounded inside of me, but I knew it was a pointless distraction. Besides, an eternity alone with no one to harm but himself, would be worse torture than anything I could physically do to him.

      I raised the first wall of the prison. The rakshasa thrashed against my control, but with the added power, he felt weak. I raised the second wall, then the third. My arms began to tremble. I needed to complete this quickly.

      Finish it!

      Sweat rolled down my forehead as I painstakingly raised the final wall. Inch by inch, the rakshasa disappeared from sight. His face was distorted with rage, but he was helpless, just like the harpies and the centaurs and countless other beings had been. The rakshasa pounded futilely against the walls. I sealed the prison shut.

      Now you must make it last, Chaos said.

      “How?” I ground out.

      You must will it to be so.

      “That’s the least helpful advice I’ve ever heard.”

      You can feel it, can’t you? This is what true creation is. And you’ve done it before.

      I forced back the irritation. Chaos was doing his best to help, this was simply difficult. As I stilled my racing mind, I found I could feel it. In a sense, I had to cut the magic off from myself. I had to be sure I had created it to do what I intended, then I just needed to…let go.

      It was terrifying. But I wrenched my hands away and stumbled back, releasing the magic once and for all. The prison flared bright white, then thunked onto the ground with an impact that shook the entire valley. I waited, heart pounding, for it to collapse, but it didn’t. The prison held. I’d done it. Finally.

      Iapetus strolled past me and tapped the prison, then stepped back, his gaze swiveling to me. “If I’d known I just had to piss you off to teach you, I’d have done that days ago.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t get any ideas.”

      “I imagine it’s too late for that,” Crius said with a laugh, his eyes sparkling even more than usual.

      “Come. This is all the more reason to rouse Kronos,” Iapetus said with an impatient wave as he strode past us. “He won’t be able to dismiss this news.”

      I turned to follow, but fell flat on my face. My muscles twitched as I attempted to stand back up. Creating the prison seemed to be as draining as using Apollo’s bow. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I hadn’t sensed how weak I was until I’d tried to move.

      Iapetus sighed heavily, as if I were a terrible burden forced upon him. “Crius, carry him. Hopefully he’ll be able to stand again by the time we reach Kronos.”

      Crius tugged me into his arms with an amused grin. “Hopefully.”

      “I think I’d rather you left me behind than carry me like a baby,” I muttered.

      My complaints fell on deaf ears, and Crius continued cradling me as we walked. I sighed and stared up at the dull sky, cursing Fate, Iapetus, and Chaos equally. I threw in Kronos for good measure. If he hadn’t wimped out on me, I probably could have avoided this indignity entirely.

      My one saving grace was the speed at which the titans walked. We arrived at the tunnels where Kronos stayed in record time.

      “Would you like to attempt to walk now?” Crius asked.

      “Yes.” He dropped me. I managed to land on my feet. Barely. I straightened and glared at him.

      Crius just grinned. “I didn’t want you to feel as if I were babying you.”

      Maybe Arges was right about gods all being dicks.

      “Can you walk, or not?” Iapetus demanded, clearly impatient.

      “I can manage.” I was tired, but I was used to that feeling at this point. My muscles had stopped trembling, at least.

      We finished the rest of the journey to Kronos’ rooms at a slower pace, but the movement helped work out some of the lingering exhaustion. The titan sat on the same throne where I’d first seen him. Kronos was so still for a moment that I remembered why I’d mistaken him for a statue so many months ago.

      His dark eyes finally lifted to Iapetus as we approached. “What mischief have you created now, brother?”

      Iapetus grinned. “I’ve done what you couldn’t.” He pointed at me. “I took Blackwell to the next level of his training.”

      Kronos hummed in acknowledgment, but didn’t seem impressed. “I’m sure.”

      Annoyed, I stepped forward. “I trapped the rakshasa.”

      Kronos’ dark eyes flicked up to meet mine. “He has not escaped?”

      “No. And he never will.” I lifted my chin. “I can do this. I’m learning, and the other titans are willing to help us if we can get out of here.”

      “You missed how much of the power you sensed in him was bound out of reach,” Iapetus said, smug. “A kitsune had sealed it away in order to protect him until he was strong enough to wield it.”

      “It may still not be enough.” Kronos’ fingers tapped against the handle of his scythe.

      “We cannot stop his training now. In fact, it grows even more urgent,” Iapetus said, speaking more earnestly than I’d ever seen. “Theia foresaw that we have a chance to escape this prison. There is hope, after all this time.”

      Kronos stroked his beard, his eyebrows pinched together. “Hope is a slow poison in a place like this.”

      “You’re not afraid, are you?” I asked, my irritation mounting. Kronos had been too cruel in my lowest moment for me to have any patience with him now.

      He rose to his full height and pinned me with a hard look. “No, I am not.”

    

  







            Twenty-Three

          

          

      

    

    






Blackwell

        

      

    

    
      We passed the one year mark without acknowledgment. After that, I stopped counting the days. Training was all that mattered. Iapetus and Kronos kept me focused as they found new and interesting ways to push me to my limits. The rakshasa remained bound. Nosy, however, had ventured out of her orchard and now watched me most days like my own personal cheerleader. Or stalker.

      I kept my eyes locked on Crius as we circled each other. In the last fight, I’d come close to putting him on his ass. This time, I was determined to finally do it. I needed to win.

      Nosy trilled in excitement as I flung myself out of the path of Crius’ kick. I’d learned that despite his calm exterior, he always attacked first, too impatient to wait for me to make a move. He’d also hold off until he was in close range before summoning his short sword and shield.

      I cut toward him on a diagonal. As expected, the shield materialized on his left arm, but I was ready. My magic slammed into the shield and pinned it against him. I continued moving to the side and dodged the thrust of his sword. Once his arm was fully extended, I snapped out my mayhem magic like a whip and wrapped around the sword guard, then darted behind him and yanked hard on the weapon.

      He resisted on instinct, which left him open to my attack. I kicked his legs out from beneath him and he toppled backward. Triumphant, I moved to follow him to the ground, but a bolt of lightning shot down my spine. I stumbled, startled and dizzy. Chaos threw up a shield to block Crius’ next attack as the titan leaped back to his feet, saving me from the consequences of my sudden distraction.

      Crius paused rather than press his advantage, his mouth twisted into a frown. “Why are you stopping? You finally got me on the ground.”

      “Did you feel that?” I asked rubbing my spine. It was still tingling, and I felt off-kilter, like the ground was rolling beneath my feet.

      Crius eyes narrowed with concern. “Feel what?”

      “That magic. It’s…” I whirled around as the tingling raced down my back once again. It was building. All the hair on my arms stood on end. “You seriously don’t feel that?”

      Iapetus pulled himself away from his quiet conversation with Kronos. “Why did you stop?”

      “He’s sensing something. Or he’s gone mad,” Crius said with a shrug.

      “Chaos?” I asked, slightly desperate for confirmation that I wasn’t, in fact, going mad.

      He materialized next to me. “I feel it, too. Something approaches.”

      “How are we feeling it, but they aren’t?” I asked as I waved a hand at the titans who were now all intently focused on our conversation.

      “I don’t know.”

      My skin grew warm as it took on a strange glow. I tried to push the foreign magic away, but it wouldn’t budge. This could not be good. “At what point should I start panicking?”

      “As if you aren’t panicking already,” Iapetus said with an eye-roll. He tried to approach, but came to a sudden halt a foot away. “I cannot come any closer.”

      Crius attempted to walk up to me as well, but hit the same invisible wall. “Odd.”

      Before I could continue freaking out, the glow burst outward in a blinding wave of light that froze me in place. Magic pierced my body at four points. It was painless but unsettling. I struggled against the magic for a moment, but stopped when I sensed something familiar. A warmth I hadn’t felt in over a year.

      The blinding light faded just enough to see. Standing right in front of me was…Swift. Her eyes blazed with magic. My heart skipped a beat as my lungs froze in my chest. It had to be an illusion, but the magic binding me in place released with a crack, and she didn’t disappear.

      I stared at her in shock. This couldn’t be real, yet I also knew I would break if this was somehow a trick. Hope and disbelief radiated through me as my muscles finally stopped trembling with the strange magic.

      Swift’s eyes stayed locked on mine. “You have a beard.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve never seen you with a beard.”

      My hand rose to my chin on instinct. I hadn’t bothered attempting to shave, so the beard had grown a few inches past my chin. I dropped my hand with a shrug. “No mirrors down here.” I felt strangely hesitant. While it had been over a year for me, I knew it had been less than a month for Swift.

      Her expression faltered for a moment, and she flung herself at me. I braced for an attack, but there were no punches. It was a hug. We’d never hugged before, but I wrapped my arms around her in return as the reality of her presence here sank in. This was real. She’d finally come for me.

      She stepped back and punched my shoulder. “You idiot. I can’t believe you just let Death take you like that.”

      I grinned as I rubbed my now-bruised arm. Now that was the Swift I knew and tolerated. “You know by now I had no choice.”

      Her expression remained sour. “Still. I thought you were really dead for a while.”

      “I am sorry about that part, but it was necessary. I couldn’t risk any of you trying to stop me.”

      “Prometheus,” Iapetus said, still standing in the same place he’d been forced to stop when the magic had trapped me.

      I glanced behind me. Prometheus had apparently come with her. I hadn’t noticed due to the shock of seeing Swift after so long.

      “Father,” Prometheus said, greeting the titan with a grin.

      Swift stiffened and narrowed her eyes. “Father?”

      “Yes.” Prometheus raised an eyebrow. “I assumed you knew.”

      I waved a dismissive hand at them and grabbed Swift’s arm to regain her attention. And reassure myself she wouldn’t simply disappear. “First, how did you get here? That spell felt incredibly weird. Second, how are we getting out?”

      Swift’s face lit up. “A very specific sort of teleportation rune brought us directly to you. Your mother was brilliant.”

      “See? I’m not the only one who thinks that,” Chaos said smugly.

      Swift stumbled back as he appeared next to me. “Who… Is that who I think it is?”

      “It’s Chaos.” I scratched the back of my neck and gave her an awkward smile. “He can take form outside of me now. That ability has been very helpful, surprisingly enough.”

      “I see.” Swift shook herself and returned her attention to me, though she kept a wary eye on Chaos. “As for the escape plan, well…it’s a bit incomplete.”

      “Incomplete?” I asked, disbelief clear in my voice.

      “But that’s why Prometheus is here.”

      I turned to the titan, the distant memory of the deal we’d made when I rescued him coming back to me. “Here to repay the favor?”

      He nodded, a placid smile on his stolen face. It was unsettling to see him in Talos’ body. I’d almost forgotten about that man’s sacrifice. “I am.”

      “By helping complete the plan?” I asked, my wariness increasing. I’d assumed that Swift would come prepared to get me out of here. She wasn’t normally the reckless one in our partnership.

      She pulled a small, gold key out of her pocket. “Your mother created the chest in the hidden room in the manor.”

      I nodded. I’d known that, even if I couldn’t open the damn thing. It had been a hard pill to swallow when I’d learned the chest truly was locked shut until I was taken by Death—or truly dead. My mother had planned for several outcomes. “And it opened on my apparent death.”

      “It contained a lot that helped us, much of which you already know about. She wrote in her journal that she had left as much information in her final message to you as possible.”

      “She did,” I confirmed. Everything I knew about Fate and the other gods was from that message. I’d replayed it over and over until it had been committed to memory as I prepared for the inevitable.

      “There was more. This key, and the start of a spell that will allow us all to walk out of here.” Swift paused and took a steadying breath. “But the spell was incomplete. She tested it so many times, but couldn’t make it work before she died.”

      “You came here with no guarantee you could get out? Are you insane?” I demanded.

      “I believe I can help you complete the spell,” Prometheus said.

      “It was worth the risk,” Swift added quietly.

      I dragged a hand down my face as I tried to wrap my mind around it all. I’d imagined dozens of different ways this could go, but a scenario like this hadn’t even occurred to me. “Okay. How do we complete the spell?”

      “That will take some preparation.” Prometheus turned his attention to Iapetus once again. “Is Theia around?”

      Iapetus frowned, but nodded. “She is.”

      “We should speak with her.”
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      Prometheus was dead set on finding Theia as soon as possible, so our little group was making the long trek to the cavern the other titans called home. Even Kronos had been persuaded to come, though I wasn’t looking forward to that reunion. The other titans had good reason to hate him.

      Swift glanced over her shoulder and frowned. “Is that a harpy? And is it following us?”

      “Ah, yes. I call her Nosy. She’s my stalker.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Stalker?”

      “It’s a long story, but she helped me and I helped her, I guess she’s gotten attached.” I scratched at the back of my neck. It sounded weird now that I was explaining it aloud. “Iapetus says he’s never seen a harpy act like that before, but she’s harmless, so I’m not going to run her off.”

      Swift eyed her claws and broad wings. “Harmless?”

      “Well…to us, at least.”

      “If you say so.”

      Nosy seemed to understand we were talking about her and fluffed out her wings, trilling lightly as she scampered to catch up to us. Swift watched the harpy’s approach with clear disapproval, but didn’t flinch away.

      “I still can’t believe you came down here with half a plan,” I said, finally blurting out what had been bothering me since Swift’s dramatic arrival.

      “You’re starting to sound ungrateful,” she said, emphasizing her point with a jab to my ribs.

      “Ow!” I rubbed my side. “You know, I was going to say I missed you, but maybe I didn’t.”

      She snorted. ”That’d be more believable if you weren’t holding onto my arm like that.”

      I hadn’t realized I still had hold of her arm at all and dropped my hand immediately. “Just making sure you don’t run off. This place isn’t exactly safe.”

      “It isn’t what I expected either.” She peered around at the stone tunnel.

      “More hellfire and pitchforks?”

      She shrugged. “Just…more. This place is empty. And too quiet.”

      “Tell me about it,” I muttered. “But don’t worry, it gets worse once we leave the tunnels.”

      “Worse?”

      “Much, much worse.” I glanced down at her shoes. She’d worn her usual lace up boots, thankfully. “Your shoes will help a lot.”

      The ground sloped steeply upward, signalling that we were about to exit the tunnels are face our journey across the jagged, stone forest. I’d learned how to navigate it without too much difficulty, but it would be new for Swift.

      As we passed out of the shelter of the tunnels, her eyes grew wide. She stopped and swept her gaze over the stone spires that rose up all around us like knives, dwarfing the orchard. “We’re meant to pass over those rocks?”

      I clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      The titans had already pulled ahead of us, and I lost sight of them as they scampered from point to point on the jagged rocks with perfect balance.

      I coated my hands with a protective layer of magic and pulled myself up onto the lowest of the rocks, then wiggled my fingers at Swift. “If you’ve got the control for it, you can use your magic both as protection and to increase your grip.”

      She rolled her eyes. “My control was never in question.” True to her word, she pulled herself up beside me with ease, pink magic glinting on the palms of her hands. “The same for our feet?”

      I nodded, only slightly annoyed she’d caught on to the technique Kronos used so much more quickly than I had. I could have used her help down here from the beginning. “Only thing to watch out for are the wind storms. We won’t get much warning.”

      She grimaced. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “The sand gets everywhere.”

      We lapsed into silence as we picked our way across the uneven rocks. As Swift gained confidence, we were able to move faster. As expected, the wind began to pick up before we were even halfway there. I tugged Swift down behind the widest rock I could find and tugged off my jacket.

      “This helps.” I pull it tight around our shoulders and heads as the first bad gust hit. Sand whirled around us, biting at my exposed hands, as wind screamed through the stone forest.

      “So…” Swift cleared her throat. “It’s been almost a year and a half for you. Because of the time dilation,” she said haltingly.

      “Yes, though I stopped keeping track of the time after a year. It was driving me insane.”

      She met my eyes with a serious expression, barely visible in the darkness of our make-shift shield. “I spent every moment I could preparing to come get you. I didn’t know, at first, that it felt like so much longer to you. But even before that, we were all doing everything we could to get you out of here as soon as possible.”

      I swallowed, some tiny lingering doubt I hadn’t even been consciously aware of fading away in the back of my mind. “I know. I never thought you’d abandoned me down here.”

      She held my gaze for a moment, then nodded. “All right.”

      With one last blustering gust of wind, the storm ceased its assault. I pushed the jacket off of us and shook out the sand as well as I could. We resumed our journey at a quicker pace in an attempt to catch up.

      “How is everyone?” I asked after another lapse in the conversation.

      “Alive and well. Bootstrap has been feeling a bit guilty. I think he somehow blames himself for all of this,” she waved a hand at our location. “And Yui has been almost docile. It’s weird.”

      “And Chief Bradley?”

      She snorted. “Bossy as ever, but thrilled to finally be taking down the Mage’s Guild.”

      I frowned. “We’re taking down the Mage’s Guild?”

      “Oh, I guess there is quite a bit to fill you in on still.” She tucked her hair behind her ears. “Fate is immortal, and because of that we can’t kill him.”

      I nodded. “We have to trap him.”

      She halted in her tracks once again. “How did you know that?”

      “Kronos and I simply came to the same conclusion.” I lifted my hand and pooled the white magic of creation in my palm. “With the same magic that created Tartarus, I’m going to have find a way to trap Fate.” I grinned. “I haven’t been just sitting down here twiddling my thumbs.”

      “I can see that.” Her eyes flicked back up to my face. “I can feel your magic. It’s stronger. And you seem…different, somehow.” She shook her head with a smile. “Rhea said Kronos would be teaching you this, but I wasn’t as confident.”

      “Rhea?”

      “Kronos’ wife.”

      It was my turn to be surprised. “How’d you manage to chat with a titan?”

      “Your mother, once again. She’d already found Rhea, somehow, and left a summoning spell in the chest.”

      “She thought of everything, didn’t she?” I had no idea how she’d done it. Maybe Chaos had a point about her being the better vessel. “Tell me more about the plan.”

      “We should catch up again.” Swift tugged me after her before continuing. “Fate and the Mage’s Guild are basically the same problem. It would be impossible to take down one while the other is still free. While you’ve been trapped here, we’ve been crippling the Mage’s Guild. Their reputation is in tatters, and the general public is beginning to turn against them.”

      “How did you manage that?”

      “With the help of the Awakened.” She pursed her lips, looking as conflicted as I felt about their involvement. “Bradley and Bootstrap have also been hard at work spreading the truth about the extent of the corruption in the Mage’s Guild. The truth was always their worst enemy.”

      “I see.”

      “We must take down my parents and Fate at the same time. But before that…” she took a deep breath. “We have to free Zeus.”

      I frowned. “Why would we free him?”

      “Because my father is siphoning power from him. If Zeus isn’t freed before we confront him, there’s a chance we won’t be able to defeat him at all.” She shook her head, frustration clear on her face. “Prometheus is convinced Zeus will be on our side. After all, Fate did trap him. But Ares has also been trying to free Zeus. That’s what the attack on Moira was all about.”

      “So, there’s a chance Zeus could be our enemy?”

      Her lips thinned as she nodded. “Either way, he must be freed to defeat my father. But it’s risky.”

      “Is there any part of the plan that isn’t risky?”

      A slight smile tugged at her mouth. “Fair point.”

      Nosy landed on a nearby rock and leaned down to sniff Swift’s shoulder. She seemed to like whatever she smelled, because she kept sniffing.

      “Blackwell, why is your pet bird in my personal space?” Swift asked through clenched teeth.

      “No clue. Do you smell like pomegranates, by chance?”

      “Not that I know of.” Swift gently, but firmly, placed her hand on Nosy’s forehead and pushed her back. The harpy gave a grumpy chirp, but backed off. “She doesn’t eat pomegranates, does she?”

      “No. No one eats in hell. If you eat or drink down here, then you’re tied to the place forever.”

      Her eyes went wide. “You didn’t—”

      “No!” I raised my hands. “Thanks to Nosy and the other harpies, I haven’t eaten a thing.”

      She was silent for a moment. “In over a year.”

      “Yeah. It’s been…unpleasant.”

      “Yet you don’t look malnourished. If anything, you’ve bulked up,” she swept her gaze over me with a frown. My jacket had gotten rather tight in the shoulders in recent months.

      “Kronos says the hunger and thirst are just part of the torment. We don’t need to eat or sleep. In fact, you can’t sleep. The only rest I’ve gotten is when I died.”

      “What? Died?”

      “Another fun thing about Tartarus; you can’t really die. You’re simply reborn after a couple of days.”

      “How many times have you ’died’? And what managed to kill you?” she demanded, bristling at the idea that something had hurt me.

      “I stopped counting. But at least six times? Perhaps more.” I grimaced. “The main culprit was a rakshasa.”

      Nosy made an angry noise and puffed up her feathers, claws scraping against the stone as she took flight and soared ahead of us.

      Swift’s eyebrows drew together as she watched the harpy go. “I recognize that name from Hindu mythology.”

      I nodded. “He was a tough bastard, but I managed to trap him awhile back, just like I plan on trapping Fate.”

      “I take it the harpy isn’t a fan either?”

      “The rakshasa tortured her and her sisters.”

      A muscle in her jaw twitched. “That’s horrible. This whole place is horrible.”

      “Can’t argue with that.”

      We caught up to the titans a few minutes later at the back edge of the barren valley Hyperion had destroyed, just above the river of mud. Nosy was waiting for us there, still looking quite disgruntled, and she wasn’t the only one.

      The orchard appeared to have been flattened. Theia stood in front of Hyperion, who was pacing like a caged lion. His dark brown skin glowed with the magic that filled the surrounding air with a shimmering light. And made me sweat. Every step he took shook the ground ever so slightly due to the weight of his massive frame. Iapetus and Prometheus stood in front of Kronos, who had a black eye and a strangely satisfied expression.

      Kronos stared hard at Hyperion as the titan paced. “Are you finished? Or do we need to battle further?”

      Hyperion snarled at him. “I will beat you again when we are free of this place.”

      Swift grew very still next to me. I’d grown used to the titan’s palpable power and otherworldly appearance in my time here. She hadn’t had the chance to acclimate, so I could hardly blame her for her reaction. Especially when it came to Theia, who looked particularly shiny today. The titan’s golden skin lit up the space, casting a glittering reflection on the dark, muddy river behind her.

      “Enough. From both of you.” Theia’s eyes skipped over me and settled on Swift as she turned away from her husband. She cocked her head to the side. “You’re a valkyrie, though weaker than most.”

      Swift lifted her chin despite her obvious fear. “They’re training me, but we haven’t had much time.”

      I frowned. “Since when are you a valkyrie?”

      “Since I took the armor, apparently. Alruna didn’t really have time to explain things when she gave it to me.”

      “And you…” Theia leaned in close to peer at me. I resisted the urge to cringe away. No matter how familiar I became with the titans, being close to one remained difficult. “You have reached an adequate power level, if only just.”

      I looked over her shoulder at Prometheus. “We’ve found Theia,” I said, gesturing at her. “Care to share your solution now?”

      “I will let Swift explain the problem more fully first.” He inclined his head toward Swift, who sighed deeply before launching into her explanation.

      “The chest your mother created is more than just a chest. It can be transformed into a gateway…if a perfect duplicate can be created. However, there was one final piece to that spell that she hadn’t finished before—” She swallowed. “Before my parents killed her.”

      “And that’s why the plan is incomplete?”

      She nodded as she pulled the golden key from her pocket and handed it to me. “That key holds the instructions to duplicate the chest, and will open the gateway once it’s created. However, the spell to transform the duplicate chests into the gateway is what is missing.”

      I inspected the key. It was heavy enough I suspected it was made of pure gold. The design was simple, with minimal decoration, but I could feel the magic stored in it. The mayhem magic in me was drawn to it, because it had been created with the same magic. My mother had made this.

      “The gateway must be perfect, or we will simply find ourselves lost in the space between,” Prometheus said, drawing my attention. “And I can guarantee that would be unpleasant.”

      “But you have a solution for that?”

      “Ada was close with her original design. I can give you the nudge you need to finish what she started.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How?”

      “With the gift of foresight,” Theia said quietly. She held Prometheus’ gaze for a long moment before nodding. “It’s our best chance.”

      “How will foresight help us?” I asked, feeling pushed out of the decision once again. The titans had a bad habit of doing that.

      “You will be able to see what the spell needs. I can’t quite reveal the future, but I can expand your mind,” Prometheus said, sounding perfectly confident. “You just need the right idea in order to accomplish this, and the focus to pull it off. This gift will improve your control, as well.”

      I glanced at Swift. “You trust him?”

      “He owed you a favor, and he’s trapped down here with us if it fails. So, yes.” She crossed her arms and leveled an unimpressed look at Prometheus. “I trust him to get himself out of this.”

      “Fair point.” I pushed my shoulders back. This was risky, like everything else, but we had to try. And I had no choice but to trust Prometheus along with everyone else trapped here. “How do you give me this ‘gift of foresight’?”

      Prometheus strode toward me then, without hesitation, placed his hands on either side of my head. “Just relax, and let me in.”

      “What—”

      His magic hit me like a battering ram, and my vision went white.
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      It was all so clear. The magic, the different paths of creation, and Tartarus watching us with interest. I turned the key over in my fingers as I stared at the sky, not really seeing it as I visualized the intricate spell encoded within the key. My mother had made two mistakes, but they were easily resolved. The remainder of the spell, however, would require more effort. It was a difficult thing for one person to pull off.

      A sudden realization hit me. My mother had been so focused on me being able to do this alone, she hadn’t considered I might have help. Of course, she couldn’t assume I would, but I knew what resources I had at my disposal, and I intended to take advantage of them. The titans were as eager to escape this place as I was.

      The gateway needed stability. The first and last person through it would be at the greatest risk of getting caught in a collapse, which meant the first person through also needed to be one of the strongest. And someone I could trust. They would need to hold open the gateway from the other side to ensure I could escape, since I would have to be the last one through as the source of the spell.

      I thought through my options before settling on Kronos. He was the most powerful titan—except for Theia, I suspected—and could use a chance to do something useful for the others. I expected he would want to take on the risk as well.

      The creation of the duplicate chest was another risky part of the plan. It would require a large amount of power, only to be followed by the exhaustion of opening the gateway, and then holding it open. Hyperion would be my solution for that, assuming he was able to share his power in the same way Kronos had in the past. Hyperion’s magic was well-suited to that task.

      I slammed onto the ground, the impact as startling as it was jarring. Stars cut through my vision of the spell as a pounding started in my skull.

      “Blackwell!” Swift appeared over me, concern clear in her eyes, before whirling on Prometheus. “What did you do to him?”

      “Exactly what I promised.”

      I pushed upright, too impatient to begin to deal with their bickering. “Quit wasting time. I know what to do.”

      “What?” Swift asked, her irritation fading into confusion. “How? Prometheus touched you, then you just fell over.”

      “It’s been at least a half hour. What are you talking about?”

      “It has not,” Kronos said, stroking his short beard as he stared down at me. “You were falling for only a split second.”

      It certainly hadn’t felt like that, but I couldn’t bring myself to care at the moment. My mind buzzed with ideas, and escape was tantalizing close. I could worry about whatever Prometheus had done to me later.

      “We should act quickly. The effects of my gift won’t last forever,” Prometheus warned as he extended a hand to help me up.

      I let him pull me to my feet, as eager as he was to get on with this. “Hyperion, can you lend me some of your power? I need a magical battery, and your magic is perfect for the job.”

      Hyperion scowled at me, but Theia’s answering glare spurred him to approach me. “If it is necessary.”

      “It is.” I held out my hand, and he grasped my arm. “I can’t afford to be exhausted before we even open the gateway.”

      He nodded, still scowling, as his magic began to trickle into me. With Prometheus’ gift already filling me up, the added magic was nearly overwhelming. My muscles trembled as Hyperion’s warm, sun-bright magic burned through me. I waited until I had just enough before jerking away.

      “Stay back,” I commanded, waving the titans out of my personal space. Absently, I noted Prometheus tugging Swift away as well as I turned my back to them and began.

      I drew the necessary runes with my right hand, sending them to the correct position with a flick of my wrist, and began crafting the box itself with my left hand. My head began to ache with the overwhelming flow of information and ideas, though the ache might have also been from the impact of my fall. Either way, I didn’t care.

      The chest came together in pieces. With the key in my grasp, I could see what it needed to look like, down to the finest of details. My fingers danced through the air as the creation magic flowed from my hand. It was almost soothing to create now, rather than the struggle I was used to. Perhaps this was how it had been for my mother. The thought made my chest grow tight. I wished I had a way to thank her for this. To show her that her plan had worked after all.

      With a click, the final piece of the chest snapped into place. The ornate runes and engravings that decorated it flowed into place. In a circle around it, lay the runes I’d drawn. I stepped forward with a grin…which faded when I drew close enough to inspect the chest.

      The engravings were upside down. The walls of the chest were crooked. And it was about two inches too small all the way around. So much for being able to see the finest of details.

      With a frustrated huff, I reduced it to scrap, then began again. The same power that gave me the ability to create so easily was also distracting. My fingers trembled when I needed them to be steady. My mind skipped ahead two steps when I needed to focus.

      “Blackwell, breathe for goodness’ sake.” Swift’s exasperated command startled me into doing just that. I sucked in a deep breath, and my hands steadied. “And slow down. It’s not a race.”

      I wanted to argue that point, but bit back my objections, and did as she’d said. I’d already screwed this up once. There was no point in wasting all this magic repeating the process multiple times. The buzz of the magic stabilized into a hum.

      Swift kept up a steady stream of calm encouragement. This time, when the final piece of the chest fell into place, it glowed with warmth. I formed the runes one at a time, intent on the detail of every stroke. The engravings flowed like water over the golden surface of the chest, easy as an exhale.

      My hands were steady as I lowered the chest to the ground amidst the circle of runes. I knew before I even approached that I’d gotten it right this time. I’d simply needed to slow down, as Swift had suggested.

      With that complete, the rest of my mother’s plan shouldn’t be quite so difficult to pull off. The replication of the chest had required the greatest focus. Now, it was time for the transformation.

      All the pieces were there. The chest was more than just a box—it was magical potential in physical form. I pushed the magic it needed to fulfill that potential into it. The warmth of Hyperion’s donated power flowed easily past my fingertips and sank into the runes.

      With a shuddering sigh, the chest stretched upward like taffy, then twisted around itself. The lid flipped opened and widened, forming the top of the gateway. Two pillars of stone rose from the ground, and between them, the intricate engravings from the body of the chest stretched out flat. Arranged like this, they formed the final rune—an intricate work of art that had been the most ingenious part of my mother’s plan.

      I knew that in the human realm, the other chest had transformed alongside this one. They were as inextricably connected as a single atom.

      The steady flow of magic activated the final rune, and a lock formed in the center of the door. I knew the key would fit it. With my heart pounding at how surreal the moment was, I pressed a hand to the door, a shudder of fear and hope running through me, then turned the key in the lock. The door swung inward. Beyond it, there was a void.

      Already, I could feel the strain on my magic as I peered through the darkness at the pinpoint of light on the other side. This was going to be difficult and dangerous.

      “What are we waiting for? I want out of this place,” Hyperion snarled as he attempted to shoulder past me.

      Theia yanked him back and looked to me. “What do we need to do?”

      I turned to Kronos. “You’ll go through first. I’ll need your help holding the gateway open from the other side. But, I must warn you, you’re taking a risk being the first one through.” I stepped to the side so the titan could pass. “I have this sense that you could get lost in the darkness, but no idea how you can avoid that.”

      “Go into the light,” Theia whispered. “Focus on it, and don’t lose hope.”

      Kronos nodded once and approached the doorway. “I am not afraid.”

      He had to duck in order to make it through, but the doorway was just large enough to accommodate his massive size. As he stepped over the threshold, magic was wrenched out of me with a painful jolt. Too much of it. Theia grabbed my arm as my knees buckled. Her fingers were so cold they burned as her icy magic swept through me. It was just enough, but I knew the drain on my strength was only going to continue increasing.

      I felt when Kronos emerged on the other side. The sickening draining slowed, though it didn’t stop. “Swift. You next.”

      “I can’t leave you behind—“

      “I need to know you’re safe. Go. There’s no time to argue,” I ground out. My arms were trembling.

      “Listen to him, child,” Theia said as she tugged my reluctant partner forward.

      Swift bit back any further retorts, but her glare was truly deadly as she approached the void. With a deep breath, she plunged into the darkness. Her journey was shorter, almost as if Kronos had reached in and pulled her through. I let out a shaky breath and waved Crius forward. He didn’t hesitate, and passed through without comment.

      “Hyperion,” I ground out. It was getting harder and harder to take a breath, much less remain standing. The gateway sucked at me like a black hole. I wanted to sprint through it, but I couldn’t until the others were safely through.

      The titan practically leapt through the gateway, clearly not concerned about leaving his wife behind. That left Theia, Iapetus, and Prometheus.

      Before I could wave Theia up, I locked eyes with Nosy, and my heart sank all the way down to my feet. She’d vanished while I had been creating the gateway. In the excitement of it all, I’d forgotten about the harpy—something that sent a twist of guilt through my gut. But she had returned just in time, and she wasn’t alone. All her sisters were with her. Nosy watched me, eyes full of hope, as the harpies approached the gateway.

      Theia placed a cool hand on my shoulder. “Saving them will weaken you.”

      I swallowed. “I can’t just leave them behind. They’ll never have another chance to escape.” It appeared I was as much of a martyr as Swift, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I’d left the harpies to languish in Tartarus when I had the power to save them. I gave Nosy a nod.

      The harpies approached the gateway together. Nosy trilled at me and brushed her wing against my arm in what I guessed was a thank you. Then, the harpies plunged through the opening as one. I shuddered under the onslaught, but my strength held. For now.

      I waved Theia up next. She walked through, looking as calm as ever as she melted into the void. I struggled for my next breath.

      Iapetus and Prometheus were engaged in some sort of silent argument, which Prometheus appeared to win. With a scowl, Iapetus marched toward the gateway.

      “Hurry up.” Sweat dripped down my forehead as he plunged through the door. The gut punch of power the gateway stole drew a groan out of me.

      Prometheus caught my arm in a firm grip just as I was about to fall. Maybe saving the harpies had been a bad idea, but I couldn’t bring myself to regret it. “We will pass through together.”

      “That’s not exactly safe.”

      “Neither is leaving you behind.”

      He steadied me as I stepped up to his shoulder. He was right, of course. I wasn’t sure I could endure another passage and remain conscious.

      “It’s a good thing I demanded that favor from you, isn’t it?” I gasped out.

      He grinned. “Do you think I wouldn’t have helped without it?”

      “Would you have?”

      Without responding, he dragged us both through the doorway. I locked my gaze on the pinpoint of light in the distance as panic descended on me. There was nothing here. No sound, no air, no ground. I had no idea how we were moving. I felt Prometheus beside me not as a physical being, but as his magical signature. It was as if we’d been reduced down to nothing, our souls bared by the gateway.

      Something closed around my foot. I couldn’t see it, but I knew what it was. Tartarus wasn’t going to let me leave without a fight.

      “Chaos!” I shouted, my words echoing all around us in a desperate whisper.

      Mayhem magic flared out of me and slammed into Tartarus. The prison’s hold on me was tight, but this was one battle of wills I would not lose. I tore at the cold magic wrapped around my ankle in a desperate rage.

      Then there were hands on my shoulders. The others were pulling at me, and I was caught in a tug of war between Tartarus and them. But their hold on me gave me strength. I hit Tartarus with a final burst of magic, and found myself plunging into the light.

      I blinked up at the ceiling of the too small room where the chest had spent so long taunting me. The door had been slung wide open and daylight was streaming in. Pure, warm light. Swift was there, tugging me away from the gateway as it collapsed behind me.

      A small shockwave hit us. It was just large enough to send me slamming into her, then tumbling out of the room. I rolled off Swift with a groan and found myself laying between my partner and Prometheus, who was grinning as if we’d just had a grand adventure.

      “That worked quite well,” he announced, giving me a pat on the shoulder. “For a moment at the end, I was sure Tartarus would manage to pull you back.”

      “You and me both,” I gasped out as I blinked up at the familiar ceiling, my heart still pounding a million beats per minute. We’d escaped. I was free.
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      It was odd to see a group of titans facing off with my oldest friend and a kitsune in the middle of my father’s office. The harpies hovering nearby only made the scene more surreal. Especially when Nosy’s wings got tangled up in the curtains and she shredded them with an offended shriek before composing herself, looking slightly embarrassed. I pushed up to a sitting position and pinched myself, just to be sure it was real.

      “Blackwell, welcome back,” Hiroji said, never taking his eyes off the titans. “The beard looks awful.”

      “Good to see you again, too. Glad you like the beard. Swift said it made me look ruggedly handsome.”

      “I did not,” Swift said, scandalized.

      I flashed her a grin and struggled to my feet. It was sketchy, and my legs wobbled beneath me, but I didn’t fall over. “I suppose I should make some introductions.” I pointed out each of the titans in turn and introduced them to Hiroji and Yui. The kitsune grinned at Iapetus and wiggled her fingers in a flirtatious wave. To my horror, he grinned back.

      Hiroji nodded warily at the titans, then finally turned to greet me properly. He frowned as his gaze swept over me. “You’ve filled out, but you still look half-starved.”

      Even that off-handed comment had my stomach growling. “I don’t suppose there are any snacks in the Manor?”

      “No. We cleaned the place out when we left.” Hiroji glanced at the door, where Akita was now standing, though I hadn’t sensed her arrival. “We should leave as soon as possible. Will the titans be coming with us?”

      “No,” Theia said, answering for all of them. She seemed to have taken over the leadership position from Kronos. But if he didn’t object, I certainly wasn’t going to. “There is much to prepare, and our presence would only draw attention, which is the last thing you need.” She turned her bright gaze on me. “There will be a time for caution, and a time for boldness. Choose wisely.”

      With that ominous advice, a blinding light encircled the titans, then they were gone. I blinked rapidly, trying to clear the spots from my eyes. Prometheus had stuck around this time, at least.

      “I do love a dramatic exit,” Akita said with an approving smirk.

      “I’m starting to lose my appreciation for them personally.” I rubbed a hand over my aching eyes.

      “You’re not the only one,” Swift muttered.

      

      “Are the harpies coming with us?” Hiroji asked.

      I grimaced. “I’m not sure what other choice we have. I don’t think leaving them to wander around London unsupervised is a great idea.”

      Hiroji nodded, though he didn’t look happy about the plan. He cast a wary look at Prometheus. “Are you coming with us as well?”

      “I’ll be sticking around until we’re ready to reveal Blackwell’s escape, in dramatic fashion, of course,” Prometheus said with a grin. “It would be a bit of a strain on our dear kitsune to continue hiding you all on her own.”

      Yui sniffed, as if offended. “I’m handling it just fine.”

      Prometheus raised an eyebrow, unimpressed. “They’ll need you for the final confrontation. If your strength is as depleted then as it is now, you’ll be rather useless.”

      “If you say so,” Yui replied, her lip curled up in derision. However, she wasn’t actually objecting.

      “Yui has been hiding you all?” I asked, somewhat confused.

      “Yes. Without her help, Fate would have found us immediately. Going into hiding becomes complicated when a god is after you.” Swift turned her attention to Hiroji. “Ready to set the trap?”

      He nodded once. “It’s already done. All that’s left is activating it.”

      “Wait, what trap?” I demanded.

      “They’re going to sense the magical activity here.” Swift swept past me and shut the door to the secret room where the chest remained hidden. As she pressed her palms to the bookcase, a bright glow swept through a series of intricate runes I’d never seen before that had been laid down throughout the room. “Anyone who comes to investigate, or attempts to cast any other magic in this room will find themselves somewhere else, having forgotten all about what they were doing.” She threw a vicious grin over her shoulder. “It’s one of your mother’s more clever runes.”

      “More like devious,” Hiroji said with an approving smile.

      Swift stepped back and surveyed the room, then nodded in satisfaction. “The trap is set. We should leave.”

      “What’s the plan for getting out of here?” I asked.

      “Teleportation rune. It’ll take us to the cottage where we’ve been staying,” Swift said as she followed Hiroji out of the office.

      They’d hidden the rune in one of the bathrooms…in the bathtub. It took two trips to transfer the harpies to our destination, then the five of us squeezed into the narrow tub. I had a face full of shower curtain and the soap dish was digging into my back as Hiroji stepped in between Yui and I, forcing me even closer to Swift.

      “Is this really the best spot you could come up with?” I asked.

      Swift, who was standing beneath the slightly leaky shower head with a growing wet spot on the top of her head, rolled her eyes. “It’s the last place anyone would look, so yes, it was the best spot we could come up with.”

      “It was easier with three people, as well,” Hiroji added.

      “I’m quite enjoying the coziness,” Prometheus said with a wink from the other end of the tub.

      I rolled my eyes, but bit back any further complaints. Tight fit or no, I was thrilled to be getting out here. The Manor no longer felt like a safe haven. Nothing truly did, if I was being honest. Despite Yui and Prometheus’ protections, I couldn’t shake the fear that Fate could find me and drag me back to Tartarus.

      “This will be uncomfortable. We’ve found it’s rather bumpy to use these while under Yui’s protections,” Hiroji warned.

      Before I could ask exactly how bumpy it was, the portal had swallowed us up and I had my answer. It was very bumpy. I felt like I was spinning. Flashes of color swept past as we careened through time and space. I’d have vomited if my stomach hadn’t been empty.

      My knees hit the ground first. Someone’s elbow smacked against my ribs, and a suffocating curtain of black hair shot up my nose when I took a gasping breath. I shoved Yui off of me and rolled to the side. The others were scattered around me in a small backyard.

      A tiny bird cocked its head to the side and chirped at us. It was the first non-lethal creature I’d seen in a year. And the breeze. I spread my arms out as it swept over me. It was blissfully cool outside. The grass beneath me wasn’t razor sharp. The sky was blue. I’d never take the outdoors for granted again.

      Swift appeared over me. “Are you going to just lay out here for a while, or would you like to come in and eat?”

      I scrambled to my feet. “Food. I definitely want food.”

    

  







            Twenty-Seven

          

          

      

    

    






Blackwell

        

      

    

    
      I stretched out in the clawfoot tub as I alternated between bites of pizza and sips of ice cold water. This was heaven, and I intended to stay here as long as possible. So, of course, Yui had to interrupt.

      She slipped into the bathroom and perched on the closed lid of the toilet. “I see you’re enjoying yourself.”

      I glared at her, making no move to cover myself. If she wanted to bust in while I was bathing, then she could just see whatever she saw. Besides, there were a lot of bubbles. “What do you want?”

      “Is that any way to greet your beloved guardian?”

      “It is when said guardian is interrupting my bath.” I caught a pepperoni before it toppled into the bathwater. In the past, I would have been horrified at the grease, but it was just so good. It was food. I’d have eaten carrots with the same relish.

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be a prude. Besides, I’ve seen it all before.”

      “When?” I demanded, horrified at the thought that she’d been spying on me. “Actually…don’t answer that. I don’t want to know.” I sank lower into the bubbles and took another bite of pizza, glaring at the kitsune as I chewed.

      She curled her arms around her knees. “You unsealed the power from the sacrifice.”

      “I did.”

      “And you’ve felt no…ill effects?”

      I froze with my mouth open, about to take another bite, then lowered the pizza. “Ill effects?”

      “Mhmm,” she said.

      “Like what?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Rashes? An uncontrollable desire to maim and kill?”

      I frowned. “No. To both. Why are you asking me this?”

      “Just a precaution. That was a rather…dark sacrifice you absorbed. I’ve always theorized that the nature of the offering influences the god’s behavior.” She smiled, as if it was all settled. “But you’re already full of chaos, so I suppose it wasn’t much of a change.”

      “It did seem particularly attracted to the mayhem magic. It snapped to it like it was magnetized.”

      “Ah, of course.” She pursed her lips. “That may have made your control over the creation magic a teensy bit more difficult.”

      “What?”

      “It’s only logical. You’re chaotic by nature, and the mayhem magic has only increased that tendency. Add a dash of dark magic and…well, what did you expect?”

      I let my head fall back against the back of the tub and sighed. “To become more powerful, not worse off.”

      Chaos materialized beside me, the bubbles popping as he hovered on the surface of the water. “She’s right.”

      “You could have warned me,” I muttered.

      “It’s not as if I knew it would have that effect, it’s simply that I agree with her conclusion,” Chaos said, unconcerned with my irritation. “But you have already gained some control over it. Our time in Tartarus was well-spent.”

      There was a short knock on the door. “Blackwell? Are you talking to yourself in there?”

      “No!” Yui replied before I could answer.

      Swift opened the door, a plate of fruit and vegetables in her hand, and stared at our group in confusion. “Are you…having a chat while you bathe?”

      “Not because I wanted to. Yui showed up uninvited.” I shoved the last of my pizza in my mouth and motioned for her to hand over the plate. I was still starving.

      “You can have it when you get out. The others are almost here.” She waggled the plate at me. “Come on. Food awaits.”

      I scowled at her, but leaned over to yank the plug on the bath regardless. “Fine. Everyone out.”

      Yui slipped through the door, and Swift closed it behind her. I wasn’t ready to get out of the bath, but duty called. Unfortunately, despite my escape from Tartarus, things were hardly over.

      I dried off and grabbed the clothes Swift had managed to smuggle out of the Manor when they fled it weeks ago. She’d even brought my toothbrush. I pulled on the clean clothes, relishing in the smooth slide of the fabric. As much as I’d missed food and sleep, I might have missed being clean even more. There was so much I’d never take for granted again.

      I tied my hair up just to get it out of the way. While I’d had time to shave, I hadn’t had time to find a barber, and I didn’t trust Swift with those kitchen shears she’d tried to use on me. The mirror confirmed that I looked mostly normal. My shoulders were broader, and my cheeks perhaps a bit gaunt. I rubbed a hand over my now smooth face. It felt good to have the beard gone. The damn thing had itched like nothing else.

      Swift was waiting for me right outside when I stepped out of the bathroom. “You look like yourself again.”

      I grinned at her. “Feels good to be clean and properly dressed. How are the harpies settling in?”

      “Pretty well, actually. They’ve settled into the small garden behind the cottage for now. Hiroji is looking into a place to relocate them to.”

      “Perhaps, once this is all over, they can live at the manor. They’d provide excellent security.”

      She laughed. “I suppose they would.”

      Bradley’s deep voice drifted down the hall. Based on the chatter, it sounded like everyone was here. A strange sense of nerves struck me. It had been so long since I’d seen them all. For me, at least.

      “Come on. They’re all excited to see you.”

      I followed Swift, partially for the promise of more food, and partially because I was eager to see my friends after so long to reassure myself they were all okay.

      The small kitchen made the gathering look like a crowd. Viktor gave me a solemn nod, but Lopez ducked in for a quick hug.

      “Good to have you back,” she said with a pat on my shoulder.

      Bootstrap waved from the back corner, looking both nervous and excited. “You got all buff! And you have a man-bun now.”

      Bradley shouldered his way to the front of the group and pulled me into a crushing bear hug. I patted his back awkwardly. He didn’t let go nearly soon enough for the comfort of my already bruised ribs, but when he finally did step back, there was the hint of a tear in his eyes.

      He bristled his mustache at me. “Hope you weren’t making trouble down in hell.”

      “I was a perfect angel.”

      Swift snorted at that. “Fallen angel, maybe.”

      I smirked at her. “Perhaps.”

      She finally handed over the promised food as I took my place at the small table crammed in the corner of the “dining room”. If you wanted to call it that. The whole cottage was small and cozy. Too cozy to act as the headquarters for a rebellion.

      “What’s the plan? Swift caught me up as well as she could, but I’ve got no clue what the next step is.” I popped a carrot in my mouth, reveling in the satisfying crunch. I never thought I’d be this excited to eat a vegetable.

      

      “A heist.” Bradley took the chair across from me and leaned back, looking rather pleased with himself. “We’re stealing Zeus.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I thought the plan was to free him.”

      “We’ll get to that. Need to get him out of Moira first, though. Prometheus came up with a pretty good plan. We’re going to deliver Zeus straight to the titans. Turns out they have a bone to pick with him, and Prometheus is convinced they can keep him in line.” He crossed his arms. “It’s as good a plan as we’re going to get.”

      “And what about Ares? Any chance he’ll try to interfere?” I asked with a frown, the destruction I’d seen in Moira flashing through my mind.

      “He’ll try, but Rhea believes she can bring him to heel as well,” Swift said.

      I speared a melon chunk. “We’re putting a lot of faith in the titans.”

      She shrugged. “We don’t have another option. We can’t fight all the gods at once.”

      “Fair point.”

      

      “Rhea believes they can force the gods to submit, but it’s an imperfect solution,” Swift said. “Without the binding, things are going to change.

      “That’s an understatement, but any help the titans can give us, I’ll take.”

      “She agreed with your mother that humanity should be left alone.” Swift’s fingers tapped out a nervous rhythm on her crossed arms. “If she fails, the world won’t survive the infighting.”

      “We’ve been preparing for the heist. All those teleportation runes Yamashita talked about are in place. They’ll be able to get us in without anyone noticing. Until we take the box, at least.” Swift crossed her arms. “It’s going to be tight, but I’m confident we can pull it off.”

      “Glad someone is,” Lopez said, her eager smile at odds with her words. She was as ready to strike back at the Mage’s Guild as the rest of us. We’d spent a long time getting screwed over.

      “They won’t know what hit them.” Bootstrap punctuated his statement with a terrible imitation of a punch.

      I tossed another piece of fruit in my mouth and shook my head. It was comforting that none of them had changed while I’d been gone. Considering it had only been a few weeks for them, that made sense, but the little reminders were helpful as I readjusted.

      “That reminds me.” Swift disappeared from the kitchen, but quickly returned with a stack of journals and books. “You have some homework to do.”

      “What’s all this?” I asked with a frown.

      “Your mother’s journals. There are a few runes you need to master before we attempt this heist.”

      Something twisted in my chest as I looked at the contents of the chest for the first time. Any other time I’d have resented being forced to study all this. I grabbed the first journal from the stack and flipped it open. My mother’s familiar, neat writing lined the pages. As I settled in to read, I could hear her voice in my mind.
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      I woke up, groggy, my brain throbbing from all the information I’d overloaded it with the day before. The sunlight streaming in through the blinds was too bright. I rolled over with a groan and buried my face in the pillow. Sleep was wonderful. I’d missed it.

      “Blackwell, come on.” Swift kicked my foot. “Don’t make me drag you out of bed.”

      “I haven’t slept in over a year! The least you could do is let me sleep in,” I grumbled into the pillow.

      She huffed out a sigh and yanked the covers off of me, exposing me to the chill of the room. “It’s nearly one pm.”

      I jerked my head up. “Seriously?”

      “Yes, seriously.” She planted her hands on her hips and raised both eyebrows. “Are you going to come eat lunch, or not?”

      That was tempting. And she had stolen the covers, so really, I might as well. “Fine.”

      Apparently satisfied I wouldn’t just go back to sleep, Swift left me to get dressed. I wasn’t used to the morning stiffness or lingering brain fog after waking up. If I hadn’t been able to smell steak and garlic wafting into the room, I might have given up and crawled back into bed.

      I put myself through a few simple stretches and magical exercises that had become part of my normal routine in Tartarus. They’d helped to keep me sane down there, and I found I couldn’t quite face the day without continuing the ritual, no matter how good the food smelled.

      “Yamashita is ready to speak with us as soon as we are done with lunch,” Viktor said as I joined the group in the kitchen.

      I wasn’t all that thrilled at the prospect of seeing Yamashita again, but I understood how important our alliance with the Awakened was. We needed them just as much as they needed us.

      “I hope Patterson isn’t there,” Lopez said with a groan. “He smells so wrong, and it’s even worse now that they got him that body.”

      I choked on a bite of steak. “Bo—” I forced it down and swallowed some water. “Body?”

      Viktor grimaced and steepled his fingers in front of him. “It is an abomination. An abuse of necromancy that I cannot condone.”

      “Please tell me they didn’t turn him into some kind of Frankenstein’s monster.” I sat back, my appetite somewhat dampened.

      “They were able to manipulate the magic keeping him animated, and extended it to a body not his own.” Viktor shook his head, clearly displeased. “The dead should not wander around under their own free will. They should be laid to rest.”

      I shuddered at the mental image. “Have to say I agree.”

      It took great effort to choke down the rest of my breakfast, but I persevered. Food was something I’d never take for granted again.

      After we’d all eaten, we crowded into Swift’s bedroom where a teleportation rune would take us directly to another safe-house Hiroji had set up. The Awakened and Bradley’s secretive allies would be meeting us there for a final discussion before we launched our attack on the Mage’s Guild.

      The disorienting rush of teleportation never seemed to get any easier, but I was recovering a bit faster. It helped that we weren’t tripping over each other this time.

      I blinked as my vision adjusted. Through the large windows on the far wall, I was greeted by waving palm trees. In the distance, I could see a white sand beach and the rolling waves of the ocean. “Where are we?”

      “Florida,” Hiroji replied as he buttoned his jacket and adjusted the cuffs to rest in their proper position. “I have a winter home here.”

      “I don’t suppose we can go surfing after this?”

      He gave me a blank look. “No.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “Saving the world takes priority.” He slapped his hand against my back. “Come. They’re waiting on us.”

      “Do you even know how to surf?” Swift asked as we followed Hiroji through the sprawling house.

      “No, but it doesn’t look that hard.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Once all this is over, I’ll take you surfing myself just to watch you fall over.”

      Bradley waved us over as we entered the dining room that had apparently been designated as the meeting location. A large round table was set in the middle of the spacious open area in front of a glass wall that overlooked a private pool and the beach in the distance. Master Hiko nodded in greeting. He and Sakura had arrived before us, and were already seated at the table.

      “Blackwell, this is Andrew Warren. He is a member of the vampire council,” Bradley said, patting his hand on the vampire’s shoulder. “This is Paul Cobb, a member of the shifter council, and Magister Charlotte Sloan.”

      I greeted them all in turn, though I was surprised to see the mage here. Swift had told me about Bradley’s actual allies—I remained bitter we’d managed to misjudge who he’d intended us to contact so badly—but I hadn’t expected a magister to be among them. If I hadn’t trusted Bradley implicitly, I’d never have allowed the magister in the room. As it was, I remained uncomfortable standing across from her.

      “Let’s all get settled,” Bradley announced, shooing us toward the table. “The Awakened will be here soon.”

      When Patterson walked in, it was just as horrible as I’d expected. His head didn’t match his body. He lurched toward the table and settled into his chair with jerky movements. Yamashita took the seat next to him and placed a hand on his shoulder as she leaned in to whisper something. I shuddered at the sight. I had no idea how she touched him with the wrongness that radiated from him like an aura.

      Lopez surreptitiously covered her nose and mouth as she edged behind me, trying to use me as a shield. “I should have brought nose plugs.”

      I grimaced, thankful yet again that I didn’t have her enhanced sense of smell. We took our places at the table. I sat in the middle of our group, with Swift on my right, and Hiroji on my left. It probably would have been better if they’d put me on the opposite side of the table, though. The view of the beach was wonderful—and distracting. I’d missed the sun almost as much as I’d missed food by the end. Everything in Tartarus had been so washed out and gray.

      Bradley leaned forward and rested one elbow on the table. “I am already a fugitive and a traitor. However, some of us at this table still have the option of backing out and maintaining their safety.”

      The magister shook her head, the wrinkles around her mouth deepening as she scoffed at his suggestion. “I thought you were done trying to talk us out of this, old friend.”

      “Indeed. We were ready to assist even before your arrest. Why would we hesitate now, when you are finally on board?” the vampire, Andrew Warren, added, raising one pointed eyebrow.

      “This is our chance at equality.” The werewolf crossed his arms and gave us all a challenging stare. “Power should be shared amongst all the races, not hoarded by the mages.”

      “I agree,” Swift said, sitting up a bit straighter.

      Bradley gave a firm nod. “Then it’s decided. We are all committed to this course of action.” He gestured for Bootstrap to pull up the first slide.

      The nervous rune hacker fumbled a bit with his tablet, but the screen finally lit up with the plan Swift, Bradley, and the Awakened had pieced together.

      “We will all have a part to play in this revolution. When Moira goes dark, we will have everyone’s attention. It is then that we must strike hard against the Mage’s Guild.” Bradley nodded and the screen zoomed in on Phase One.

      Phase One was destabilization. The Awakened were continuing their campaign to reveal the truth. While I’d been gone, the various supernatural councils had begun pushing back against the Mage’s Guild’s overreach. Bradley’s secret allies had been encouraging that.

      “The vampire council is ready to openly break ties with the Mage’s Guild,” Warren said.

      “As are the werewolves,” Paul Cobb said, proudly straightening his shoulders. “Some within the shifter community remain hesitant, but I believe they will find their spines when they see we have a chance of overcoming the Mage’s Guild.”

      Bradley nodded, satisfied with their responses. “The final thing that must be done before we strike at the heart of their control, is the grand revelation of the existence of gods to all of humanity.” He waved a hand toward Prometheus.

      The titan nodded in thanks before turning his smile on the table. “It will be simple enough to confirm what people already suspect. The attack on Moira was obviously the work of something outside the natural forces of the world.”

      “Phase Two begins immediately after we shut down Moira. Stealing Zeus, and therefore removing the source of power for the city, will leave many trapped there. However, Swift has a solution for that.” He nodded toward my partner.

      Swift leaned in to address the table. “The Mage’s Guild has siphoned magic from Zeus to power Moira, but Moira only receives a small fraction of it. The majority is channeled to my father, and to Fate. This is part of why Fate has been able to maintain control for so long.” She pushed her shoulders back, determination clear on her face. “There is a split among the valkyrie with some loyal to the Chancellor, while the rest maintain that the only being they owe loyalty to is Freyja. Those faithful to Freyja have been secretly stealing a small amount of Zeus’ magic every day. They have stored enough to power the city in Zeus’ place for over a thousand years.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “That much?”

      “Zeus is incredibly powerful, and much of that power is being wasted right now.” Swift took a steadying breath. “My father cannot contain all that he takes, which brings us to another problem. The valkyrie believe he must have similar stores in place. While we must remove Zeus, there is a chance my father will still be able to access enough power to make him extremely dangerous. But severing his immediate connection to the power source will give us a brief moment in which to act.”

      “The timing is going to be difficult,” Yamashita said. “Which is why the Awakened are willing to put the full force of our group behind your efforts.”

      “She means me,” Prometheus added with a grin.

      Bradley shook his head, but didn’t disagree. “Two things must happen simultaneously. In coordination with the councils, I will announce the arrest of the Lord High Chancellor and the Mage’s Guild leadership. We will go in force to arrest the Lord High Chancellor Swift and Lady Swift. However, there is no way to predict where exactly they will be, and we cannot afford for them to evade capture.” He leaned forward with a sigh and clasped his hands together, his mustache bristling. “I will lead a team to the Mage’s Guild offices where the Chancellor is most likely to be, while Sakura and Master Hiko have agreed to go to their home in London. Blackwell and Swift will lead a third team to what our intel tells us is the Lord High Chancellor’s safe house. We must hope that one of the teams finds them quickly.”

      I forced down the mix of nerves and anger that arose at Bradley’s mention of the Chancellor. Reviewing my mother’s journals made my parent’s loss feel fresh once again. But mixed in with that was guilt over the awkward position this conflict put Swift in. I doubted that knowing your parents were awful people made it any easier to contemplate their deaths.

      “As soon as the Mage’s Guild’s leadership has been captured, Phase Three begins and Blackwell will challenge Fate.” Bradley pursed his lips, pushing his mustache even further out. “Yui, the kitsune, and Prometheus will lift the protections that are currently shielding him from discovery. Prometheus will prevent Death from interfering while Blackwell traps Fate.”

      The magister, Charlotte Sloan, turned her steely gaze on me. “Are you truly confident you can trap a god?”

      “Failure is not an option, so I am one-hundred percent confident I will succeed,” I said as I held her gaze. And I meant every word of it. I refused to contemplate what might happen if I couldn’t trap Fate.

      She snorted, but shook her head with a smile. “I suppose I can’t argue with that.”

      The remainder of the planning dragged on as we debated the details of the heist and freeing Zeus. It was the trickiest part of the plan. Trapping Fate was straightforward—we’d either succeed or fail. There was so much that could go wrong smuggling Zeus out of Moira. Swift was convinced the valkyrie would help. Sigrún and her followers hated the Chancellor almost as much as we did.

      I used the time when I wasn’t debating with the others to continue practicing control over my magic. The exercises were simple, but exhausting in their own way. However, with the fight ahead of us, I knew I needed all the practice I could get.
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      One moment I was asleep, the next I was on my feet, magic at my fingertips. My body had reacted to the powerful magical signature before my mind had caught up. I struck out at the figure standing in the shadows near my bed, but they side-stepped the attack with ease.

      “Blackwell, it’s just me.” I blinked and my uninvited guest came into focus. Prometheus held up both hands in surrender. “Kronos wants to speak with you.”

      “What?” I asked, my brain foggy from the abrupt wake up. “Right now?”

      “Yes.” He cocked his head to the side in a curious gesture. “I didn’t think I’d startle you awake simply by entering your room. I apologize.”

      I forced my magic to retreat despite the adrenaline still pumping through me, then looked around the room. “Kronos isn’t here.”

      “No.” Prometheus jerked his head toward the door. “Courtesy of your mother’s excellent rune work, we set up a temporary space where you can meet with the titans without the risk of drawing Fate’s attention. They are a bit harder to hide than mages.”

      I glanced down at my sleep pants. It was going to be too chilly to go out without a shirt. I grabbed yesterday’s shirt where I had left it folded on the dresser. Good enough. “Let’s go.”

      Prometheus led me through the silent house, our footsteps somehow not making any noise at all. Swift was waiting for us outside where she was putting the finishing touches on some intricate rune work. I’d assumed when Prometheus said “we” that he’d meant the titans. This was better. I’d prefer Swift be present for any meetings, especially considering I had no idea what Kronos could possibly want.

      The dew-laden grass was damp beneath my feet as I followed Prometheus across the yard. Perhaps shoes would have been a good idea as well. Already the sky was lightening in the east. It was closer to morning than I’d thought. The strange runes Swift had laid out shimmered under that soft light, almost translucent.

      A soft trill caught my attention. The harpies were watching us from the trees at the edge of the yard. I waved at Nosy, who puffed up her feathers in return before tucking her face into her wing and going back to sleep. I wondered if they had missed sleep while in Tartarus as much as I had.

      The dark circles under Swift’s eyes indicated she was about as pleased as I was to be dragged out of bed so early. She gave me a tired nod. “You have any idea what this is about?”

      “Not a clue.”

      “Quickly now.” Prometheus waved for us to join him in the circle.

      I complied, magic tingling over my skin as I stepped over the line of translucent runes. A hush fell over us. The quiet sounds of nature rendered mute by whatever spell now hid us. Even the chill in the air lessened as the breeze moved around our circle, instead of through it.

      Swift had explained the intricate spell she’d used to summon Rhea, but Prometheus apparently had his own, much simpler, way of calling on the titans. With the snap of his fingers, five titans appeared before us, crowding the circle. Notably absent was Hyperion, though I wasn’t terribly upset about that. Out of all the titans, I trusted him the least. His temper made him too unpredictable.

      Rhea stepped forward. “The gods grow restless, Ares especially. We will not be able to avoid an outright confrontation for much longer.” Her warm gaze turned to me. “Prometheus informed us of your plans. Are you certain you will be able to bring Zeus to us?”

      “We have a solid plan, but anything could go wrong.”

      “Theia?” Rhea asked, as if seeking reassurance.

      “The future remains unclear, clouded by too many possibilities. We are not without hope, though,” Theia said, her gaze unfocused. She blinked and returned her attention to Rhea. “We will simply have to be prepared for any outcome.”

      “Are you certain you’ll be able to force the gods to submit?” Swift asked, challenging the titans to give us the same reassurance they had asked of us.

      “We will take them to Elysium and keep them there,” Rhea said, folding her hands in front of her as if the matter was settled. Kronos remained silent beside her, his expression blank.

      My eyes flicked to Iapetus, and he looked just as skeptical as I felt. “That’s hardly the same as binding the gods. Even with Fate’s binding, Ares was able to send his minions to attack Moira. Can you really control them all completely?”

      “No,” Iapetus said firmly. “And you know this, Rhea.”

      The titan’s full lips curved into a frown, but Rhea didn’t dispute Iapetus’ statement. “What other choice do we have? We do not know how Fate created the binding. None of the gods do. I cannot replicate it.”

      “And who knows if trapping Fate might completely break it,” Crius said quietly from where he stood away from the rest of the titans. I’d gotten the impression they underestimated him because he lacked the sheer power they held, but Crius often saw what the others missed. “The binding offers little protection at this point.”

      “By trapping one god, could we be freeing the rest?” I demanded.

      “Perhaps not,” Theia interjected. “The binding already in place has been weakened, but by Fate’s own actions. Trapping Fate may prevent further damage to the spell.”

      I dragged both hands down my face with a groan. “We’re playing with fire here.”

      Swift placed a hand on my shoulder and stepped forward. “We have to proceed with the assumption that the binding will be broken by trapping Fate, or simply because of the damage already done to it. We must prepare for the worst-case scenario.”

      “We held back the gods for many years when I first ruled,” Kronos said, finally speaking up. “Without Fate there to sow discord amongst the gods, our rule should be more peaceful.”

      I had my doubts about that, but like Rhea said, we had no other choice but to move forward with the plan. The binding would fail, with or without our interference. The gods would seek to rule over humanity once again. We could only hope the titans would be able to force them back.

      Theia’s cold gaze settled on me. “If you do discover a way to recreate the binding, you must do it. You must bind us all, even the titans.”

      “Wouldn’t that be just as bad as being trapped in Tartarus?” I asked, guilt at even the thought of dooming them to such a thing nearly making me sick to my stomach.

      “No. We would be forced back to the other realms, where Elysium awaits and the protogenoi still live,” she explained, a hint of a smile on her angular face. “It is where the gods truly belong, though many have forgotten the truth of this.”

      “Do not hesitate if you find the opportunity,” Kronos said. “We are all committed to seeing this through.”

      Something in his gaze reassured me. He was serious about this, perhaps viewing it as redemption for his past sins. He’d failed to lead the titans well once before. It seemed he was determined not to repeat his mistakes.

      “If I find a way, I’ll do it. I promise.”
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      I curled my fingers into the grass as I inhaled and gathered my magic up into a tight ball, then exhaled slowly. The magic spread throughout my body with painstaking slowness. It had taken months to slow it to this extent, but I’d seen the benefits of it in my training down in Tartarus. I wasted less power on overreactions.

      Hiroji approached silently, my only warning the nearly hidden sense of his magical signature. He hesitated for a moment before dropping to the ground to sit beside me. “I expected you to be climbing the walls, not sitting outside meditating.”

      “A lot can change in a year. I’ve finally learned patience.”

      He laughed, the sound almost shocking coming from him. “Perhaps I should be thanking Fate for finally teaching you what Master Hiko and Sakura could not.”

      I snorted at that. “I was doing just fine before.”

      “If you say so.”

      A comfortable silence fell between us as I continued my exercises. It was nice to have something to do while we waited on phase one to begin. The news reports would go out soon. Prometheus and, unexpectedly—for me at least—the god Hermes would be the public faces of this reveal. Apparently, Hermes had been on my mother’s list as trustworthy. Swift had left it to Prometheus to find a way to contact him and convince him to help, which he’d been successful in doing before they’d come to rescue me. Not that people would need all that much convincing after the chaotic attack on London by Ares. I’d missed quite a bit of fun.

      “There you are.” Master Hiko strolled over, three beers clutched in his hands. He handed over the drinks and sat on my other side. He twisted off the cap, then lifted his bottle in a toast. “To the glorious battle ahead.”

      I laughed, but clinked the neck of my bottle against theirs and took a long drink. “Hopefully it’s glorious, and we win.”

      “I have no doubt we will overcome our enemies.” Master Hiko took another drink of his beer, his expression turning solemn. “Your parents would have been proud of you for doing this. Not because you are seeking revenge, but because you are fighting for the same thing they did. For justice and freedom. You are righting the wrongs they could not.”

      I nodded, but found I couldn’t respond as emotion welled up in my chest. I’d avoided thinking about Swift’s parents as much as I could. There was a part of me that was keen on revenge, but it was no longer my only driving force. This was bigger than me.

      Master Hiko smirked, a mischievous glint in his eye. “And I am satisfied to see my two worst students have finally learned how to get along.”

      I clapped a hand on Hiroji’s shoulder. “It took quite a bit of effort, but I managed to reform him.”

      That earned me a glare from my friend as he shoved my hand away. “I think you’ll find that you simply had to remove the stick from your ass. I didn’t need reforming.”

      “If you say so,” I said with a grin as I took another refreshing sip of beer. I’d really missed drinking. Anything.

      My phone beeped with the reminder I’d set earlier. Phase one was beginning. The announcements were going out now, and the big interview Prometheus had planned would premier now.

      I twisted around to watch the news through the cottage window for a moment before turning away. I knew what they’d say, and how people would react. Some people would linger in denial, while others would rage against the new threat. Still others would be ready to worship these new gods, hopeful that they would be chosen and elevated to some special position. If things went to plan, the gods would be forced out of our realm once again, and held back by the titans.

      But that was a big if.

      Swift stepped out of the back door, her eyes blazing with the same eagerness I felt. “It’s time to go.”
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      It was odd to be back in Moira. And it was even more odd to be sneaking in.

      The Mage’s Guild had moved Zeus to protect the box he was imprisoned in after Ares’ attack. Hiroji had discovered its new location at the top level of Moira…in the center of the Mage’s Guild headquarters. Apparently they’d given up on trying to hide it somewhere nondescript and gone for the most secure location instead.

      That made our little heist all the more difficult, but between the teleportation runes Yamashita had left scattered around Moira, and the ones Hiroji had been able to place himself, we were going to be able to skip past the majority of the security. The rest would require a bit of sneaking.

      Which was why I was currently crammed into a tiny supply closet between Swift and Yui. Lopez had her ear pressed to the door. She held up a finger, signaling us to remain as quiet as possible. Swift had placed a dampening rune on the door that would muffle any noises we made, but it was intentionally weak. Strong magic might alert someone to our presence just as much as banging around in the closet would.

      “You’re good to go,” Bootstrap said, his voice barely audible through the earpieces we all wore. Lopez opened the door and we poured out into the hallway. “You’ll be trailing after them, so move slowly.”

      Bootstrap had taken care of the cameras. They were playing a mix of previously recorded videos that would look completely normal to anyone watching.

      We hurried to the door at the end of the hall and waited for the brief buzz that let us know Bootstrap had unlocked it, then slipped into the relative safety and quiet of the stairwell. I let out a breath of relief. We were much less likely to run into anyone in here, but we could only take the stairs so far. The top three floors were only accessible through a series of elevators that were crawling with magisters.

      “Quickly now,” Swift whispered.

      I jogged after her, Lopez and Yui close behind me. Stairs were easy in comparison to the jagged spires I’d spent the last year and a half clambering over like a mountain goat. I was pleased to find my muscles didn’t burn even as we approached the final landing. Swift, however, was breathing a bit heavier than normal. I bit back the urge to gloat. But it was hard.

      “Wait there,” Bootstrap said urgently. “And stay quiet.”

      The sound of footsteps was just audible through the thick door. I held perfectly still as a conversation began. Their words weren’t discernible, but they sounded agitated.

      “Shit. Someone noticed the magical surge of the teleportation. The good news is they don’t know what caused it yet, but the bad news—“ Bootstrap’s communication shut off abruptly. And didn’t return.

      I met Swift’s worried gaze as the voices drew nearer. And the door handle turned. We only had a split second to act, and no time to plan. Chaos and I reacted at the same time. The door opened inward, and the magisters froze when they spotted us.

      Before either could cry out, I engulfed them in my magic and dragged them into the stairwell. The door swung shut with a resounding slam that made me cringe. The magister’s angry shouts were muffled by the dark magic clasped tightly over their mouths.

      “What now?” Yui asked, her head tilted to the side in curiosity. “Shall we kill them?”

      Their struggles increased at the kitsune’s not-so-innocent question. I threw a glare over my shoulder at her. “I don’t think leaving a trail of bodies throughout the Mage’s Guild headquarters is really the best plan.”

      “We are not killing them,” Swift whispered through clenched teeth.

      “More importantly, I can’t get through to Bootstrap,” Lopez said, pointing at her earpiece. “We’ve completely lost contact.”

      Yui sighed. “I suppose I can put them to sleep for a few hours while we sort out the rest of this mess.”

      Swift threw her hands in the air. “Why didn’t you suggest that first?”

      “It’s boring.” Yui stepped forward and placed a hand on the forehead of each of the magisters. The silhouette of a fox flickered around her body as her magic swelled in the small space. I’d forgotten how fiery it was.

      The magisters slumped, their struggles ceasing as their eyes rolled back in their head. I lowered them to the ground, then very slowly released them from my hold. They remained still. Their chests rose and fell in a steady rhythm, and their magical signatures were all but completely gone.

      “You’re sure they’ll stay like this for a few hours?” I asked as I nudged one with my toe.

      “Oh, at least. Perhaps longer,” Yui said with a smile.

      Static crackled through the earpiece and I winced. It was loud and unpleasant. “Bootstrap, that you?” The static faded back into silence without a response.

      “We can’t just sit here waiting for him to fix his technical issues,” Lopez said, her mouth set in a grim line.

      “I agree,” Swift said, though she didn’t look thrilled about it. To be fair, I didn’t much like the idea either.

      I grabbed the door handle. “Let’s not waste any more time then. Someone might come looking for these guys.”

      “I’ll notice anyone getting close,” Yui said, tapping her temple. “Though it will take a teensy bit of extra effort.”

      “That’ll have to be enough.” I grabbed the keycard hanging from the magister’s neck and tucked it in my pocket. If Bootstrap couldn’t operate the elevators for us, we’d have to find a way to manage on our own.

      I opened the door a crack and peered into the hallway. The walls and floor were bare, white marble. It hurt my eyes to look at, and the white on white made the otherwise opulent material look sterile.

      With the others close behind me, I slipped out of the stairwell. The elevator door was halfway down, right across from an open sitting room area separated from the hallway by a low wall. Lucky for us, it was empty.

      Halfway to the elevator, the earpieces crackled once again, but this time Bootstrap’s garbled voice was audible. “Can you hear me?”

      “Barely,” I whispered as we came to a stop in front of the elevator.

      “Interfer— too much mag—“ His halting words were hard to understand, but it was enough to get the point.

      “Can you open the elevator for us?” I asked.

      The crackling stopped, but the elevators remained closed. We were on our own. I pulled out the keycard and slid it into slot by the door. The light above it clicked over to green and the whir of the elevator announced its approach.

      “We better hope that will get us to the top floor,” Swift said quietly.

      The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. It was empty. As we climbed into the elevator, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was too easy. I pushed my magic to the surface and waited, tense, in front of the others as we were swept upward into the heart of the enemy’s stronghold.

      The journey was short, and the elevator slid smoothly to a stop. The doors opened. The sight that met me was not what I’d expected. Gone was the soulless and blank marble. In its place was something that made no sense. A bright, slightly cloudy sky faded into the velvet black of night, studded with stars and a low hanging moon that mirrored the sun. It was as if we’d walked into a place frozen in time, caught between night and day.

      A wild, untended garden meandered toward a crumbling temple that stretched up toward the sky at the peak of the hill. A brilliant array of flowers peeked out of the tall grass that had grown over the stone path that wound up toward the temple.

      “Welcome to Olympus,” Yui said as she strode past us, unconcerned by our strange surroundings.

      “Olympus?” I asked as I jogged to catch up to her.

      “Home of the valkyrie and some of the gods. At least it was before Fate handed it over to the mages, who renamed it Moira.”

      “Looks like it’s been abandoned,” Swift said with a frown.

      “The temple was. After all, it wouldn’t do for Fate’s cronies to worship anyone but them,” Yui said with a sneer.

      Lopez came to a stop, her nose twitching. “I don’t think it’s completely abandoned.”

      “What—” Swift’s question was cut off as a blazing light swept over us.

      At least thirty valkyrie stood before us, their armor glinting in the combined sunlight and moonlight. One of the women stepped forward, her expression severe. “You are trespassers.” Her eyes flicked to Yui. “And thieves.”

      “Harsh words,” Yui said, pressing a hand to her heart with a wounded pout. “We’ve yet to steal anything. Today.”

      “And you will not have the opportunity,” the valkyrie declared as she drew her sword. “Surrender, or face your death.”

      “Been there, done that,” I said with a broad smile as the mayhem magic surged to my fingertips. The odds weren’t exactly in our favor, but I wasn’t about to die without a fight this time.

      Swift summoned her armor and sword and stepped up to my side. “You’ll find we won’t be so easily defeated.”

      Yui bared her teeth, which were suddenly much sharper. “It has been so long since I indulged in a good battle.” The fiery silhouette of a fox with three tails flickered around the kitsune.

      “Have you stooped so low as to act as a guard dog for a mage, dear sister?” a woman called out from behind us.

      I cast a wary glance over my shoulder and saw another group of valkyrie approaching from behind. However, the leader’s eyes weren’t on us. They were locked on the valkyrie who had accused us of trespassing.

      “Sigrún,” Swift said in greeting, her gaze never leaving the threat before us. “Good to see you again.”

      “And you.” Sigrún and her band of valkyrie moved in front of us. “Herja, when did you abandon Freyja and her will?”

      Herja’s face darkened. “It was Freyja who abandoned us. The gods are bound and impotent, yet I still protect Moira and Olympus. You, however, have led these creatures here, and stand between us and justice.”

      “You serve the one who bound her,” Sigrún said, her voice tired, as if this was an argument they’d had many times. “And ignore her call. Freyja may never be free, but we can still enact her will.”

      “Her will no longer matters.” Herja drew her sword. “Stand aside, or be cut down.”

      “This is our problem to handle, Alexis,” Sigrún said with a gentle smile. “With Freyja’s blessing, we will root out the corruption amongst our ranks. Go and do what you must.”

      “We can’t just leave you here to fight our battles for us,” Swift objected. I had to grab her arm to keep her from shoving past Sigrún.

      “This isn’t your fight, it is ours. And it is long overdue.”

      “But—”

      “Swift, we really need to go,” I urged, keeping a tight grip on her arm.

      Finally, she nodded in acceptance to Sigrún. “I’ll fight with you next time.”

      “I have no doubt, sister. Now go.” The valkyrie launched into the air and rushed to aid in the impromptu coup.
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      Finding a path through the fight was easier said than done. Herja was dead set on preventing us from reaching the temple, but the valkyrie couldn’t afford to split her attention. Sigrún and her valkyrie rebels were too powerful to be ignored.

      Lightning cracked through the air as we huddled behind my hastily formed shield. I poked my head around the edge of it and searched for a path through the chaos. The valkyrie clashed, their fight reaching into the air as reinforcements from both sides swooped in to aid their sisters. The pale temple on the hill contrasted sharply with the darkening sky as a thunderstorm crept up from the horizon, as if summoned by the valkyrie’s lightning.

      “We need to move faster. We’re taking too long,” Lopez hissed in my ear.

      “I can get us there,” Yui said, a wicked gleam in her eye. “Climb onto my back.”

      Before I could point out that she couldn’t exactly carry us all, Yui shifted. White fur rippled outward as she transformed into a massive fox. Her red-tipped tails waved through the air as she bent down beside us.

      “Quickly.” Her voice echoed through my skull.

      The three of us scrambled onto her back. I buried my fingers in her thick fur and hung on for dear life as she leaped forward. For a moment, we were all airborne, then her paws hit the ground with a jarring impact that nearly slung me over my hands. Swift slammed into my back, and based on the grunts, Lopez must have hit her as well.

      Yui zig-zagged up the hill as lightning cracked all around us. I couldn’t tell if the bolts were aimed at us, or if we were simply in the way. I threw up a shield just in case, and it muffled the cacophony of the fight.

      “We’re almost there,” Yui said as she put on a burst of speed. “Hold tight.”

      Her warning came just in time. She leaped upward, but instead of the expected downward arc and hard landing, her claws scrabbled against stone. With the three of us dangling from our handholds, she scampered up the crumbling side of the temple and over the courtyard wall.

      The drop from there sent my stomach hurtling up into my throat. Yui’s paws hit the ground hard, and this time, I couldn’t keep my grip. I twisted midair and instinctively flung out my mayhem magic as we fell. The dark tendrils wrapped around Swift and Lopez as the mayhem magic speared the walls of the temple to slow my fall. I landed on my feet and lowered the two women to the ground beside me.

      “You have definitely gained some control,” Lopez said as she stepped away from the grasp of the dark tendril.

      “I didn’t spend a year and a half in Tartarus twiddling my thumbs,” I said with a sweeping bow.

      Swift rolled her eyes. “Don’t stroke his ego.”

      Yui, now back in her human form, snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Focus. We’re here to get Zeus, not chat.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I know that.” The temple was strangely quiet around us. I turned in a slow circle, frowning as the shadows of the pillars seemed to shift as I moved. “Any clue where he is in here?”

      “Most likely at the heart of the temple.” Yui stalked off in the direction she’d pointed, clearly expecting us to follow. I let Lopez and Swift go ahead of me. Something in this place had the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end.

      Without needing to discuss it, we all jogged toward our destination. None of us wanted to spend a moment longer in this place than necessary. Between the fight outside, and the foreboding atmosphere of the temple itself, I was tempted to sprint past Yui and find the damn box myself.

      Thunder cracked overhead and a torrent of rain fell from the sky as we approached the temple’s first chamber. A chill went through me as the frigid rain soaked through my suit. We picked up our pace and ducked under the cover of a stone overhang.

      Yui stopped ahead of us and peered into the darkness with a frown. I had to blink a few times before my eyes adjusted. A layer of dust covered the chamber, but there was a clear path of footsteps that cut through the center of the space. More concerning, there were larger paths where the dust had been disturbed by something much larger. I was not so hopeful as to think someone might have attempted to sweep.

      “I smell something…odd,” Lopez whispered, her eyes glowing yellow as her nose twitched. “Something sulfurous.”

      “I smell it, too,” Yui said, crinkling her nose in disgust.

      I didn’t like the sound of that. However, we had no choice but to trek farther into the temple. Our footsteps echoed off the stone walls. Scattered debris was the only indication that this place had ever been occupied. A tarnished goblet peeking out of vines that had swallowed a crumbling table whole. The shattered remains of glass bottles strewn at the base of what may have once been a small altar.

      As we walked, the stifling atmosphere of the temple was pierced by the pulsing presence of magic. All doubt that we were in the right place fled. The magic that emanated from Zeus’ prison was unmistakeable.

      The first chamber led into another through an archway. Before us, at the far end of the room on a pedestal, the box awaited us. Now that I knew what it contained, it was both more beautiful, and horrifying.

      Just like last time, I was struck by how different the magic that emanated from the box felt. It was nothing like the electric zing of Kronos, or the deep heat of my own mayhem magic. As they siphoned away Zeus’ power, they had stripped away everything but the core of the magic. It was still magic, but concentrated down to its purest, most powerful form.

      I could only look at it from the corner of my eye. Light bent at strange angles, giving it the illusion of straight edges, but as my gaze moved around it, the shape morphed and stretched. Lines of runes engraved on the floor pulsed every few seconds as its energy was siphoned away.

      “Remember not to come into physical contact with it,” Swift whispered as we approached.

      We couldn’t bring anything bulky with us to carry the box. Yui’s “genius” solution was a cloth bag infused with protections she’d layered on herself. She swore it would protect us from any ill effects that could come from handling such a powerful object, but I couldn’t help some skepticism. It just looked so flimsy.

      “I need a moment to study it.” It was the key to trapping Fate. I could feel it. I needed to understand its construction in order to have the best chance of succeeding with our insane plan.

      “What?” Swift hissed. “This is not the time to start changing the plan.”

      “I need to know how Fate trapped Zeus. Once we hand it over, I won’t have another chance to study it. It’s now or never.”

      She looked like she wanted to strangle me, but nodded. “Then do it quickly.”

      I knelt before the box and shut my eyes. Chaos, you think that second, magical sight would help with this?

      Hmmm, Chaos hummed thoughtfully. It’s a good place to start.

      I pushed my magic out toward the box and carefully probed the perimeter of the magic. A rush of information flooded into my mind. It’s confusing appearance didn’t even compare to the intricacy of what I saw now. Layers upon layers of shifting angles and wards flowed around each other in a complex dance. I forced myself to take a breath.

      This was complicated, to be sure, but I could already see the way the magic fit together. I’d limited myself for so long thinking that a prison could only look like a literal box. A coffin. Tartarus was a living being, and this prison was a tangled web of magic layered with spell after spell.

      I knew how to trap Fate, now. The only question was whether or not I could pull it off. I opened my eyes as I released the second sight.

      “Are you done?” Swift asked, her voice as tense as her shoulders.

      “Yes.” I pulled the bag out of my jacket pocket and took a deep breath. It was now or never. I spread the bag’s opening wide and very carefully lowered it toward the box. It would be just big enough. But only just.

      Without breathing, I yanked the bag down and snuffed out the glaring light. And now the moment of truth. I had to pick it up. If my fingers trembled as I reached for it, that was no one’s business. I’d had quite enough of being stuffed full of magic that was too powerful for my body to handle.

      I tapped the cloth-covered box once. My finger remained intact. With a slightly steadier hand, I pressed my entire palm to it. Yui’s enchantments held. I let out a sigh of relief, grabbed it with both hands, and…the box wouldn’t budge. I readjusted my grip and tried again. And again. But it was more than just heavy. It was immovable.

      “What are you doing?” Swift hissed.

      “It won’t move!” I half-whispered, half-shouted.

      “Out of the way.” She elbowed past me and grabbed the box herself, the muscles in her arms straining as she struggled to lift it. It wouldn’t move for her either. She stepped back, panting, her brow creased with worry. “Yui, any ideas?”

      “Something is coming,” the kitsune replied, her gaze focused on the entrance to the inner chamber. “It arrives with the storm.”

      I whirled around. “What is it? Is it Fate?”

      She shook her head. “No. It’s what has been watching us since we stepped foot in the temple.” Her eyes flared red and her hands curled into claws. “I think it’s rather displeased we’re trying to take the box.”

      “Shit.” I’d assumed the valkyrie were the guards. I should have realized Fate would have left even greater protections for something so valuable.

      It seems we are to be tested sooner rather than later, Chaos purred in the back of my mind, obviously thrilled for a chance to fight.

      Now that I knew something was coming, the pervasive pressure of its magical signature became obvious. That stifling, ominous prickling at the back of my neck was its gaze. It was all around us.

      Thunder cracked overhead and the entire temple shook. A crack formed in the ceiling and I realized that hadn’t been thunder. Zeus’ guardian was here, and it was attempting to rip off the roof. Scratch that, it was succeeding in ripping off the roof.

      “Get the box. I’ll distract it!” I strained to shout loud enough to be heard as the roar of the wind and rumble of the stone filled the air.

      Before Swift could voice her objections, the stone gave way with a deafening crack. Fist-sized chunks of debris rained down on us as the storm swept in through the new opening. I leaped into the air, wings bursting from my back to propel me up into the blinding rain straight toward the abomination that gazed down at its destruction.

      Glowing, red eyes were set above a monstrous mouth filled with fangs the size of trees. Writhing tentacles framed its face. Massive, bat-like wings stretched out as far as I could see in either direction behind it, blocking out the twin sun and moon. Each hand had three fingers tipped in long claws.

      It reached for me as I soared out of the temple, but I darted to the side and lashed out with mayhem magic. I’d learned a lot from my sparring sessions with Kronos and the other titans. Control was everything. Without it, I couldn’t form a blade with enough concentrated power to inflict a wound on more powerful beings.

      The mayhem magic sliced off two of the monster’s fingers, and I grinned. My training had paid off. It reared back with a bellow that shook the very air. The wind whipped up into a frenzy, swirling around the monster in a massive tornado. I wouldn’t be able to stay in the air for long. I needed to finish this.

      In the past, this monster would have taken everything from me in order to defeat it. But I had been sparring with titans. This beast didn’t scare me.

      A high-pitched yip cut through the chaos and drew my attention to the crumbling temple. Yui stood on the structure’s remains, one foot on each corner. I’d never seen her achieve such a massive form, but there was a lot I didn’t know about the kitsune. She bared her teeth at the monster, then leaped straight at it.

      I charged in along with her. This was exactly the distraction I needed. Darkness wrapped around me as I pulled Apollo’s bow from my pocket.

      Remember, slow and steady, Chaos reminded me, echoing Kronos’ instructions from our time in Tartarus.

      On an inhale, I drew the string back. Mayhem magic thrummed beneath my fingers and the bow shimmered to life. The limbs of the bow weren’t gold and silver like they were when Kronos summoned it. They gleamed the purest black, drinking in all the light around me. An arrow twisting with shining white and absolute darkness formed above my hands.

      I aimed for the beast’s chest. Accuracy was less important when you were firing the equivalent of a magical cannon. I waited for the tremble to begin in my arms. Yui had the guardian’s full attention. He swung his clawed hand at her, lightning striking the ground all around the kitsune as she danced between his attacks on nimble feet.

      My wings flared out behind me, and I let the bow loose. Even while prepared for it, the shockwave from releasing the arrow still sent me tumbling back through the air. Ground and sky blurred for a moment as the arrow screeched toward its target.

      I steadied myself as it impacted the beast’s chest. And bored a hole straight through his massive body. The storm raging above us dissipated as he fell. Unfortunately for us, he was falling right toward the temple.

      My magic whipped out of me on instinct and slammed into his hulking mass. I flew toward him and shoved as hard as I could. He tipped to the side and crashed down onto the eastern wall of the temple, crushing it into dust under his weight. I could only hope Lopez and Swift had been able to get far enough away to avoid being crushed.

      I landed in the middle of the temple’s remains. “Swift? Lopez?” I shouted as I whirled around, searching for them amidst the cloud of dust that choked the air and stung at my eyes.

      “Here!” Swift shouted as she and Lopez jogged toward me, a shimmering pink shield around them. She paused when she saw the monster behind me, her face going pale. “You killed it?”

      I lifted one shoulder in a shrug, doing my best to not look as smug as I felt. “Yeah. No big deal.”

      Her eye twitched and she punched my shoulder. “No big deal? Where was this skill when we were fighting the phoenix!”

      “Ow,” I complained, rubbing at the bruise. “I should be receiving thanks, not being assaulted!”

      Lopez just shook her head. “She was worried about you.”

      “I was not,” Swift objected with a scowl.

      “Funny way of showing it,” I muttered. “Any luck with Zeus?”

      They both grimaced.

      “It’s immovable. Maybe if we had a few weeks, I could find a way around the enchantments that hold it here, but…” Swift shook her head. “We don’t have that kind of time.”

      Lopez cast a nervous look over her shoulder. “We’ve already been here longer than planned.”

      Yui appeared out of the darkness at my shoulder, her hair and clothes perfect while the rest of us were covered in grime. “Indeed. Any longer, and your presence may be discovered regardless of my protections. Not even Prometheus can hide you if Fate were to appear here right now.”

      I met Swift’s worried gaze. “Zeus has to be freed.”

      Her eyes widened. “Please tell me you aren’t suggesting what I think you’re suggesting.”

      “If we can’t move his prison, then we have no choice. We have to release him here.” I crossed my arms. “Unless you have some other plan?”

      She blew out a puff of air and put her hands on her hips. “I wish I did.”

      Lopez just shook her head. “You’re both insane, but I agree with Blackwell. There really isn’t much choice if you’re sure the Lord High Chancellor can’t be defeated while he’s still channeling power from Zeus directly.”

      “Seems like a case of pick your poison,” I said as I turned and strode toward the box, its light dimmed by the layer of debris hovering around it, as if even the dust couldn’t determine what shape it really was. “I’ll take my chances with Zeus.” I glanced back at Swift. “You know the spell to release him?”

      She nodded once, her lips in a thin line. “Move back.”

      I stepped aside as she began tracing out the necessary runes to release the god from his prison. The Awakened had assured us this would work, though we’d expected to test that theory with them, not in the smoldering remains of a deserted temple in the heart of enemy territory. Sharing the knowledge with us had been to ensure that if something happened, Zeus could still be freed. At the time, I had assumed it wouldn’t be necessary.

      The surrounding air shuddered as Swift’s fiery magic flowed through the enchantments that had trapped Zeus for so long. Her runes fell into place all around the prison, then clicked together. They turned in unison like a key, and the box shuddered. Its light dimmed.

      My magic pushed to the surface, ready to defend us all if need be, but there was no explosion. No shockwave. The box faded away in silence and a man tumbled to the ground in front of the pillar. He was haggard. A long, white beard hung from his chin in tangles. He lifted wild, mad eyes to us as he staggered to his feet. Light slithered along the ground and wrapped around his legs, crawling up his body like snakes as the flow of power reversed.

      Zeus was reclaiming the magic they had siphoned out of him. I had no idea how much he could take back, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out. The mad look in his eye had me worried.

      I lifted my hands slowly and held them out in front of me in a placating gesture. “Zeus, we freed you.”

      His eyes swiveled to me. “Mage,” he snarled.

      “Yes—”

      “Where is Fate? WHERE?” His shout was deafening, and the overwhelming weight of his power nearly brought me to my knees. I’d felt it once before. When Swift’s father had pinned me to the wall like a bug. I knew why he’d been able to do that so easily now.

      Before I could attempt to reason with the mad god, the air behind us began to shake. An ear-piercing screech left my ears ringing as a beast that look eerily similar to Fear crawled through a rip in the very fabric of reality. However, this time the monster wasn’t alone. A chariot burst through, ridden by a god wielding a spear.

      A wave crested over the far wall. Another god stood at its peak, wind whipping around him.

      “We’ve freed them,” Yui whispered, horror and awe in her voice.

      The reality of her statement sank in. The gods couldn’t be here if the bindings were still in place. My eyes were drawn unwillingly to Zeus. His prison had been more than just a way to keep him contained. Somehow, Fate had used him to control the other gods. The binding had been part of Zeus’ prison.

      I grabbed Swift and Lopez and shoved them toward an opening in the rubble behind us. Sometimes running was the best option. The war Fate had promised was here, and we were outnumbered.
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      Lightning streaked across the sky and briefly illuminated the battlefield. A great number of valkyrie had fallen. It was impossible to tell how many were our allies, and how many were enemies.

      “We’re surrounded!” Lopez shouted over the sounds of the battle. With gods warring behind us, and the valkyrie between us and the only exit, she wasn’t wrong.

      Swift summoned her sword. “Then we carve a path for ourselves.”

      Yui grinned in clear approval.

      I nodded. “Lead the way.”

      Lopez sighed, but shifted. Glossy black fur rippled over her skin and she landed on four, massive paws. She looked unimpressed with our plan even without a human face.

      The shockwave hit us before I consciously registered the explosion. Chaos reacted faster. I gritted my teeth against the strain of holding up the shield as debris rushed past us. Whatever had been left of the temple was now flattened. I didn’t need to see it to know that.

      A cry went up among the valkyrie, joyous and triumphant. Beyond the edge of my shield, I saw her. Freyja. A cloak of feathers swept down from her shoulders and a gleaming necklace shone with brilliant light that cut through the darkness around her.

      Herja stood alone in defiance of her goddess. But not for long. Freyja leaned in and touched the valkyrie’s face as if in a caress, then thrust a sword through her chest. Not a single other valkyrie tried to stop her. It appeared the goddess’s reappearance was all that was needed to remind the others of their loyalties.

      More gods blinked into existence all around us. There was no time to identify them all. The longer we stayed here, the more likely we’d get caught in the crossfire. I dropped the shield, and we ran. Part of me wanted to look back. To bear witness to the god’s fighting. But whatever survival instincts I still had kept my eyes forward and my feet moving.

      One of the gods, a solemn woman with a tall crown, stepped into our path. “You should not have freed him,” she whispered.

      I tensed, ready for a fight, but she passed by us with nothing more than a frown.

      Swift’s eyes were large as saucers. “I think that was Hera.”

      “Geek out about it later,” I said, giving her arm a sharp tug to encourage her to move again.

      The elevator we’d entered Olympus through was visible not far from us now. I put on a burst of speed. The elevator doors stood open as if in invitation. We flung ourselves into it, and I mashed the close door button impatiently. It, of course, did nothing.

      “Those stupid buttons never work,” Swift muttered as the ground began to shake. Poseidon and Ares were fighting. A wall of thunderous clouds loomed on the horizon as the valkyrie moved to join the fray.

      The doors finally slid shut. I slumped against the wall in relief. “I expected Fate to show up sooner.”

      “Fate is probably waiting for the other gods to tire themselves out before making their move,” Swift said.

      “You think Fate is waiting?” Lopez asked as she shifted back to human form.

      “Of course. Fate is patient,” Yui said as she crossed her arms. “They’ll wait until the time is right to strike and put down this rebellion.” Her expression grew more serious. “So, expect them to show up at the most inconvenient time.”

      The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. I should have known the magisters would be waiting for us, but something about the gods warring above us had made me forget they weren’t the only threat.

      Swift, however, was ready. She barreled through the doors with a battle-cry and struck down the magister closest to her. Between Yui, Lopez, and myself the remaining magisters fell before they could even get off a spell. We didn’t bother hiding the bodies this time.

      As we raced back down the stairwell, Bootstrap’s frantic voice sounded in my ear. “Hello? HELLO?”

      “We’re here!” I shouted back.

      “Finally! Holy shit, dude. It’s going wild out here! The gods are…they’re everywhere! What the hell did you guys do in there? Bradley is evacuating Moira. He had to put out the arrest warrants early, but the Chancellor isn’t where we thought he’d be. Lady Swift is gone, too—”

      “You can’t find them?” Swift demanded.

      “No. The entire Mage’s Guild leadership just vanished into thin air. It’s like they knew we were coming.” His chair was squeaking in the background, and he was tapping something loudly enough for his microphone to pick it up. Bootstrap was scared. And that made me nervous. “All our plans are shot to shit, man.”

      “We’ll figure it out. I was never good at following a plan anyhow,” I said.

      Lopez snorted. “At least you’re self-aware.”

      “What’s the clearest path out of here?” I prompted Bootstrap.

      “Oh, right. Umm…” He tapped at his keyboard. “Well, nothing is really what I’d call clear. I’d honestly just go out the front door and hope for the best.”

      “Some help you are,” I said.

      “Hey! You’re in the middle of a war zone! That isn’t my fault!”

      “Any chance we can just take the same teleportation circle out of here that we arrived through?” I asked.

      “No. There’s far too much magical interference. We’d be ripped apart,” Swift said with a firm shake of her head.

      The stairwell door swung open just ahead of us and a group of terrified looking office workers tripped over themselves to avoid running into us. They all froze, except for one woman who stepped in front of her friends as if to shield them.

      “W—we’re just trying to get out of here,” she said, her voice trembling.

      “Us too,” I reassured her. “Just keep running. I don’t trust that this building is going to remain standing for much longer.”

      She shoved her friends ahead of us and we all spiraled toward the ground floor together. The building’s atrium was in chaos. Bootstrap was right, walking out the front door was our best shot. The magisters I saw didn’t notice us amongst the mass of terrified people. A few were running themselves.

      “Oh shit. You guys need to get out of Moira. We’re about to need some serious backup,” Bootstrap said, his fingers flying over his keyboard.

      “What’s going on?” Swift asked as we were shoved out into the street.

      Sirens blared, only adding to the noise. There was no one in Moira unaware of the danger at this point. The crush of bodies all around me was disorienting after so long in the emptiness of Tartarus. I was tempted to fly over the chaos.

      “Some lesser gods are trying to declare dominion over the major cities,” Bootstrap said, the connection going slightly staticky once again. “Weren’t the titans supposed to help?”

      “Perhaps like Fate they’re waiting for the gods to tire themselves out.” I ground my teeth together. We couldn’t run around trying to fight all these gods. Our only way out of this mess was to redo the bindings we’d broken. I had to find Fate and trap them. And I had to find a way to replicate the bindings I hadn’t even realized I was looking at when I’d inspected Zeus’ prison.

      “The Rune Rail isn’t far now, but it’s going to be a mess to get on a train,” Lopez shouted over her shoulder as she yanked up a fallen civilian before they were trampled.

      “We should have just taken the teleportation circle back out of here,” I muttered.

      “The magical interference—”

      “I know,” I said, cutting Swift off before she could get started on that topic again. “But this isn’t going to work. Too many people need to be evacuated.”

      “Then we’ll get them out, or…”

      She kept talking, but my attention was drawn elsewhere. To a prickling at the edge of my senses. The magical signature was unmistakeable. It was forever seared in my mind from the moment the Chancellor had pinned me to the wall like a bug.

      Perhaps Fate had sent him to deal with us, or perhaps he came willingly to punish me for my interference. Whatever the reason, this was going to be bad. There was no clean way to fight in the midst of all these fleeing people.

      “We’re going to need reinforcements,” I said quietly.

      “What? Why?” Bootstrap spluttered.

      “I found the Chancellor.” I turned to face the approaching formation of at least six magisters. They drove through the terrified masses like a spear’s head, their black robes a herald of the death to come. We wouldn’t need to storm the Chancellor’s safe house. He had come to us. “And he’s not alone.”

      Swift whirled around to look in the direction I faced. “Shit.”

      ”Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

    

  







            Thirty-Four

          

          

      

    

    






Blackwell

        

      

    

    
      I launched into the air as Chaos formed wings behind me. The magisters were a nuisance. The real threat was the Chancellor. I had to get his attention, and I had to get it now.

      We spotted each other at the same time. He stood in the midst of his minions, eyes glowing red like a demon’s. Beside him stood his wife, black veins marring her serene expression.

      Strike quickly. Don’t give them a chance to think, Chaos said, buzzing with anticipation.

      I dove toward them, forming my katana as wind rushed past my face. Lady Swift lifted her hand and the sky darkened. Specters rose up all around her and the Chancellor, then rushed outward in a wave. I weaved through their ethereal bodies, but couldn’t avoid all of them.

      The first grabbed at my arm, translucent fingers passing through me, unable to make contact. It didn’t need to. Searing pain followed its touch. I recoiled, but slammed into another. The specter passed fully through me with a keening wail. Blood filled my mouth as I bit down on my cheek to avoid crying out.

      Move! Chaos shouted in my mind.

      I forced myself to fly once again, and darted straight up away from the burning specters. Somehow the magisters weren’t harmed by them, but everyone else was. Civilians fell with anguished screams as the specters swept toward Yui, Lopez, and Swift.

      With a battle-cry, Swift summoned her valkyrie armor and dove into their midst. Lightning crackled around her and lashed out at the specters. When it struck the nearest one, it evaporated. But there were hundreds more to take its place.

      Lopez leapt past her in cat form and took down the closest magister. Yui was darting amongst them, ornate daggers flashing in her hands. They might be able to hold off the magisters and Lady Swift long enough for me to deal with the Chancellor. But only if I could deal with him quickly enough.

      “We have to get through those specters,” I said to Chaos.

      She darkened the skies. Perhaps a bit of light would help, he suggested.

      The runes my mother had left behind flashed through my mind. My fingers were moving before I consciously picked one. I could create a little light if that’s what we needed.

      “Go warn the others to shut their eyes.”

      Chaos pulled away from me, taking on his shadowy form. He shot down to the ground in a blurred streak as I finished tracing the first rune in the air. For this particular attack, I’d need three. I wasted no time in creating the others.

      Now. I pushed the message to Chaos as I squeezed my eyes shut and pumped my magic into the runes. Blinding light filled the circle between them, then shot down in a bright beam nearly twenty feet across. The specters’ dying wails rose up like an unholy chorus. I let my second sight take over as I dove blindly down its center.

      The magic that ran beneath the streets of Moira burned so brightly I could hardly bear to maintain my second sight, but the Chancellor and Lady Swift stood out nonetheless. I formed my katana as I barreled toward my target.

      Blood-red magic flared out of the Chancellor as I approached, forcing me to swerve to the right and land on unsteady feet. He charged and slammed into my side, but I twisted out of his grip.

      He summoned twin axes with a shout and charged once again, his blades screeching through the air. I parried and dodged as he unleashed a flurry of attacks. Anger and anticipation pounded through me as each strike brought me one moment closer to finally killing the man who had murdered my parents.

      Magic built up around him as we fought until the hair on my arms stood on end from the static charge. Something was coming. Something I couldn’t stop. I brought my mayhem magic to the surface. It rolled under my skin in response to the threat pressing in around me.

      With a loud crack, one of my runes was destroyed and the light blinked out. My eyes flew open as the Chancellor lifted his axes, then slammed them into the ground. His magic hit me like a battering ram and knocked me off my feet. I hit the building behind me hard enough to crack the wall. Only the stuttering pulse of my magic protected me from being knocked unconscious.

      Just like before, his magic pinned me there like a bug, squeezing all the air from my lungs. But this time, I pushed back. I’d dealt with worse.

      The pressure eased just enough for me to take a breath. I met the Chancellor’s burning, red eyes and grinned. “I’ve learned a few things since you last shoved me into a wall.”

      “It is only your hubris that has grown.” He lunged toward me and swung one axe straight down at my head.

      I blocked it, then I formed a second katana in my left hand to block the swing of his other axe. We were locked there with his magic pressing in all around me, neither of us able to move without accepting injury.

      “You escaped Tartarus just to die,” he snarled as his veins began to glow red beneath his skin. I’d finally forced him to draw on his berserker rage.

      My arms shook with the effort to hold back his blades. He was getting stronger. I had to end this deadlock. “You first, asshole.”

      I kicked his knee as hard as I could and he faltered. The blades slipped as I twisted to the left and shoved my way out of his hold. Without waiting for him to recover, I attacked. Darkness flowed around me as the mayhem magic lashed out on its own. A thin cut opened up on his cheek, then the back of his hand. He was faltering. He hadn’t expected me to be able to challenge him.

      A fireball that shook the ground erupted from the magisters behind the Chancellor. Danner, Lopez’s old partner, roared as he charged into their midst, flames taking on the shape of a dragon as he attacked. Hiroji and Swift fought back to back as Lady Swift sent more specters toward them. Lopez cut down a magister, and Viktor raised them behind her, sending their dead in to fight against them. Something in my chest loosened. Backup was here.

      The Chancellor threw himself out of the path of my attack, then dropped his axes. “I should have ended this sooner.”

      Before I could charge in, he lifted his hand toward the fake sky of Moira and lightning raced down. It cascaded all around him, forming an impenetrable cage that forced me back. I tested the barrier with a poke from the mayhem magic, and the resulting shock that traveled back to me knocked me flat on my ass. I struggled back to my feet and spat out a glob of blood. I’d apparently bitten my tongue.

      The ground split as pure magic bubbled up from beneath him, shooting upward in searing beams of light. The Chancellor raised his other hand and the beams bent down toward him as if magnetized. The light wound around his arm and sank into his skin.

      Twin bolts of lightning burst free from the cage around him and struck his hands. I recoiled, sure that he had somehow brought about his own destruction, but the lightning had not harmed him. He was holding it.

      He turned his burning gaze on me. “Zeus’ greatest weapon is mine. You may have removed my connection to his magical reserves, but you made a grave mistake. This is the true source of my power. I wield Zeus’ thunderbolts.” He lowered his hands and the lightning condensed into a jagged, crackling ball of energy that surged around each of his fists.

      “Is that how Fate bought your loyalty?” I taunted as I paced at the edge of the cage. The város were a heavy weight on my wrists. It was so very tempting to just say the word and release them. To fight without holding back. But if I couldn’t defeat him without the extra power, I had no chance against Fate.

      “Fate showed me the clearest path to peace. Of course they rewarded me for my foresight in joining their cause.”

      “Peace?” I gestured to the chaos around us. “What peace?”

      The Chancellor’s face darkened. “All of this is thanks to your interference. Every death is your doing, not mine. Not Fate’s.” He spread his arms wide and the cage collapsed, every spark of lightning rushing to him with a crack. “I should have killed you the moment you interfered with our plans, just like I did your parents.”

      Rage filled me. I was moving before I registered it. I knew he was incapable of guilt, but hearing the admission from his own mouth as if it were just another fact was too much. All the years of grief, of searching for answers that never came, and the hopelessness that followed were his fault. He’d traded his soul for power.

      We collided, darkness clashing with stolen light in a shower of sparks. Lightning bolts struck out from the Chancellor’s fists like whips. I danced among them as I pushed myself to new speeds. The days and months of training with the titans had prepared me for this. My body and magic were one. I was no longer limited by the power of my muscles.

      “You fight so hard for such a hopeless cause,” he said with a sneer as he threw a series of quick punches at my face.

      I dodged them all, even if just barely. “Justice is never hopeless.”

      “You’re still so naive, even after all this time.” His next punch went wide, but the lightning trailing behind it didn’t. It hit me in the chest and knocked me off my feet. “Just like your mother.”

      I drove my katana into the ground to regain my balance and slow my momentum. I’d been so focused on my own fight that I hadn’t truly seen the chaos around us. While Swift and the others had been holding off the magisters well enough at the beginning, it appeared reinforcements had arrived. They were more than outnumbered. They were about to be overwhelmed.

      Gresham was surrounded, only holding three of the magisters back with a wall of flames they would soon force their way through. Hiroji had been separated from Swift and was battling two magisters alone. I couldn’t see my partner amidst the swarm of specters.

      I couldn’t waste any more time holding back. The Chancellor’s stolen weapon made him just powerful enough to require a bit more from me. Theia had told me there’d be a time for caution, and a time for boldness. I was done being cautious.

      “I have it under good authority I’m nothing like my mother.” I released the katana and stood to face my enemy. “But I do my best.”

      The Chancellor narrowed his eyes, clearly wary of my sudden change in demeanor. “Have you decided to surrender?”

      A grin spread across my face. “Not even close.” I clenched my hands into fists. “Ex nihilo.” The város glowed bright blue, the magic that held them in place shuddering as it was dissolved. They opened and fell to the ground with a loud thunk. Power and relief swept through me like a tidal wave. I’d forgotten what it felt like to be free of their oppressive weight.

      The mayhem magic surged into the surrounding air. Chaos was practically purring in the back of my mind. With my heart thudding in my chest, I launched off the ground and charged the Chancellor. I watched him move so very slowly—though I knew logically I was just moving faster—in a futile attempt to block my attack.

      My fist cracked against his jaw and he flew back, his eyes widening in shock. I darted past him and caught him with a kick before he could hit the ground. His ribs gave way beneath the force of the blow. He attempted to fight back, but his attacks were too obvious. Too slow. Too weak.

      Rage built in his eyes, and he threw himself out of my reach with a roar. His skin cracked, the demonic red glow of his magic shining through, as he finally released the full extent of his berserker rage. He slammed into me with a series of rapid punches. With every strike, power built within the thunderbolts. His berserker rage was feeding them.

      I dodged a particularly nasty punch, then a brutal kick, putting some space between myself and the Chancellor. Instead of charging me again, he thrust both fists toward me. A single bolt of lightning leaped from his hands and raced toward me. Even with my increased speed, it moved too fast for me to avoid. I had only one option.

      The bolt of lightning struck my outstretched palm. The searing heat burned the flesh of my palm as I grabbed hold of it. I ignored the pain and lunged toward my enemy, then slammed Zeus’s thunderbolt straight back into his chest. It bored through flesh and bone. His eyes widened in shock. The light of the berserker rage faltered, then faded away. Human, brown eyes stared back at me, still full of hate.

      The thunderbolt exploded. Mayhem magic snapped into place around me as the shockwave slammed into me. I barely felt it as I crashed into a wall. My ears were ringing. I’d killed him. I’d gotten my revenge. It didn’t feel real.

      I forced myself upright. Just a few yards away, the thunderbolts lay on the ground, crackling wildly without a master to control them. I couldn’t leave them for anyone to find and claim, so in a snap decision, I grabbed them. There was no pain this time. The magic was eager to be used.

      We should keep this weapon as well, Chaos said. I could easily picture the greedy gleam in his dark eyes.

      “Or find a way to destroy it,” I said as I gritted my teeth against the tingle of electricity shooting up my arm. This was a powerful weapon, to be sure, but it was too hard to control to be useful in battle. I had enough of a struggle with my own magic without adding this to the mix.

      An idea tickled at the back of my mind. The thunderbolts were, in essence, a form of light and energy. My eyes were drawn up to the specters now flowing over enemy and ally alike. The light had driven them back once before. Perhaps I could do it again without blinding everyone with just a tiny tweak.

      I pressed the thunderbolts together between my palms. The white magic of creation flared out from my hands and slithered into the writhing mass of lightning. The crackle faded into a hum. I pulled my hands apart and the newly calmed light stretched apart like taffy.

      With a steadying breath, I braced myself, then flung the light toward the specters. It spread out in a wide net, each strand of light as fine as the silk of a spider’s web, then sank slowly toward the ground. A great keening drowned out the sounds of the battle as the specters succumbed to the power of the altered thunderbolts.

      I rushed in before Lady Swift could recover from the destruction of her minions. She stood just outside of the fight. Her eyes flicked to the crater where her husband’s remains lay, then to me. Fury filled her gaze and the black veins around her eyes bulged outward as they expanded down her neck, then all across her body. Her blonde hair turned stark white and she screamed.

      The sound sent a shockwave out in a cone in front of her. I leaped over it as wings burst from my back, but couldn’t escape the ringing in my ears. Darkness curled around her legs. She floated up from the ground on a cloud of magic.

      I stretched a hand behind me and called on the altered thunderbolts. As soon as it was back in my grasp, she screamed again, pitch black magic billowing from her mouth as if she were a dragon. I dove beneath the shockwave and slung the net toward her. It cut through the darkness and enveloped her. She struggled against its hold, but she wasn’t powerful enough to overcome it.

      “You can still surrender!” I shouted.

      She bared her teeth at me like a wild animal. “Never!”

      A hard shoulder slammed into my back and I stumbled forward, realizing in the same instant it was Swift who had shoved me, and she had done so because a firebolt was headed straight for me. She raised her sword like a shield. The firebolt slammed into the weapon with a burst of searing heat, but she stayed in place as the flames mixed with the tornado of pink magic that swirled around her. With a grunt, she swept it to the side. The ground exploded where it impacted, raining down chunks of debris on us.

      It had only been a momentary distraction, but it had been enough. I returned my attention to Lady Swift just in time to see her racing toward me with a black dagger in her hand. Swift and I reacted in unison. I formed my katana and thrust it forward. Our blades pierced Lady Swift’s chest. The dagger stopped less than an inch from my face.

      The darkness stuttered as Swift’s mother coughed once, blood bubbling past her lips. “You’ll never defeat Fate. You’ll see…in the end…”

      Swift wrenched her blade free and stumbled back as her mother collapsed to the ground before us. Her hand shook as she tossed her sword to the side, her breaths coming in quick pants.

      I grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her once, hard. “Lexi, look at me, not her.”

      Her eyes flicked to mine. “I killed—”

      “I killed her. You saved my life. She gave us no other choice, all right?” I gentled my grip on her shoulders. “You only did what you had to.”

      She took a deep breath. “The others need—need help.”

      “Atta girl. You can breakdown when the war is over,” I said with a wink.

      She kicked me in the shin. “Do not patronize me, asshole.”

      I jerked away and rubbed at my bruised leg with a grin. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “A little help if you’re done with the heart to heart!” Hiroji shouted.

      Swift and I ran in to assist, shoulder to shoulder. The magisters had faltered, but they weren’t going to go down without a fight.
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      I hauled Viktor to his feet. The necromancer had seen better days. He swayed into me and I caught him just in time to prevent him from falling back to the ground. He’d completely exhausted his magic.

      Lopez shoved me aside, then slung him across her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. His fingers and toes nearly touched the ground, but she didn’t so much as tremble under his weight. “I’ve got him. You go deal with Swift.”

      My partner was kneeling beside her father’s remains. I nodded farewell to Lopez and picked my way through the destruction. Moira wasn’t meant to be a battlefield. So much had been destroyed through errant spells. Melted glass and metal hung from gaping holes in the sides of buildings. Craters dotted the previously serene street. The fake sky sparked overhead as it switched erratically between storms and sunshine.

      “I don’t think viewing his…remains is going to be helpful,” I said quietly as I stopped at my partner’s side.

      “This is going to sound terrible, but I needed to be sure he was dead. The idea that he might somehow fake his death…” She stood and finally tore her gaze away from the morbid display. “Bootstrap said the Awakened are taking over the evacuations.”

      I nodded. “Moira is nearly empty.”

      She lifted her eyes to the broken sky. “How much longer do you think we have until Fate makes their move?”

      “No clue.” I rolled my shoulder back. The muscles ached more than I expected. I’d come to take the slightly accelerated healing in Tartarus for granted, apparently. “Not sure if I want them to show up sooner or if more time to prepare would be better.” The ground shook once again as the battle between the gods raged on above us. At some point during our battle with the magisters, the titans had joined the fray. “Perhaps sooner would be better.”

      A strange noise caught my attention. This battle had taken place in front of the same spot where the Edge had been cracked, but as far as I knew no further damage had been done to it.

      I stared at the crack. I could have sworn it had grown, but it appeared still now. With a frown, I took a careful step toward it. Another thin line appeared. Then another and another. There was no denying it. The crack was spreading. “Swift. We have a problem.”

      “What—” Her question died on her lips as the barrier shuddered, and a much larger crack appeared. Without any further discussion, she turned and ran, shouting a warning to everyone behind us.

      No one knew what lay beyond the Edge, but the eerie feeling that the darkness brought was warning enough. People stayed away. No one messed with the barrier.

      I took a step back and released the tight hold on my mayhem magic. A shield flared out behind me. It wouldn’t be enough to stop whatever destruction lay ahead of us, but perhaps I could slow it and save my friends. A chunk of the barrier crumbled free, dissipating into a curl of smoke before it hit the ground.

      A pale hand reached through from the inside and wrenched the hole into a larger opening. My blood ran cold as the body attached to the hands was revealed.

      Fate stood before me, three figures robed in white and speaking as one. “The war is here.” Their piercing gaze focused on me. “Chaos begets chaos.” The figure on the left lifted shears of pure black. The figure in the center plucked a shimmering thread from amongst those draped across their arm. “We will end you and bring true peace.” The shears cut through the thread, and it went dull, all the light bleeding out into the air.

      A chill ran through my limbs, and an icy numbness settled in the center of my chest. I tried to move my hand, but found myself frozen before Fate, just as I had been so many times.

      “What did you do to me?” I ground out.

      Each of the three versions of Fate smiled, the expression horrible on their cold faces. “Freed you from your destiny. And with it, reality itself. Isn’t this what you’ve always wanted? True freedom?”

      The remaining barrier shattered, and the darkness beyond it was illuminated by the lights of the city. For a brief moment, I was able to hope there was nothing beyond the Edge. But that hope was dashed as they appeared.

      Unicorns. A pack of the same snarling demon hounds the warlock had summoned. The piercing screech of the phoenix. The creatures all rushed toward freedom in a stampede. There were other horrors I had never seen before among their number. Monsters of darkness and destruction.

      I knew now where unicorns came from, and I wished I didn’t.
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      Fate walked away. I was so little a threat, they simply turned their back on me to watch the destruction they had unleashed upon Moira. I had to move. I had to help my friends, and I had to stop Fate. But I remained frozen in place. Chaos was silent at the back of my mind as if he’d abandoned me.

      From the edge of my peripheral vision, I watched Swift charge into the herd of unicorns. Master Hiko battled the phoenix alone, his katana flashing too quickly to truly see. Chief Bradley, Sakura, and Hiroji all stood in opposition to Fate as the god advanced on them. They were some of the strongest mages I knew, but they were too weak to stop a god. And I couldn’t move to help them.

      The warlock’s sacrifice. The mayhem magic. The year training under the strain of the város. None of it appeared to matter. If I couldn’t so much as lift a pinky in Fate’s presence, then all my struggling had been for nothing. I couldn’t accept that. I wouldn’t accept that.

      But I had no idea if anything I was seeing was even real. Every time Fate had trapped me like this, they had taunted me with visions in order to try to convince me to submit to them. But the chance that this time it was real tickled at the back of my mind. I tapped into my second sight. It was like peering into fog, but Swift’s magic burned like a beacon in the distance. She was fighting. Even if she fought some other enemy than what I saw, she was in danger. The magical signatures of my friends and allies blazed all around me. It appeared Fate hadn’t bothered with illusions this time, because they meant to truly kill everyone I cared about.

      I yanked on my magic, but received barely a trickle for my efforts. Panic and frustration threatened to choke me. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to ignore the sounds of the battle. I had to focus. I couldn’t help them if I couldn’t move.

      Fur tickled my hand. I tried to jerk away from the unexpected sensation, and my eyes flew open. Yui stood before me in human form, but with her three tails behind her.

      She wrapped one soft tail around my hand. “Surely you’re not going to just stand by while your friends die.”

      “I can’t break out of Fate’s hold on me,” I ground out.

      “Yes, you can.” She stepped in closer and held my gaze, not bothered at all by my obvious anger. “Try harder. Don’t wait for one of them to die to find the strength you need.”

      I wasn’t waiting for anything. She had no idea how hard I was trying. I had sacrificed too much to fail now. Chaos stirred at the back of my mind. I twitched a finger.

      “More,” Yui demanded. “Stop holding back.”

      Pain coursed through my trembling muscles as I moved another finger, then my hand. If pain was all I had to endure, then I could do that with ease. I’d experienced more suffering in Tartarus than I’d endured in my entire life, and I’d survived that. I moved my head next, turning it just a little to the left. I watched a ball of light hit Bradley in the chest. He fell into a pile of rubble and vanished from sight. I forced my arms to move against the impossible weight of Fate’s magic. Hiroji formed a shield of solid ice to stop the progress of the unicorns. I managed a twitch in my leg.

      “There it is.” Yui grinned, then shoved me.

      The shock of sudden movement caused me to jerk free of the remnants of Fate’s control. I caught myself before my head hit the ground. My legs threatened to give out as I scrambled back to my feet, but I managed to stay upright.

      “How is Fate so strong?” I gasped out, my lungs aching as I struggled to regain my breath.

      “They understand their enemy’s weaknesses.” Yui stepped up to my shoulder. “The rest of this is up to you. Are you ready?”

      I nodded, because there was no other choice. The fight was here. “I have to be.”

      “The others still won’t be able to see you, and you won’t be able to directly help them,” Yui warned with a serious expression. “Not while you are still disconnected from reality.”

      “How did you touch me?” I asked with a frown.

      She winked at me. “I have my secrets.”

      Before I could call her out on her lack of a real answer, she shifted into her kitsune form and leaped back into the fight. I returned my attention to Fate. As much as I wanted to charge in without thought and attack, I knew that would doom me to failure.

      Finally, you have learned to think before you act, Chaos said with a laugh.

      I rolled my eyes, but ignored the jibe. I’d had only a moment to examine Zeus’s prison. The magic used to create it had been intricate. I hadn’t realized that the binding on the gods had been woven into it until the prison had already been destroyed. But as I thought back to what I’d seen, it was clear how the prison itself had been the binding. Fate hadn’t sought to trap Zeus to defeat a rival, he’d needed Zeus because he ruled. Only an exceptionally powerful god could have been used to bind the others. Fate was exceptionally powerful. More than powerful enough to serve the same purpose.

      My fingers itched for my katana, but that wasn’t the weapon I needed for this fight. Neither was Apollo’s bow. I’d already used it once today. Using it again was far too risky. I had the beginnings of a rash plan, and no time to work out the details. I’d have to wing it. Good thing that was my specialty.

      I raced toward Fate. Though I swerved around the first unicorn, I slammed into…and through the second. Not only could they not see me, it appeared I was basically a ghost. They couldn’t touch me, and I couldn’t touch them. It was unnerving, but that certainly made things simpler. I picked up speed as I barreled through the fight, my eyes locked onto Fate’s back.

      “Chaos, want to help me get Fate’s attention?”

      Chaos appeared next to me. “Thought you’d never ask.”

      My shadowy friend zipped ahead of me and swiped at the leftmost figure of Fate as I swerved to the right. In unison, Fate’s heads whipped toward Chaos.

      “Impossible!” they cried, their voices echoing with painful intensity.

      “Not the first impossible thing I’ve done,” I taunted, needing their full attention on me.

      Anger distorted their faces. The central figure lifted a hand and my muscles seized up as their power washed over me once again. But I was ready this time, and I pushed through the pain. It was no different from learning to move under the crushing weight of the város. Mayhem magic pulsed down my limbs. I kept moving.

      “That won’t work again!” I shouted.

      Bradley—who I was relieved to see once again—and the others seemed confused by Fate’s sudden distraction, but didn’t wait around for the god to remember they existed. They attacked. Blue light blazed around Bradley as he slammed into Fate’s side with a glowing, spiked shield. The three figures of Fate stumbled as if they’d all been hit. I knew they were able to move independently of one another, so I was surprised to see them all react to the hit as one. Perhaps they were more connected than I’d previously realized.

      Fate backhanded Bradley, tossing the old man to the side, but Sakura took his place. She darted above the blast of light that Fate sent hurtling toward her and flung a barrage of kurenai at the central figure. They dissolved before they could reach their mark. They may as well have been gnats for all Fate cared. The god turned their full attention to me. Which was exactly what I’d wanted.

      I turned and ran. This was not the place for this fight or to trap Fate. I needed to get them out of Moira. I steeled myself as I hurtled toward the darkness beyond the Edge. There was no way this would be anything but unpleasant.

      Beyond, there was cold. Bone-chilling and empty in a way that sent chills down my spine. If this was the place where unicorns lived, perhaps it was understandable they were so angry all the time. My feet slipped on a strange, crumbly mix of sand and clay. I let my momentum carry me down the rolling dune.

      “You cannot run forever,” Fate shouted, their voices booming throughout the emptiness of this horrible place.

      I spun around to face my pursuer. The three figures, who I mentally labeled Rapunzel, for the tangle of threads she held, Snippy, for the black shears, and Dirtbag, because I didn’t have time to come up with a third witty name.

      Beyond Fate, a shield snapped into place where the barrier that protected Moira had been torn. It wouldn’t keep Fate from barreling back through whenever they wanted, but it did stop the monsters that dwelled here from replenishing their numbers. A tiny bit of relief eased the tension in my muscles. But the moment was short lived as Rapunzel, Snippy, and Dirtbag charged me.

      Let us measure their true strength, Chaos urged, his need to fight coursing through me.

      While I didn’t want to waste any energy battling the god, I did need to test how connected the three parts of Fate were. It would do me no good to trap one, only to have the other two destroy the prison from the outside. But I suspected that in the same way Chaos could appear outside of me, that one of them was the “real” Fate, and the other two simply projections.

      I went for Dirtbag first. Up close, the bright, white glow of their eyes and robes was blinding. Instinctively, I shut my eyes and tapped into my second sight. My fist connected with their jaw, and all three stumbled back, identical expressions of outrage distorting their too-perfect faces. Perhaps no one had ever punched Fate in the face. Perhaps someone should have done it centuries ago.

      Snippy let out a battle-cry and blasted a beam of light at me. I dodged it only to sense another attack coming from behind. With reflexes born of the constant vigilance Kronos had drilled into me in Tartarus, I leaped over the second attack and spun out of the way of a third. My avoidance only served to infuriate Fate further.

      They converged and grew in size until the three of them towered over the bleak landscape. “You defy me, yet I command the threads of fate for everyone you hold dear.” Snippy lifted her shears and Rapunzel plucked a thread from the gleaming mass draped over her arm. “I should have done this long ago at the first sign of your rebellious nature.” I charged them, but it was too late. Snippy cut the thread.

      The sudden surge in Swift’s magical signature was the only clue I needed. Fate viewed Swift as my weak point, the button they could press to get me to do whatever they wanted.

      “Go find her!” I commanded Chaos as I squared up with Fate once again. The god underestimated my partner. She didn’t have my raw power, but she was hardly weak. The valkyrie didn’t accept scrubs into their ranks. And no one knew my mother’s runes better than her. We were going to need them before this fight was over.
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      All the air left my lungs as I slammed into the ground and slid. A last-second shield was all that saved me from the devastating blast that followed.

      “Blackwell!” Swift shouted across the space. I could barely see her through the cloud of sand surrounding me, but I was relieved nonetheless. “What the hell is going on?”

      Fate turned their glowing eyes on her and raised their hands in unison.

      “Chaos!” My warning shout did not go unheeded. I readily released my magic as Chaos tugged on it. A shield snapped into place as Swift raised her own. The searing beam of light shattered hers and cracked mine. It was a good thing she’d reacted when she did, or my shield may not have held.

      While the creatures of this place had shied away from our fight at the beginning, I noticed they were creeping closer and closer. I doubted they’d bother Fate, but there was no way Swift could fend off the hundreds of monsters I could see in the distance alone while I fought. Perhaps my half-baked plan to lure Fate out here was actually just a terrible idea.

      Swift ducked beneath another blast of light and slid toward me. I met her halfway and caught her hand. The sudden halt to her momentum swung us both around, but stopped her from careening the rest of the way down the steep hill. Everything in this place went down, as if we stood at the edge of a crater filled with sand.

      “Once again, what the hell is going on?,” Swift demanded. “I haven’t been able to touch anyone but you.” Her sword and armor were already splattered with gore, and she looked tired. “It’s as if I’ve become a ghost.”

      “Our threads of fate have been cut. I’m not exactly sure what that means, but Yui told me I was disconnected from reality.”

      Her lips thinned as she took in that information. “So be it. Can you still trap Fate?”

      “Maybe if we aren’t trampled by unicorns first.” Snippy and Dirtbag were advancing on us while a large herd of unicorns circled in from our rear. The fact that Rapunzel was hanging back made me nervous. “Any runes from my mother’s journals that can buy us some time?”

      “I should be able to form a barrier to isolate us, but it won’t hold forever.”

      “That will have to be enough. I’ll keep Fate occupied.”

      She turned to the encroaching creatures and gave me a final nod. “Good luck.”

      We split up, each of us charging toward our foes. I had few answers concerning Fate, and no more time for experiments. I had to begin laying my trap.

      My reckless plan was simple. Hold Fate—all three of them—in place, then begin weaving the prison. In the end, this would be a battle of wills. If I couldn’t overpower the god, we were doomed.

      I quickly traced out a rune in the air. When in doubt, I found it useful to fall back on strategies I’d used before. Perhaps a little tweak to gravity would throw Fate off just long enough for me to strike. Before Snippy and Dirtbag reached me, I traced the second rune, but that was all I had time for.

      The ground shuddered beneath my feet as I danced between their attacks, but it wasn’t from our battle. It was Swift’s doing. She ran in a wide circle around us, sand erupting into the air in a trail behind her. It hovered there, not falling, but instead hardening and growing taller. A particularly determined unicorn tried to leap over one section as it rose, and was cut in half. None of them tried that again.

      As I ducked beneath another of Fate’s blasts of light, a thought occurred to me. My gravity runes were old hat, but they didn’t have to be. I could do more with them. My mother had a knack for creating twists on pre-existing runes. Rather than the simple cycle of no gravity to increased gravity, I could change where gravity’s pull originated. I could force the three stooges of evil together. The only trick would be ensuring Swift and I didn’t get smashed into the middle of that god-sandwich. I needed a tether.

      Swift completed her circle and slipped into the safety of the barrier as it snapped into place behind her. Snippy noticed this first, their eyes flicked around at the shield with mounting frustration.

      “You cannot believe this paltry barrier could ever hold me,” they spoke in unison, the simple boom of their voices creating thin cracks in the hardened sand.

      That momentary distraction was all I needed. I flashed over to the spot the final gravity rune needed to be placed, and traced it in the air with three quick strokes. It glowed orange. I had changed one last thing. The cycles of no gravity would be shorter, just a few seconds, but hopefully long enough to throw Fate off.

      I was ready. Wings burst from my back as I steadied my upward drift. “Swift, to me!”

      Five…Four…

      Fate reacted before she could, but not with the attack I expected. Their crushing power filled the space inside the barrier, and Swift froze. I could see the panic in her eyes. The helplessness. She couldn’t move, and couldn’t break free of their hold on her. I knew an attack would follow.

      Three…

      My mayhem magic lashed out without conscious thought, wrapped around her waist, and pulled. Without gravity, the force of it drew us toward each other, and just in time. A beam of light seared the air where she’d stood and burst through the already weakened barrier. Wobbly spheres of molten sand bobbed in the air, unable to fall to the ground.

      Two…One…

      We were out of time. Swift and I collided as I thrust my mayhem magic deep into the ground and braced myself for gravity’s return. While expected, the abrupt tug of double gravity, and the odd angle at which it pulled on us, nearly ripped my tether free. I forced my magic deeper into the sandy ground, but it was not a good foundation. We slid in stuttering bursts toward the heart of my spell.

      Fate fought its draw as well, but didn’t appear to struggle nearly as much as I was. Snippy, Rapunzel, and Dirtbag drew closer and closer to us, and farther apart from each other, as they fought gravity’s pull. The god was incredibly strong. I was going to have to push my own limits in order to force them together. And I couldn’t do that while carrying Swift around.

      Share your power with her through me. I can aid her, Chaos suggested.

      I knew what Chaos was thinking, and I knew it was our only option. But it wasn’t going to go over well.

      “Hey Swift, do you trust me?”

      “Of course I do you nitwit!” She said through clenched teeth, only able to move enough to speak. “Why are you even asking that at a time like this?”

      “Because you’re not going to like my idea.” Just like Kronos had shared his power with me in Tartarus, I could share a bit of the mayhem magic with her. “Do it, Chaos!”

      Chaos’ shadowy form sank into her, disappearing beneath her skin. She jerked and doubled over, her hands grasping at her gut as her magical signature went haywire. Bright pink bands of light jumped out from her body like solar flares, and her eyes lit up bright as lasers. The jolt of Kronos magic had always felt like taking a lightning bolt to the face. I’d have to ask her later how the mayhem magic felt.

      She lifted her gaze, teeth bared, veins glowing beneath her skin. “Remind me to kill you later, Blackwell.”

      “No can do. I’ve sworn off dying. Turns out it sucks.”

      The pull of gravity abruptly ceased. I’d forgotten to count. Wings flared from my back on instinct. Swift grabbed my arm to steady herself.

      “This is all well and good, but I have a feeling we’re going to end up screwed over by the gravity before Fate is,” she said in a harsh whisper before shoving off of me. She floated back as all three figures of Fate closed in around us.

      She was right, but if I could just even the playing field a tiny bit, then I had a chance to force them together. Somehow. And I couldn’t wait much longer to strike. We needed to survive this phase of no gravity, then I would have to make my move.

      Five…Four…

      Snippy raised her palm toward Swift and used the same, tired trick. Fate’s paralyzing power washed over my partner, but with the mayhem magic powering her berserker rage, Swift simply laughed. Then summoned her mace.

      “It’s about time someone knocked that smug look off your face.” Swift reached behind herself and let loose a quick burst of magic that shot her forward as if she’d attached rockets to her back. With nothing to grab hold of, Snippy had no chance to avoid her blazing attack.

      Three…Two…

      Rapunzel raised both arms and the threads that hung from them rushed toward Swift. Whatever they were planning, I couldn’t allow to happen.

      It was a split second decision. A moment of insanity, perhaps. But once I was in motion, I couldn’t stop. I slammed into Rapunzel. Their golden web closed around me. The magic was suffocating. I could see nothing, feel nothing, but Fate’s overwhelming power. For a moment, I faltered. Had it only been arrogance that led me to think I had a chance of winning this fight?

      One.

      Gravity returned with a vengeance. Rapunzel and I were yanked toward the center of the spell. Without a tether, I didn’t even try to resist, and neither did Rapunzel. All their attention was focused on strangling me.

      Swift is faltering. I cannot sustain her much longer, Chaos whispered, even his voice fainter than usual.

      I gritted my teeth against the worry for my partner. It was a distraction I couldn’t afford. I had faced stronger foes before, and had overcome them. Fate would have to kill me to stop me. I closed my hands around the strands of magic that bound my arms. While they were experts in manipulation, I had a power Fate did not. Creation. My magic connected with the threads of fate. They had bound Zeus. Disconnected me from reality, and doomed Swift to the same hell.

      Awareness filtered into my mind. These threads held so much of Fate’s power. As my magic skittered over the individual strands, I caught glimpses of people and gods alike. There was a thread for every living being. Fate was not omniscient, but it was clear now how they had always been able to find me and creep into my mind. The god might as well have had a leash on me.

      And I couldn’t destroy the threads—my own predicament made that clear enough—but I could use them. I could change the fate of fate itself. Besides, it was only fitting Fate would be trapped in a prison of their own making.

      I reached into the tangled mass and followed it down to its source. As I drew on the white magic of creation that churned within me, the sounds of the fight faded away. Silence fell.

      The power of the warlock’s sacrifice pulsed within me, full of darkness. While the deeds that had created it were awful, in the end it was simply chaos. It was no more evil than my mayhem magic, and even that had two sides. Destruction and creation held in perfect balance. The lingering fear of that stolen magic finally faded away. It was time to reclaim the sacrifice and use it for good.

      I grabbed hold of the source of the threads, and Rapunzel finally realized what I was doing. A piercing scream shattered the silence. The strands tightened until they threatened to crush me, but Chaos fought back.

      Focus on your task. I will protect you, Chaos promised.

      But Swift—

      Is strong enough to stand on her own for a time. Fate’s full attention is on you.

      I pushed any further arguments out of my head. Swift wouldn’t want to me to fail at this just to save her. We were both committed to this battle.

      The suffocating pressure eased, and I tightened my grip on the source of the threads of fate. Magic sizzled at my fingertips as I attempted to force my way into it. Rapunzel thrashed against me, but I held on tight even as the strands that had trapped me began to struggle against my grip on them.

      Amidst the conflict, I saw my chance. It was only a tiny crack, but it was enough. My magic slipped past Fate’s defenses and into the source of their magic. Something new emerged from amidst the tangled threads. Something that shone white at first glimpse, but held within it a multitude of colors. It burst free and wound around both of us.

      The prison was forming, but it wouldn’t be enough. The gods could not be allowed to run rampant throughout the world. I had to bind them once again. All Rhea could offer was their submission. We needed more than that.

      Golden threads joined the white bands I had created, and wove into them until the two were indistinguishable. My muscles began to tremble. Even with the added power of the warlock’s sacrifice, I was reaching my limits. The fight with the Chancellor had taken too much from me. I ground my teeth together. I was too close to the end to falter now.

      Swift’s shouts pierced the silence that had surrounded me. I opened my eyes as gravity released its hold on us. Snippy drove her shears into Swift’s shoulder, sending my partner tumbling back through the air. I wanted so badly to go help her, but I couldn’t leave my task unfinished. Though, as Snippy and Dirtbag turned their white-hot gazes on me, my resolve faltered. I could not battle all three of them right now.

      The barrier Swift had erected shattered, and with it the remnants of my hope. But instead of the onslaught of monsters I expected, it was the titans who converged on us. Lightning blazed around Kronos as his scythe shrieked through the air, coming mere inches from Snippy’s neck. Rhea and Theia surrounded Dirtbag. Vines burst from the barren ground to encircle the god’s legs, then Theia attacked, her fist slamming into Dirtbag’s jaw with a flash of silvery light.

      Sunlight cut through the darkness as Hyperion joined the battlefield. The monsters that dwelled here scattered, seeking out whatever shadows remained.

      It was then that Death arrived. In Hyperion’s bright sunlight, the dark form of the faceless god appeared as an abyss. He was nothingness. A void that moved across the hills of sand, sending a chill wind before him.

      Iapetus blocked the god’s advance, his youthful face alight with a mischievous grin. “Come to fight for your master once again?”

      Kronos stopped at Iapetus’ shoulder. “You will find the titans will not be so easily defeated this time.”

      Death did not bother with a war of words, the god simply attacked and my view of Kronos and Iapetus was lost in a wave of darkness. Amidst the distraction of that fight, Snippy and Dirtbag slipped their bonds. Instead of attacking the titans, however, they vanished.

      The air shifted around me, and I had to close my eyes against the sudden flash of blinding light. When I reopened them, only one figure stood before me. A young woman, her skin flushed with life, and the bright, gold orbs of her eyes locked on me, unseeing. The threads of fate not trapping me swirled around her like the rings of Saturn, and she held both the rod and the shears in her hands. When she spoke, three voices still echoed from her throat.

      “We defeated Chaos once before, and we shall do it again.” The shears shot toward me, but a shield of silver light blocked the strike. Theia had reacted to protect me before I’d been able to so much as twitch.

      “Trap them!” Theia shouted. “You must finish this!”

      My magic had faltered, but I regained control over it and refocused myself. The source of Fate’s magic pulsed with angry energy. Tartarus had taught me many things, but one lesson had stuck with me above all the rest. A prison that could heal itself was inescapable. The simple box I had created for the rakshasa would not contain Fate. I had to create Tartarus’ equal. The prison needed to be alive.

      Within the white and gold bands that swirled around us, I laid the foundation for the god’s prison. It was then that Fate struck. Theia’s shield split. The shears plunged into my chest. Fate’s remaining threads wrapped tightly around me, each one burning my skin even through my clothes. I grabbed the base of the shears, preventing Fate from pushing them any farther in. Just as I’d used my magic to give myself the strength to move with the város around my wrists, I pumped power into my arm. I could not let Fate kill me.

      The scent of flowers washed over us and Yui appeared out of thin air. Her fangs sank into Fate’s arm, causing the god to jerk away. The shears ripped free and blood poured from the gaping wound. I tried to take a breath, but choked on the blood bubbling up into my throat. Fate had pierced a lung.

      “Do it now!” Yui cried. Her tails lashed behind her as she grappled with Fate in kitsune form.

      Prometheus, who I had not seen arrive either, reached into the tangle of threads that still held me immobile and grabbed onto me. His finger’s dug painfully into my arm as he met my gaze.

      “A gift, my friend. The gift I intended all along.”A light within his eyes faded. I had received power from the titans more than once, and it was a feeling I was familiar with. This was something entirely different. A gift so much greater I could hardly fathom it. His grip on my arm loosened, and his magical signature faded as a strange vitality flooded my body. The wound in my chest closed, and I was finally able to take a deep breath.

      Throughout my time in Tartarus, Chaos had never let me forget that it was the weakness of my body, his vessel, that held me back from using the full potential of the mayhem magic.

      “What have you done?” I demanded, even though I knew the answer. I could feel the change down to my bones. My very essence had been transformed.

      “Finish this as Fate’s equal,” Prometheus said, his voice barely above a whisper as he released my arm and stumbled back. “Only you can free mortals from the rule of the gods. I tried to make men equals once before and failed. Do what I could not.”

      The power was unimaginable. I hadn’t understood what it meant to be a god until now. The battle between the titans and Death raged on around me, but I turned my attention to Fate. Prometheus had given me a gift, but the battle was not yet won. And this part, I had to do alone.

      I grabbed Fate by the throat. Mayhem magic lashed out from my other hand and consumed those damned shears, reducing them to nothingness. But the magic didn’t stop there. It flared around both of us, fueled by my anger. This was the struggle of receiving massive amounts of power—I could only control so much of it. But I had not struggled in Tartarus for nothing. I had learned to adapt, and I knew I could learn to wield this power too.

      The prison was nearly complete. To create it, I could not draw entirely from Fate’s own magic. But I didn’t need to. The frailty of my body no longer limited me. Chaos had been freed.

      Fate was a master of finding weaknesses, but they had their own. Ego. I knew the god could not fathom a reality in which I won, and so I would give them the opposite. Fate would live forever in an illusion where they had won.

      I slowed the flow of magic. The darkness shifted to light. Destruction to creation. The prison closed in around Fate. Light exploded from the god, and my magic collided with it, slamming to an abrupt halt. The more I increased the pressure around Fate, the harder they pushed back.

      “You will not trap me,” Fate snarled, her full lips pulled back over bared teeth. “You are still too weak to challenge us.” She dug her nails into the hand around her throat as she pried my fingers away one by one.

      I shut my eyes, blocking out everything but the magic pulsing through my body and into the surrounding air. My second sight came readily to me. I could see the magic as it coursed through Fate’s body. The shuddering shield that held back the bands of the prison I had created. The nearly invisible cracks in that shield.

      Fate was not omnipotent. Their power had limits. The only question that remained was which of us would reach our limits first. But I had been fighting those more powerful than me for over a year now. I knew how to keep going even when I had been pushed far beyond my limits. The key lay in holding nothing back.

      I let go of my worry that I may not be able to save Swift or myself and reconnect our souls to reality. I let go of my worry for my friends and allies. I blocked out the sounds of the fight still raging around me, and I poured every last bit of my power into this battle of wills. The shield splintered, but still I could not press in any further.

      Name your creation. Only that will truly give it life, Chaos urged me as we struggled against Fate.

      My mind wandered to Pandora’s box—what we’d thought Zeus’ prison was. The story of Pandora told of how she opened the box and released illnesses and curses upon the world. Seeing the evil pouring out, Pandora slammed the box shut, trapping hope inside. It was time for the gift humanity had been so long deprived of to be released.

      “Hope. I name you Hope.”

      Awareness of a new consciousness pressed at the edge of my senses. Something new stirred within the magic I had unleashed. The bands of light moved on their own, with a strength that did not come from within me. Together, me and my creation tightened our hold on Fate. The shield of light splintered further, cracks widening into gaps that Hope slipped through, winding around Fate’s arms. That opening was all I needed.

      The shield shattered. The bands of the prison slithered into place until Fate was completely cocooned. The light in the god’s eyes dimmed as the illusion overtook them, and their struggles ceased. I could see what they saw—Fate breaking free of my hold at the last moment. My strength failing me as I crumpled to my knees before them. They were getting exactly what they wanted, but it wasn’t real.

      A shudder of exhaustion made my muscles tremble as I drifted away from the now-trapped god. I’d forgotten about my gravity spell while absorbed in the battle with Fate.

      The threads of fate. You must reconnect yourself, Chaos urged.

      I grasped the threads with shaking fingers. They connected with the bare remnants of magic still left within me. I clung to it, determined to get back to reality. I refused to be trapped here, and I refused to doom Swift to this hell. The threads glowed bright, then burrowed into my hand. Warmth spread throughout my body, only to be followed by pain. Everything around me grew sharper, the haze finally lifted.

      It would be so easy to simply collapse now. Exhaustion tugged at me, but Chaos gave me a jolt. Finish this. The gods have wrought enough destruction.

      Hope peered at me as I hovered before her. It was odd to feel this life I had created. And I had one more thing to give my creation. I did not want immortality. To live on and on as everyone I cared for died would be as much hell as Tartarus was. Just as Prometheus had given that gift to me, I could pass it along to empower the prison I had created. It would be truly indestructible, and I would be free. A mortal god.

      I knew then how to create the binding. Whatever spell Fate had used didn’t matter. I could create my own binding, something that would last. A binding fueled by the power of immortality and godhood. And one that wasn’t tied to me.

      Chaos appeared across from me. His normally shadowy form was gone, and in its place stood a being of pure magic. Colors twisting within colors, and an ever-shifting silhouette. Chaos plucked the flame of immortality from his own chest and held it out. The magic that still swirled around the imprisoned Fate swept it away, and bloomed into something more solid. Its loss was not as jarring as I’d expected. It appeared that even though I was mortal once again, the change the godhood had wrought upon me was permanent.

      I pressed my hands to the writhing mass of magic and formed the final spell. The binding that would trap all the gods, once and for all. Hope absorbed the final push the binding spell needed, and it clicked into place.

      For a moment, stillness and silence descended, then through the threads I still held in my fist, I felt as every immortal being was yanked out of this realm. Some struggled futilely, but most never even had a chance to resist the pull. I locked eyes with Kronos for a brief moment. He nodded as if in approval, then vanished, his magical signature snuffed out in an instant along with all the other titans.

      I stumbled back, all my strength suddenly sapped away. With darkness closing in around the edges of my vision, I finally canceled the gravity spell.

      And fell.
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      A rock dug into my lower back. The screeching of unicorns pounded against my eardrums. I opened my eyes and found myself face to face with a snarling demon hound. A glob of its saliva landed on my forehead. Disgust overpowered the relief I felt at the proof that I had found my way back.

      A mace flashed into my vision, and the demon hound was kicked away. Swift dropped to one knee beside me. “Logan? Are you injured?”

      I laughed. Injured was an understatement. “Just…exhausted…” I gasped out with my remaining breath. Everything kept spinning. Swift had doubled. “Fate is trapped.” Just saying the words suddenly made it real. I had done it. The threat was gone. The gods and titans were bound, no longer able to fight their war in our world.

      “The Edge is closing. The valkyrie are restoring the shield. We have to get out of here.” She scooped me up as if I weighed nothing.

      “Everyone…keeps carrying me…like a baby,” I slurred, things spinning too quickly for proper enunciation. There were harpies here. But they were shiny like valkyrie. Maybe they were valkyrie. Swift had said something about them. I squinted, which was pleasant, then let my eyes slip the rest of the way shut.

      “No, you don’t.” Swift shook me hard and pinched my side. “Stay awake. We’re not out of danger yet, buster.”

      “We should move faster,” Prometheus urged.

      I peeked one eye open to squint at him. He was still here. Because he was no longer a god. “You’re mortal.”

      “I am highly aware of that at the moment,” he bit out as he shot me a truly withering glare. “Hence my focus on speed. The valkyrie cannot hold back the hordes forever.”

      In the distance, a light gleamed in stark contrast against the dim gray around us. From that bright light, a man with a long white beard and a gleaming katana emerged. Master Hiko. Sakura and Hiroji followed him, shouting for us to run as they passed by us.

      My gaze was glued to them as they slammed into the demon hounds and unicorns pursuing us. Trapping Fate had been my task, but that didn’t mean I was in this alone. Swift had fought beside me when I faced the god. My friends had protected Moira as Fate had unleashed monsters upon them. And now they were saving us when all our strength was spent.

      Fate had been wrong that humanity needed a destiny to have purpose. It was this that we needed. Every person here had fought against overwhelming odds for the simple fact that they hoped they could change things for the better.

      Something slammed into Swift’s back and she fell forward, crushing me as she landed with a grunt. On instinct, I reached for my mayhem magic, ready to form a katana and thrust it into the hound on her back, but it was out of reach. Chaos shifted in the back of my mind, but my magic was spent.

      Swift summoned her sword, but pressed it into my hand instead of keeping it. It was heavier than I was used to, but I knew how to wield this sort of weapon well enough. I thrust the sword through the hound’s throat. Swift flipped over, elbowing me right in the face as she did so, and kicked it away.

      “Keep the sword. I have my mace.” True to her word, she extended her arm to the side and summoned her mace as well, then hauled me to my feet.

      I was shaky, but the adrenaline and elbow to the face had woken me up. A pack of the demon hounds had surrounded Swift, Prometheus, and myself. Sakura was coming, but we couldn’t stand idly by and wait to be rescued. I squeezed my fingers tight around the handle of the sword and charged the hounds. We cut a path through the beasts, then sprinted together toward the light.
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      Takeout was strewn across the table in the kitchen at the manor. After the shield that protected the Edge had been restored, I’d passed out. The others had spent the day hunting down lurking monsters and digging civilians out of the rubble. The destruction outside of Moira had been even more extensive, but the prosaic governments were rallying to deal with it. Meanwhile, I’d come home.

      I adjusted the ice-pack over my eye—Swift’s elbow to the face had left a mark—and shoved another piece of orange chicken in my mouth. I had not lost my intense appreciation for food yet, and suspected it might be a very long time before eating felt normal and unimportant once again.

      “You going to fix the west wing of the manor?” Lopez asked as she propped her feet up on the table and dug into her food.

      “No clue. Might leave it how it is. Might finally demolish it.” I shrugged. “Not in a rush to figure it out, though.”

      “Fair enough.”

      One of the harpies flew past the window. Nosy had been elated when we’d brought her to the manor and shown her the extensive grounds. I had a feeling the harpies would be very happy here, and the place would come alive again. The free gardening was definitely going to help with the weeding problem.

      Swift plopped down beside me, finally done with her phone call. “The Chief…well, Director now,” she corrected herself with a grin. Bradley had been appointed interim director of the IMIB, but we all knew that would turn into a permanent position for the old chief. “Anyhow, Bradley said they’re still doing damage control, but things are calming down. The Awakened are helping. Mostly.”

      “Mostly?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow.

      She dug a fork out of the pile of chopsticks. “I mean, they’re still loyal to Prometheus despite his new mortality. Since he stuck around, it’s hard to say if our goals will stay the same. They do seem to be recruiting still.” She rolled her eyes. “But nothing too terrible.”

      “The binding on the gods won’t hold forever,” Viktor said, his eyes unfocused as he stared blankly at the wall. “Perhaps it is good for the Awakened to continue their plans.”

      The binding would hold for our lifetimes and beyond, but gods thought in centuries. Millenia. All we could do was prepare prosaics and supernaturals for that eventuality, and hope for the best. Some day, someone would likely find a way to destroy the binding I had created, but I didn’t feel the least bit of guilt in knowing that it was someone else’s problem. I’d done my part. My great-great-great grandkids would just have to handle things on their own.

      Bootstrap burst into the room and plopped down next to me, a beer clutched in his hand. I’d allowed him one since it was a special occasion. He took a drink and grimaced, just like he’d been doing all evening. I’d tried to tell him he wasn’t obligated to like beer, and he could switch back to water, but the kid was determined. “I still can’t believe we actually did it.”

      “Honestly, me neither,” Lopez said with a shake of her head. “I thought we were all destined for the glorious deaths of a hero.”

      Swift laughed and slumped back in her chair, her arm bumping against mine. “Me too.”

      “Was I the only one who thought we had a chance of winning?” I asked, a little put out at my friend’s lack of faith in our abilities.

      “We were fighting literal gods, Blackwell,” Swift said with a flat look.

      “I’m literally the vessel of a god! And thanks to Prometheus, now an actual god.”

      “A weakened god!” Swift took a large bite and rolled her eyes. “It barely counts.”

      “Hear that, Chaos? You barely count,” I muttered.

      Chaos flowed out to take form beside me and rested part of his blob-like form on the edge of the table. “Alas, I count even less now that my vessel has weakened itself once again.”

      “Don’t take her side!”

      “Why not? She’s right.”

      I groaned and sat back in my chair. The day my parasite and my partner started ganging up on me, I was done for. “I get no appreciation around here.”

      “I appreciate you,” Bootstrap said earnestly, his cheeks flushed from the alcohol.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “How many of those beers have you had?”

      The flush deepened. “Ummm…less than six?”

      I moved to snatch the beer out of his hands, but Viktor waved me away. “Let the boy drink. He will learn his limits.” He gave Bootstrap’s back a firm slap. “Besides, he has earned it. The intelligence he provided on enemy movements turned the tide of the battle.”

      Bootstrap’s face turned a truly impossible shade of red, but he puffed up his chest. “Yeah, I was useful. The most heroic, maybe.”

      Lopez snorted at that, but attempted to hide it behind a cough.

      “You’re not the one that will have to clean puke off the stairs when he inevitably hurls,” I muttered with a scowl.

      “I’m not going to hurl!” Bootstrap insisted, his lower lip jutting out into a pout.

      Hiroji swept into the room with a bottle of sake clutched in his hand and several shot glasses in the other. “Drinking beer, Blackwell? How boring.”

      Before I could retort, Master Hiko and Sakura had joined us. The sake was passed around—even to Bootstrap, despite my further objections—and my old friend lifted his glass in a toast. He met my gaze with a mischievous glint in his eyes. “To breaking all the rules, and claiming justice, whatever it takes.”

      I grinned and lifted my glass. “Never was a big fan of following the rules.”

      Swift snorted. “Understatement of the year.”

      We threw back our drinks, the sake burning its way down my throat. A weight lifted off my shoulders that I hadn’t realized was still there. This was real. We’d won.

      There was much to rebuild, and the struggle wasn’t over, but we had done it. We were free.
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      With my hair still dripping from my shower, I padded into my bedroom. I was exhausted. The battle had drained my magical reserves down to the last drop, and it took time to recover from that kind of strain. Yawning, I sat down on the edge of my bed, only to jerk back to my feet as an aggrieved yelp startled me.

      I whirled around while scrambling for something to cover up with—ending up with a tasseled throw pillow over my crotch—and came face to face with Yui, standing on four feet on my bed with a disgruntled expression.

      She transformed back to her human form and swung her legs over the edge of my bed. “It’s terribly rude to sit on your guardian.”

      “What is it with you and showing up while I’m naked?” I demanded as I clung to my paltry shield.

      “Perhaps you are simply naked far too much,” she suggested as she dragged her gaze over me, lips pursed in disapproval.

      “Yui,” I ground out. “Why the hell are you in my bedroom?”

      With a huffy sigh, she crossed her arms. “I won’t be for much longer. I’ve actually come to inform you I have fulfilled my debt to you for returning my ball.”

      That was not what I had expected. “Oh. I was starting to think it was a life-long thing.”

      “Not at all.” She placed her hands in her lap, looking very prim and proper. “I simply had to save your life in return.”

      I raised an eyebrow. She’d done that many times over, not just once. “Pretty sure you should have been free of the whole guardian thing ages ago if that’s the case.”

      “Hardly. Your life was still at risk.” She stood and smoothed down her dress.

      “Sounds like a bit of a stretch. Not that I don’t appreciate it.”

      She smirked. “It’s all in the interpretation of the rules. I simply chose to understand that until the true threat against your life was resolved, that the debt stood.”

      “I see.” For all her mischief and annoying habits, she really had been a huge help. And surprisingly selfless. “So, what now? What do kitsune even do when they aren’t saving mages from certain death?”

      She tapped her finger against my nose. “Whatever we want.”

      “Will I see you again?”

      A strange expression crossed her face, but she resumed her smirking almost immediately. “Are you trying to say you’ll miss me, Blackwell?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I just need to know if I should keep more pillows around the bedroom in case of emergency.”

      “Up to you.” She winked and brushed past me. “But like I said, I’ve seen it all before.”

      Before I could, once again, demand to know what the hell she meant by that, the kitsune vanished. I held onto the pillow for a few minutes longer, just in case, then hurriedly slipped under the covers. I’d never feel entirely alone in my own bedroom again.

      Stupid, selfless kitsune.
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        Two weeks later…

      

      

      The Mage’s Guild’s banners had been stripped away. In their place, the emblems of the Vampire Council and Shifter Council had been erected alongside the newly formed Mage Council. For the first time in a long time, all the supernaturals would share equal power.

      The IMIB had been reinstated, but there would be extensive changes within that organization as well. It would now be overseen by the newly formed United Supernatural Committee. The transition wouldn’t be easy. So many people within the IMIB had been just as corrupt as those in the Mage’s Guild, and we would be fighting against that corruption for years to come. But it finally felt like we had a chance. Justice was no longer a pipe dream.

      I swiped my new ID card at the entrance. It felt good to have it back. When the IMIB had been shut down, it had been as painful as losing a limb. This was more than just a job, it was part of me. I’d realized that while I had taken the job in the beginning out of the hope that my position would allow me to solve my parent’s murder, it had grown into something more.

      The building swarmed with people. Mages, shifters, and…well, not any vampires considering the time of day, but they would be working nights. Even the valkyrie would be working directly with the IMIB from now on, with Swift as their liaison. Chatter echoed off the marble floors, but there was laughter as well. The corruption of the Mage’s Guild no longer cast a pall over the place.

      I slipped into the elevator just before the doors closed. It rose silently to the tenth floor where my new office was located. Swift and I were no longer condemned to a broom closet. There was space for two desks and room to walk around. We even had a view of Moira, though at the moment, all that could be seen was construction. It would take months to rebuild the city, and longer to give its inhabitants a feeling of safety once again.

      The elevator doors opened and I stepped out along with the other passengers, relieved to be out of the press of bodies. Sergeant Zhang, one of my former coworkers who had jumped at the chance to rejoin the IMIB, gave me a brief wave as we passed in the hallway, his attention on the tablet in his hands. While Swift and I had taken a well-earned vacation, most IMIB employees had been forced to dive in head first to the mess of backlogged cases. It was something I was both dreading, and looking forward to.

      I unlocked my office door, surprised to find Swift hadn’t beaten me here. She’d left the manor before me this morning, mumbling something about needing to get in early. I took my place behind my desk, the leather of my brand-new chair creaking under my weight.

      And now it was time to face the thing I’d been avoiding. The offer letter sat in the drawer. I pulled it out and set it on the desk in front of me. I’d already made my decision, and I could only hope Swift would understand. And had made the same choice. Perhaps I should have just talked to her like the adult I was—though that descriptor remained debatable—but I hadn’t wanted to sway her decision. She deserved to take a promotion if she wanted one.

      The door opened and I jerked, not having heard her approach. “Didn’t think I’d beat you to the office,” I said as I tugged the envelope toward me to hide it beneath my hands.

      “I didn’t think you would either.” She pulled off her red duster and tossed it over the back of her chair, but she didn’t sit down. She straightened the name plate on her desk, even though it had been straight already. Then she picked up a stack of paper and set it right back down.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Why do I feel like you’re gearing up to give me bad news?”

      She froze, as if I’d caught her. “I’m not…it’s not bad news. I guess I’m just hoping…” she trailed off with a sigh, then shoved her hands in her pockets. “I got an offer from Bradley for a position as chief of the London department.”

      I tapped the letter in front of me. “Likewise, though the placement was in Tokyo.”

      “And?”

      “You first.” I crossed my arms, worry tightening my chest until I could hardly breathe.

      She rolled her eyes, but looked just as nervous as I felt. “Well, I turned it down. I guess I was hoping we could stay partners.”

      “Good.” I grinned at her as relief rushed through me. I’d had no doubt Swift and I would stay in touch no matter what, but the idea of losing her as a partner had been a bit terrifying. “I turned it down, too.”

      Her face lit up. “Good. That’s good.”

      “Being chief sounds like it involves a lot of paperwork.” I grabbed the letter and tossed it in the trash, finally content I hadn’t made a mistake. “Besides, we work well together. And we’ll do even better without the Mage’s Guild working against us.”

      She laughed and plopped down in her chair. “Only problem is, we’ll have a new chief to break in. I have a feeling they won’t be as easy-going as Bradley.”

      “No one can resist my charm,” I said with a winning smile.

      She returned my smile, but hers faded quickly as the worried expression returned.

      “Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts,” I said as I leaned forward and braced my elbows on my desk.

      “The funeral is tomorrow,” she said quietly.

      I nodded. I’d been expecting this for a while. The event could only be delayed for so long. “What time? I’ll be there.”

      She hesitated, smoothing down the corner of a page that had gotten crimped. “You don’t have to come. I know how you felt about my parents—”

      “I’m not going for them. I’m going for you. You’re my partner and my friend, and you’ve lost your family.” I crossed the room and gave her shoulder a squeeze. “I’m not going to let you deal with that alone.”

      Relief was clear on her face, and she nodded once. “Eight am. I’ll send you the address. We’re keeping it private so their graves won’t be defaced.” She pressed her lips into a thin line, her shoulders tensing under my hand. “I suppose I just want them to rest in peace so I can move on and just…let go of it all.”

      “I understand.” I squeezed her shoulder one last time then returned to my desk to give her some space. “So, have you heard from Lopez? Did she get that promotion after all?”

      “She did,” Swift said, perking up a bit. “It’s about time, too. She deserves the rank of detective more than anyone. Danner got one right along with her, and they’re sticking together as partners.”

      “That’s excellent news. We’re going to need all the help we can get. I have a feeling we’re going to be understaffed for a little while.”

      “We definitely are,” she confirmed with a grimace. “Viktor said the coroner’s department is a disaster. Half the people working there were on Lady Swift’s payroll, so it’s going to be a hell of a task recruiting more necromancers.”

      “I don’t envy him that one bit.”

      Viktor had been promoted and was now in charge of that department. I knew he’d do a good job, though I shuddered to think how terrifying he’d be as a boss.

      “Oh, I almost forgot.” She straightened and stopped fiddling with the paper. “Bradley wants to meet with us ahead of today’s press conference. I think he has an assignment for us.”

      “Excellent.” The idea of being stuck behind my desk for days waiting for something to happen had been a bit terrifying, but I suppose it had been silly to worry that no one would commit any crimes just because things were in chaos. “Should we go now?”

      “Might as well. He didn’t give me a time.”

      I followed her out of our office into the bustling hallway. A few people flagged us down to ask questions or offer their thanks for our heroic deeds—we’d tried to keep our involvement quiet, but these things had a way of getting out—but we managed to make it to the top floor without too much delay.

      A familiar figure turned the corner in the distance. I only caught a glimpse of the aviators and a sleeveless American flag shirt, but there was no mistaking his identity. “Is that Zardoz?” I asked, confused to see him here, of all places.

      “Hmm?” Swift looked up and spotted the runehacker, giving him a brief wave, which he returned before disappearing into the crowd with a grin. “Yes, of course. Bradley hired him so that we can get security right this time. He’s going to be training Bootstrap to take over the position properly.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      Swift rapped on Bradley’s door, and he shouted for us to come in. Hiroji was already sitting in one of the three chairs in front of Bradley’s desk. He stood and nodded at us.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here,” Swift said, greeting Hiroji with a warm smile.

      “I invited him to join us.” Bradley waved a hand at the two empty chairs. “Take a seat. We have quite a bit to discuss.”

      I plopped down in the middle chair, and settled in for a lecture. Bradley’s mustache was looking particularly bristly, so I knew this wouldn’t be quick.

      Bradley sat back in his chair and folded his hands across his stomach. “The two of you both turned down my offers.”

      “That’s right,” Swift said, lifting her chin stubbornly. “We work well together. Better than on our own.”

      Our old chief snorted, but didn’t argue the point. “That left me with an open position, and no one qualified to fill it.” He thrust his thumb toward Hiroji. “So I’m sticking someone with experience in the spot.”

      I stared at him. Then stared at Hiroji. “Experience? You mean experience as a criminal?” I cringed and turned to Hiroji. “No offense.”

      His answering smile was ice cold. “I’m sure.”

      Bradley shook his head and looked to the ceiling as if praying for assistance. “I swear it’s like dealing with children.” He glowered at me. “Hiroji has experience with organization, management, leadership, and paperwork. All skills that greatly assist in a position like this.”

      I froze as a horrifying realization sank in. “Wait, are you trying to tell me Hiroji is my new boss?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shit.”

      Hiroji clapped a hand on my shoulder. “You always did want me to leave behind my life of crime.”

      I met his smug expression with a glare. “I take it all back.”

      Swift rolled her eyes and leaned around me. “I’m sure it will be a pleasure to work with you.”

      “The pleasure will be all mine,” Hiroji said with a charming smile he only ever used to piss me off.

      I was so screwed.

      The door burst open, and a harried-looking assistant froze in place, her eyes going wide as Bradley’s mustache puffed out like an angry cat. “What’s the meaning of this interruption?”

      “There’s been a murder,” she squeaked out.

      My head jerked up. “Just a normal murder?”

      “Well, no. It looks like human sacrifice.” She thrust a file toward me with shaking hands. I snatched it away just before she dropped it. She scampered away, slamming the door shut behind her.

      Hiroji stole the file from me.

      “Hey!” I tried to reclaim it, but he blocked my attempts.

      “This is no way to treat your superior officer,” he said with a hard smack to my ribs.

      Swift rolled her eyes and pulled me back. “Will we have to fight any gods to solve this murder?”

      “No, you will not.”

      “Good enough for me.” She stood with a grin and planted her hands on her hips. “I’m claiming the case.”

      Hiroji, the traitor, handed her the file. “Excellent.”

      I wanted to be annoyed, but I was too excited at the prospect of getting to work a normal case after so long. A nice, basic murder. A smile spread across my face. “You ready to go make a little chaos, Swift?”

      She grinned at me. “Hell yeah.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you for reading!

      

      

      

      Reviews are very important, and sometimes hard for an independently published author to get. A big publisher has a massive advertising budget and can send out hundreds of review copies.

      Leaving an honest review helps me tremendously. It shows other readers why they should give me a try. It also helps motivate me to write the next book even faster!

      If you’ve enjoyed reading this book, I would appreciate, very much, if you took the time to leave a review. Whether you write one sentence, or three paragraphs, it’s equally helpful.

      Review Honorless

      Thank you :)
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        * * *

      

      P.S. Join Stephanie and I in the Facebook group and chat all about the Chaos Mages.  https://www.facebook.com/groups/thefoxehole
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      A big thank you to my ART (Advanced Reader Team) AKA Berserker Reader Team. They helped turn a good book into a great one.
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        Follow Me

      

      

      

      Thank you so much for buying my book. I really hope you have enjoyed the story as much as I did writing it. Being an author is not an easy task, so your support means a lot to me. I do my best to make sure books come out error free. However, if you found any errors, please feel free to reach out to me so I can correct them!

      If you loved this book, the best way to find out about new releases and updates is to join the Facebook group. I co-wrote this book with my wife Stephanie Foxe. Amazon does a very poor job about notifying readers of new book releases. Joining the group can be an alternative to newsletters if you feel your inbox is getting a little crowded. Both options, and Goodreads, are linked below :)

      
        
        Facebook Group:

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/thefoxehole

        Newsletter:

        https://stephaniefoxe.com/#Follow-Me

        Goodreads:

        http://goodreads.com/alex_steele

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More books by Stephanie Foxe

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Misfit Pack is the first book in a new series by Stephanie Foxe. Who, if you don’t know, is Alex’s wife. She is also basically the one that writes The Chaos Mages, it’s just Alex’s idea and she works super closely with him on it.–

      

      

      A redhead with a drawl, a lawyer with pink hair, and a homeless seventeen year old have no business forming a pack.

      

      In a world where magic is commonplace, and your neighbor is just as likely to be an elf as a troll, three humans are unwillingly changed into werewolves.

      

      Unprepared and unwanted.

      

      The pack may have chosen Amber as their Alpha, but that’s not a title she is supposed to have. In order to be legally recognized as an Alpha she must pass the Trials, and it won’t be easy. If she fails, her pack will be disbanded and forced into a halfway house for bitten werewolves, aka The System.

      

      But the pack needs a sponsor in order to even enter the Trials.

      

      With everything to lose, the brand new pack must learn to work together before it’s too late.
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        The Witch’s Bite Series is a complete series by Stephanie that follows Olivia Carter –

      

        

      
        We all have our secrets. Mine involves a felony record, illegal potions, and magi–well...the last one could get me killed.

      

        

      
        I've been living in a small town working for the vampires for the last six months. All I want is to save up enough to open an apothecary, so I don't have to heal the neckers anymore.

      

        

      
        Of course, nothing in my life can be that simple.

      

        

      
        Two detectives show up at my door asking questions about a dead girl and trying to pin the murder on my employer. Next thing I know, I'm dodging fireballs in parking lots.

      

        

      
        The police and the witches want me to roll over on the vampires. The only problem is, I'm almost certain they didn't kill the girl. Although, my best friend and favorite vampire has been missing and won't answer my calls.

      

        

      
        Time is running out for me to save my paycheck... and do the right thing or whatever.
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