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Mason

 


“Sky!”

No answer.

“Sky, answer
me!”

Silence.

“Where are
you?”

Still as the night.

Running in a sea of darkness, searching for
a way out, I had no sense of direction, so I eventually stopped.
Though blackness engulfed me, I could see my hand as I held it in
front of my face. A dream? If not, where was I? And why?

A giant hand belonging to
the titan Cronus had grabbed me through Bella
Amor’s kitchen wall. Sky ran for me, so I zapped her to knock her
away from the danger with all the energy I had left. My poor Sky. I
hoped she hadn’t gotten sucked in with me. And
if she hadn’t, she must be as devastated
trying to find me as I was desperate to find my way back home. The
terror on her face as I forced her to let me go haunted me. Her
image, tattooed in my mind, shattered my heart in
pieces.

I released a long sigh,
glancing around. No sky, no sun, no tree, and not a single living
thing around me. I saw only the ground beneath me and enough light
to know I was alone. Not even my shadow kept me company.
I’d
tried reaching out, walking toward one side, but strangely, I ended
where I began. Either I was trapped in my mind or some other
world.

“Mason, are you
awake?”

I twitched, and
disappointment flushed through me. The voice
didn’t belong to my Sky. A soft and seductive female voice echoed
around me like it came from everywhere.

“Where am I?” I spun
around in circles but still couldn’t pinpoint its
source.

“I got you.” The voice
sounded way too cheerful. “I have you. I’m going to take you.” Her
wicked laughter rang painfully in my ear, vibrating louder with
each horrendous cackle.

Covering my ears didn’t help, so I yelled,
“Stop!”

Silence.

Only my own pounding heart vibrated through
my ears.

She spoke again.
“Don’t hurt my feelings, Mason, or there’ll be
consequences.”

Her words skidded chills
down my spine. She wasn’t someone friendly. I might not know my
location, but I knew I’d been locked up in unfriendly
territory. Things weren’t looking good for me.

“Since you
didn’t answer my question last time, I’ll ask you again. Where the
hell am I?” I raised my voice to show I had no intention of playing
her game.

“Don’t worry, my love.
You’re somewhere safe, where no one can find you.” Her tone
signified a frightening promise.

“I’m not your love. Let me go,”
I demanded. “My friends will find me, and when they do,
you’ll be dead. Let this be a warning. You can be free and live
if you do as I say.”

Another sinister laughter
burst forth. “Silly, my love. Goddesses can’t die.
I’m
so touched you care about my well-being. I love that about you. But
don’t worry. I’ll make sure
we’ll be together forever.”

Goddess? My mind ran through a list of
goddesses, but it could have been anyone. They were all crazy.
Panic struck me. My family would find me, but it would be
complicated with not only Cronus, but also a goddess involved in my
kidnapping. My shoulders drooped and hope faded.

No!

I needed to fight smart.
Sky and my family wouldn’t stop trying to find me. I had
to do whatever I could on my end to get information.

“Who are you? Show
yourself.”

No answer.

Raking my hair back, I
paced through the emptiness. Think!
Some crazy bitch thought I loved her. Obviously,
she had a sick crush on me. I hated to flirt back, but I had to
find any clue.

“If we’re going to be
together forever, at least tell me your name and let me see your
beautiful face.”

A coy giggle vibrated
around me. “Oh, really? You want to see me? Only if you promise me
you’ll behave.”

“I will,” I lied, wiggling
my fingers, summoning my energy. A warm tingling sensation coursed
through my body and down my arms. A flicker of light
crackled.

“Your beauty will make my
day.” Saying that made me want to vomit.

“You might want to cover
your eyes, love.”

Before her warning
registered, light emerged from above. It began as a pinprick in a
corner of space, and then it burst into a blinding glow. I covered
my eyes and shivered in a rush of cold air as the scent of apple
assaulted my nostrils. Apples?

My vision constricted into a square tunnel
above me. What the heck? I rubbed my eyes, thinking they were
playing tricks on me. But when I tipped my head back, the newly
visible clouds far above confirmed I had been taken
underground.

I jerked back and fell on the ground when a
gigantic face appeared over my sky window and strands of blonde
curls dropped to dangle over me. My heart pounded against my chest
and rendered me speechless. The massive head shifted and an icy
blue eye stared down at me. The fairy tale Rapunzel came to mind;
only my Rapunzel was a lunatic and obviously a giant. This was my
chance to escape. I jumped as high as I could, blasting electric
bolts out of my fingers at her. She flinched before the impact, and
my lights seared her cheek instead of directly hitting her
eyes.

The goddess screamed and
clutched her face with a giant hand. “You’re going to pay for that,”
she screeched.

Just as I released my
bolts to propel me toward the line where dark and light met, the
light blinked out as if something covered the opening, blocking my
only escape. Then the ground shook under my feet. I bent my knees
and swayed with the movement to steady myself. My stomach dropped
and then lurched. The huge woman had either lifted or dropped my
confinement. I had no idea which way I’d been tossed. But when she
left, I knew she wasn’t happy with me.

When the motion stopped, I
dropped to my knees, grabbed my stomach, and threw up from the
roller coaster ride. Rolling over to lie flat on my back, gazing up
to darkness, I tried to recall hearing of any giant goddesses.
There were none. Cronus? No, it couldn’t be. It was a voice of a
female for sure. Unless…Holy Zeus. Was she a giant, or had I
shrunk?


Chapter
2
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Skylar

 


The glorious sun radiated warmth, happiness,
and new life over the land. Light seeped through the thin layer of
clouds that decorated the blue sky with various shapes and sizes. A
soft, gentle breeze brushed against the leaves of the trees as they
moved in waves like the ocean. It was a beautiful day, but not for
me.

My mind saw only darkness.
Gut-wrenching pain dimmed the sun, taking away the warmth, taking
away the happiness, and every part of life in me. An abyss engulfed
me, so deep nothing could pull me out. I’d drowned myself in a place
no one should ever be, and I couldn’t get out. I floated there,
hopeless.

I had been in mourning since the day a giant
hand had punctured the wall in Bella Amore restaurant and took
Mason from me. We fought and struggled till the very end, but it
overpowered all of us. And then Mason was…

The month that passed felt like years.

As I stared at the white wall, the very wall
Mason went through, I ran my hand over it, recalling the incident
over and over in my head. What could we have done different to have
helped him? If only I had tried harder. But the hand was too big,
too strong.

I came to the wall every
single day trying to find a way in but only ended up crying in
front of it because hope seemed lost. Mason wasn’t inside the wall. I
hoped maybe, perhaps, Cronus’s giant hand would come get me,
too. If I could get to Mason, at least we would be together. At
least he wouldn’t be alone.

I tried using my water and
lightning powers and even tried to burn the wall, thinking I could
travel the same portal to find Mason, but oddly it
didn’t make a mark or a dent. None of our powers made a
difference. It only meant one thing. A spell had been placed to
keep us out. We needed to break the spell. But how?

I didn’t know what danger or
torture Mason faced. But Cronus had him, and if Zeus, Poseidon, and
Hades feared their titan father, then we were all in trouble. If I
couldn’t escape those thoughts, I’d go insane. Maybe lack of sleep
and eating had already driven me crazy. I had to find a way to
build my strength, because when the gods found a way to save Mason,
I had to be in top shape.

“Skylar,” Hades whispered,
sounding as somber as me. “You need to eat. Nick brought some food.
Come with me. You have guests.”

Though I sat curled on the
floor with my knees tucked in and my arms covering my face, I
recognized his voice. He bent low to me and placed his arm around
my shoulders. Unexpectedly, Hades had been my strength. He had
supported me most besides my parents and the Grand family. They
lived in the hell pit as well, trying to cope with
Mason’s abduction as we searched for any tiny clue to give us
hope.

I grunted, having no will to move off the
cold tile floor. My body weighed a ton, and I moved slowly and with
much effort. With my face still hidden under my arms, I nodded.

“We’ll find
Mason. We’re doing everything we can. Zeus sent Hermes in search of
Cronus to all corners of the earth, and the Oracles are trying to
track down Eris.”

Eris became another
mystery we needed to solve when a golden apple rolled across the
floor as the wall closed. Zeus insisted Eris was somehow connected
to the plot. She’d upset the wedding of King
Peleus and Thetis with a golden apple, and she had grown to be
known as the goddess who stirred trouble wherever she went and left
a golden apple behind. After all, she was the goddess of chaos, so
no surprise there. She was just foolish enough to go against the
gods and work with Cronus. All the facts lined up, pointing to her.
As for the apple, Zeus tossed it in the trash.

“Up you go. I
can’t let you starve to death.” Hades pulled me to stand. I
weighed as much as a feather to him. I wished I had ten times the
gods’ enormous strength so I could punch through the wall. But a
spell was a spell, and no amount of strength would break
it.

“What happened to the
blood?” I asked, realizing the bloody streaks had been wiped from
the wall. I had punched it until my hands bled and my wrist broke,
but my powers had healed it.

“We cleaned it up. Come
on. Let’s get out of the kitchen,” Hades urged.

To my surprise, everyone already sat at a
table smiling, watching Hades and me come out of the kitchen.
Pleasant aromas filled my nostrils, making my stomach growl and
cramp with hunger. On the table, a big platter of a whole roasted
chicken surrounded by assorted vegetables sat in the center.
Adjacent to it, a big bowl of chicken noodle soup.

“Hello, Skylar.” Zeus
greeted me first. His blue eyes sparkled.

“Hi.” I greeted him back
somberly.

Everyone else smiled with a long face and
sadness in their eyes; even Persephone graced me with her presence.
She had been staying at New Olympus with the Oracles for safety
reasons and visited Hades when time allowed.

They were there for me,
making sure I ate and stayed alive. Hades must have told them
I’d
spent most of my days and nights standing by the wall. It
didn’t solve anything, but I didn’t know what else to do. After we
told the Oracles what had happened, we waited for some answers
while they searched for clues and ways to find Mason with no
luck.

Hades pulled out a chair
for me, guiding me to sit down. After he pushed in my chair, he sat
next to me. Then he placed a drumstick, carrots, beans, and
potatoes on my plate and handed me a bowl of soup. Everyone already
had their plates filled.

Nick, Everett, and Amanda
looked as bad as I felt, with puffy eyes and dark circles under
them. They tried to hide their worry and sadness, but strong
emotions like those couldn’t be hidden. It was clearly
written on their faces, and their smiles—short and sweet—were
façades.

“Let’s eat,” Zeus said,
adjusting the collar on his polo shirt. “I’m starving.”

“You’re always starving,”
Poseidon commented, taking a piece of bread out of the basket and
passing it to Nick. “You’re always eating too.” He
chuckled.

“I enjoy my food and
wine.” Zeus took a long whiff of his red wine, sipped it, and
exhaled a long breath to show how much he savored it.

Poseidon arched his brows.
“Don’t forget to add how you enjoy women.”

Zeus cleared his throat,
holding a drumstick in his hand. “Don’t tell me you
don’t.”

Poseidon flashed his
ocean-blue eyes at us. “Let’s not discuss this here. There
are children here.”

Hades arched his brows.
“They’re not children. They’ve probably done more things…” He
squinted and shook his head. “Never mind. I don’t want to think it or
say it.”

Everyone released a light
chuckle, gaping at the gods teasing each other. It felt strange to
see gods wearing jeans and plain shirts. Nick had taken them
shopping to blend in with humans. We didn’t want them sporting long
gowns and flashing gold embellishments. But I had to admit, they
looked like they walked out of GQ
magazine.

The three gods, Zeus,
Poseidon, and Hades…could they be any hotter? Everywhere we went,
to the mall, grocery store, to the theater,
women’s eyes focused on them, and sometimes even
men’s did too.

“There’s another reason why
we came here,” Zeus started to say, swallowing a spoonful of soup.
“The Oracles want to meet with all of us tomorrow. They have come
across something they think will lead us to Eris.”

My heart fluttered and my lips twitched,
wanting to smile, but it never came.

“Wow, so quickly,” Amanda
said sarcastically with a mouthful of beans.

“It’s about
freakin’ time,” Everett grumbled.

Nick frowned. “They
think?” His nostrils
flared. “They’ve had a month. They asked us to
stay low so we wouldn’t disrupt or scare the shit out
of whatever energy they’re feeling. We
could’ve found Mason by now if they let us handle it.” Nick ran his
hand down his face and grunted. “I shouldn’t have listened to them. I
should’ve searched for him.”

Poseidon rested his hand
on Nick’s shoulder and so did Kayla. “Don’t be hard on yourself.
Finding Cronus or Eris is like finding…what’s that phrase? Finding a
needle in a haystack. You have to give us time.
We’re finally back from a long slumber, and
we’re adjusting to our limited powers that are getting stronger
every day. And you have no idea who you’re up against. You
think Hephaestus was bad? You haven’t seen anything yet. Our own
father, Cronus, tried to kill us. He ate us. If it
hadn’t been for our mother, Rhea, we would’ve been dead. What crazy
father would try to kill his own children? Now you understand what
we’re dealing with.”

“Any news is better than
no news,” I said sheepishly, staring at the bowl of soup in front
of me.

I still
couldn’t comprehend Rhea was my mother, too. Strange enough that the
three gods at the table were my half-brothers. And the fact my
mother was pregnant with Hephaestus’s child? That threw everything
normal out the door.

Nick nodded in
understanding, but frustration showed in his expression. He gazed
at Everett, Amanda, and then me. I wondered what he thought.
“Skylar is right. We’ll be there,” he said finally. “I
should be grateful for their help. You’re right.
I’ve
heard what a monster Cronus can be, but I have no clue about
Eris.”

Zeus licked his finger and
took another bite of chicken. “Eris is a bitch. Excuse my language.
I shouldn’t be talking about a woman like that, but she has no heart
for anyone. I can’t believe she’s
Ares’s sister.” He stopped talking and stared at the wall. It had
been reconstructed after the fire when the vultures found us there
with my dad’s group. Then Zeus turned back to
us. “Even he doesn’t want anything to do with
her.”

Amanda wrung a strand of
her hair behind her ear and then reached down to break her bread in
half. “When’s the last time you saw
her?”

Zeus gazed distantly at
the high ceiling. He took a breath and turned to us. “I last saw
Eris at King Peleus and Thetis’s wedding. She was furious she
wasn’t invited. She even dressed for the wedding.
That’s how dramatic she is. As if her appearance
wasn’t disruption enough, she threw out a golden apple
marked For the fairest, tempting Hera, Aphrodite, and Athena. The goddesses fell
right into the trap. From that chaos came the Trojan War. Her evil
ways had a ripple effect on all of us. I think
she’s not just after us. She wants it all.”

“You mean
the…humans?” Everett swallowed
audibly.

“I’m afraid so,” Poseidon
chimed in. “I hope
we’re wrong, but something isn’t right with the
weather.”

I’d been in my cave moping and
hadn’t noticed. I’d worn the same pair of jeans,
shirt, and cardigan for several days. I didn’t even know if the sun
was out or not.

Nick took a bite of potato
and shook his head. “The gods are crazy. No offense. But
you’re all screwed in the head.”

Zeus
didn’t say a word as he finished off his plate. Poseidon simply
nodded. Hades lifted his glass in the air. “I’ll toast to that.”
Then he gulped down

his second glass of wine.
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Skylar

 


Later that evening, I went
home. The home Mason had purchased and surprised me with, a place
we could call our own away from his family. It was our own private
five-bedroom, five-thousand-square-foot getaway. Its brick façade
and manicured lawn looked similar to Nick’s house, partially because
it was only a block away.

Mason wanted to be close to his family.
Being demigods made life unpredictable, and he knew we were all
stronger and safer in greater numbers. He also helped Zeus,
Poseidon, and Hades purchase a house to share on the same
block.

As soon as I opened the
door, I ran to the backyard and opened a gate. A dozen dogs of
different breeds greeted me with such love and happiness it was
hard to be in a foul mood. With their tails wagging and tongues out
ready to lick me, they piled on me. I sprawled out and surrendered
on the grass as they greeted me like they hadn’t seen me all
week.

After the incident with
the hell hounds from the underworld, Mason wanted to adopt dogs
from the pound to replace the bad memory with a better one. We
couldn’t choose. So instead of rescuing just one, we decided to take
them all home. Having a big backyard gave us room to do so. Mason
also hired a private dog trainer, dog walker, and a daily dog poop
cleaner since we would be preoccupied with getting Bella Amore
fixed up. He was thoughtful that way.

I made sure to pet each one. They had been
named after the gods. The hard-to-tame one with a black, thick coat
we called Medusa. The Maltese with a silky white coat—Aphrodite.
The domineering golden retriever—Zeus. The mixed breed with pretty
blue eyes was named after Poseidon. One with lots of spunk and
attitude—Hades. My favorite, a husky with a sharp sense of smell
and keen eyes, I named Mason.

Picking Mason out of the
group, I cradled and snuggled him as if he were my Mason. “I miss
you so much. Help me find you. Where are you?” My chest deflated as
I released a long, painful breath. After rubbing
Mason’s head and stroking his belly, I put him down and slid the
door open that led to the family room.

I allowed the dogs to
follow me inside the house. Some left a trail of dirt on the
hardwood floors, but I didn’t mind. It would be easy to
clean. The dogs eagerly waited with their tails wagging as I poured
kibble in their bowls. Watching them made me happy and temporarily
took some pain away. After they finished, I let them out again,
except for Mason. Before he was taken, Mason and I would play fetch
with the dogs, but ever since he disappeared, I
hadn’t been in the mood.

Dog Mason followed me to the kitchen and
watched as I cleaned up the mess. Then he followed me to the
hallway to the garage, where I turned on the house alarm, and
finally upstairs. He sat by the bathroom door while I showered and
then watched me brush my teeth and slip under the covers.

“Come on, Mason.” I tapped
the bed.

Mason jumped, licked my face, and lay next
to me on our plush, king-sized bed. Reaching over to the bedside
table, I picked up my phone and called Mom as I promised I
would.

“Skylar.” She answered on
the first ring. “Are you in bed?”

“Yes.” Without thinking I
said, “Mason is with me.” While I stroked his belly, I realized Mom
would have gotten the wrong idea. She must have thought I was
crazy. “I meant Mason the dog. You remember, don’t you?” My eyes flew
to the picture of Mason and me on the dresser and then to the large
flat screen mounted adjacent to it.

“Yes, of course. Dog Mason
is cute. I’m glad
he’s
keeping you company.”

My parents, the Grand family, and Zeus,
Poseidon, and Hades had been over for a dinner party the week after
I moved in. Mason had food catered from an Italian restaurant close
to our place since Bella Amore was still remodeling. Everything had
seemed so normal then. I drifted off thinking of that wonderful
night.

[image: ]

“Can you pass me the
salad?” Mom asked.

“Yes, mother.” Hades
smirked, passing the bowl to her from across the table. It was
still hard to get used to the fact that my mother was the
gods’ mother, but regardless, she seemed much closer to me than to
them. Perhaps because they were not just grownups but ancient, and
in her eyes, I remained a teenager who needed guidance from her.
Who knew?

Mom scooped some salad onto my plate.

“Thanks,” I said, gazing at her
pregnant belly. My half-brother or half-sister would be born in
less than six months. This was another issue I had yet to fully
accept. Hephaestus, one of Zeus’s sons, had impregnated my mom by
force. We all prayed the baby would turn out to be like my mother
rather than the father.

“Eat up, Mom.” Zeus passed
her the plate of bread. “You’re eating for two.”

“She’s fine.” My father
stepped in. He had been quiet during the beginning of our dinner.
He had to adjust to his wife turning out to be Rhea, too. But they
loved each other, and because of that, they cleared the
misunderstandings and the hurt for a better future.

“Look what I learned to
do. I learned this trick from Mason.” Nick used his light and
raised the meatball from his dish. An electric sizzling light
crackled around it as it paused in midair. “Pretty cool.” His grin
shone as bright.

“I’m still better at it,” Mason
joked.

“Show off,”
Hades mumbled. “Just like Zeus.” He snickered and snapped his fingers. The
meatball puffed up in flames and dropped on the table
linen.

Poseidon pointed where the fire grew and
water from his cup flowed out like a fire extinguisher. Steam rose
from the table.

“Could we have a normal
dinner?” Everett rolled his eyes and ran his hand down his face. As
for everyone else, they had a good laugh and continued their dinner
as if nothing had happened.

“Boys will be boys.” Kayla
shook her head.

Amanda rolled her eyes. “I believe you mean
gods will be gods.”
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“Anyway, honey.
I’m
glad you called,” Mom continued. “I just want to make sure
you’re okay. The Oracles are doing all they can to find Mason and
so are your father and I. Hang in there.”

I snuggled closer to dog Mason. At that
point, nothing else comforted me.

“I know, Mom.”

Mom was being a mom,
trying to make things better. Truthfully, everyone telling me
something would turn up frustrated me. Those words were not the
ones I wanted to hear. I aggravated even myself. Having no leads to
follow or clues to where Mason had been taken, I was simply lost,
and I didn’t know where to search for
him.

“Will you come visit me,
or shall I visit you? Mason did well finding your new home.
It’s
beautiful.”

“He did,
didn’t he?” I smiled briefly.
“Will you be attending the meeting with the Oracles
tomorrow?”

“Yes, your father and I
will be there. We wouldn’t miss it for
anything.”

“Then maybe we can have
dinner together afterward.”

“Sounds like a plan. Try
to get some sleep. It won’t do Mason any good if
you’re not well when the time comes to be there for
him.”

“Okay.”
I sighed. I didn’t mean to sound like a
downer, but I couldn’t help myself. A heavy brick had
fallen on my shoulders, pressing harder, weighing me down every day
without Mason. But when I thought about our happy days, it put a
smile on my face. Like the day when he first showed me our new
home.
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“You passed your house,
Mason.” I laughed.
“Did you forget where you live?”

Mason threw a quick smirk
my way before looking back to the road ahead. “I don’t live there
anymore.”

“What? What are you
talking about?” I paused. “Wait. You and Nick
didn’t—”

“No.” He cut me off
softly. “Nick and I are like brothers. He would never kick me out.
There might be times when he wanted to and I the same, but we would
never.”

Mason pulled into the driveway of a new home
I had admired every time I drove by. The builder had torn down a
block of old homes and built bigger, new ones. The house was
exquisite. Cobblestones paved the driveway. A three-car garage was
attached to the house. The front yard looked bare, but I imagined
it filled with rose bushes and various colorful flowers. The beige
façade appealed to me, with brown trim around the windows, making
them stand out.

“You live here?”
I squealed.

Mason got out of the car.
Using gods’
speed, he opened my door just as my hand touched
the handle. “No, we live here.”

He guided me out of the car and led me to
the front double wooden door with frosted-glass windows.

“I can’t believe you bought a
new house. When? You never told me.”

“I wanted it to be a
surprise. So…surprise.” Mason reached inside
his jeans pocket, took out a key, and opened the door. “We
can’t live with my family forever. When we get married—” he
glanced at my diamond engagement ring “—which should be
soon, we’ll need to start our family. And I would like to provide a
nice house for my wife and kids.” He kissed my forehead.
“But don’t worry. I’m not in a rush to have kids.
I’m
going to be selfish and make sure we have plenty of fun, just the
two of us. So, soon-to-be Mrs. Grand.” Mason scooped me off my
feet. “Welcome to our humble home.”

Luckily I was already in
Mason’s arms. I wanted to utterly swoon.


Chapter
4
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Mason

 


I imagined my prison as a
ginormous box. A small stream of light entered from the crack above
on the right corner, another indication my jail was cube shaped,
and the scent of apples filled my nose as it always did when she
appeared. I lost count of how many days since I’d been captured and
how many days I refused to eat and drink.

My stomach roared with
hunger, and my throat begged me to replenish my thirst. I found out
through an experiment on my own body that gods’ descendants could go
days without food and water, one benefit of being semi-divine. But
eventually my body would give out. I hoped when it did, she would
take me to the hospital or at least out of that hell
hole.

“Are you going to be a
good boy?” The same irritating voice asked me. She always spoke
tenderly, but it sounded horrendous to me. It screeched in my ear
as if she stood next to me.

When I
didn’t answer, she spoke again.

“If you behave and eat
what I have prepared for you, I’ll let you see
Skylar.”

My heart jumped in
elation, but the feeling died as fast as it came. Sky
wasn’t there. How could my captor promise that? I
didn’t want her to imprison Sky, but at the same time, I wanted to
see her, to replace the memory of her terrified expression with her
hypnotic smile. Despite how long I’d been locked up, her expression
never left me, staying in the forefront of my mind, reminding me I
needed to stay alive for her.

“I
don’t want to see her,” I lied. “She means
nothing to me.” Saying those words hurt, even though it
wasn’t the truth.

“I see.
That’s too bad. But you’ll see her soon enough. And when
you do, you won’t want to be with her
anymore.”

What did she mean by that?
I stiffened and anger blasted through me. “Leave her out of this.
I’m
the one you want, not her.”

“But I already have you.
There’s something else I want.”

“What?” I wanted to punch
anything, but nothing existed there, not even a wall.

“You’ll see. Now be a good
boy and eat your applesauce.”

I hated when she used a motherly voice. The
smell of the sweet apple filled my nostrils. It appeared out of
thin air on the ground. How badly I wanted to scarf it down.
Another spotlight illuminated the large bowl of sweet-smelling
beige mush.

“I’m not going to eat
it,” I huffed.

“Then I guess
I’ll
have to feed it to you myself.”

What the hell was she
talking about? “You come any closer, and I’ll zap you with my powers.
Stay away from me.”

“Now, now, Mason. You need
to gain your strength. We’ll be having visitors soon.
I’ve
already sent out invitations. I can’t wait for this party. I
can’t wait to announce my surprise.”

Then she was gone.

[image: ]

Skylar

Mason’s barking startled me
awake. The tears had stopped, but my heart was still broken and
bleeding. Taking a semester off was a great idea. Mason encouraged
it so I’d spend more time with him and learn how to run Bella
Amore.

A knock on the door had Mason barking
louder. When I opened the bedroom door, he dashed downstairs.
Putting on my white robe, I sped after Mason to find him waiting by
the front door. His tail wagging told me it was someone we
knew.

When I looked through
the peephole, Kayla flashed her white teeth and waved a
hand.

I opened the door and squinted in the
brightness. “Kayla, come in. Were we supposed to meet today?”

As soon as Kayla closed
the door, Mason jumped on her. Kayla bent down to pet him. “Nope,
but since it’s Saturday I figured
you’d be home. I would’ve come earlier but I
didn’t know what time you’d be up. Judging from what
you’re wearing, you just woke up?”

“What time is
it?”

“Almost noon. I brought
something for us to eat.”

I hadn’t noticed the bag in
her hand until she mentioned it. “Oh, thank you.”

“I’m starving.
Let’s eat.” Kayla headed to the kitchen, and I followed. “So,
Nick reminded me you’re meeting the Oracles today. I
hope they have some great news.” She peeled open a paper and laid
out sandwiches. “I got you pastrami or turkey and avocado. I
didn’t know which one you’d want.
I’m
sure you don’t feel like eating at all, but
you have to keep up your strength. Nick wanted to come, but I
wanted to come alone. It’s been so long since we had some
time together. We text each other, but it’s not the same.”

I placed a hand on her arm
across the island. “Thanks, Kayla. You didn’t have to do this for me,
but I appreciate it. Everyone has been so supportive, and
you’ve all taken care of me. It’s just…it’s…it’s like
Mason…died.” The last word was difficult
to say as my lips quivered. Tears dampened my eyes.
“I don’t know if he’s in pain or if
he’s
even alive.”

For the longest time, I
couldn’t share anything about the gods with Kayla. I had to keep it
all to myself. It felt good to be able to talk to her about all the
crazy things that happened. Kayla was a good sport. She took it in
stride and accepted our specialness.

Kayla came around to my
side and embraced me. “He’s alive. You have to believe
that. I know you’ll find him and bring him home.
Is that the reason you don’t wear your engagement
ring?”

I pulled away to wipe my
tears, wanting to believe her. “I put it away for safekeeping. I
didn’t want to lose it. My mind isn’t functioning correctly. I know I
should stay positive, but it’s hard when
there’s nothing I can do. What good are superpowers when I
can’t even locate Mason?”

Kayla stroked my back,
trying to give me comfort. “Hey, you’re not a god. Even Zeus,
Poseidon, and Hades can’t do anything about it, so stop
beating yourself up over this. Mason knows you’re doing everything
you can to find him. He has faith in you, so you need to have faith
in others who are doing their best.”

I smiled. Hearing her words out loud jolted
me awake. She was right. Mason had faith in me, so I needed to have
faith in those trying to help me. “When did you get so wise?”

She shrugged, snickering. “I only show my
smartness when necessary. The rest of the time I act stupid, so
when I do say something intelligent, everyone is impressed. Come
on, eat with me before it gets too cold.”

“It’s a
sandwich.” I turned my attention to Mason,
who stared at me. “We’re supposed to eat it
cold.”

She winked. “I knew that. Just trying to get
you to eat with me.”

“Thank you for being here.
I’m
so glad you know about the gods and descendants and all the crazy
stuff that comes with knowing them. I would go crazy if I
couldn’t talk to you about it.”

Kayla nodded and took a
bite of her sandwich. “Sometimes, I can’t believe
it’s
real. I have to pinch myself to wake up. But I’m glad you can talk to
me about it. To tell you the truth, sometimes I wish I had your
powers.”

I unwrapped the sandwich
and attempted to take a bite. “I’m not sure if
it’s
a curse or a blessing sometimes.”

“Maybe both. Why
can’t it be both?”

We both shrugged in agreement.

After we ate, Kayla helped
me feed the dogs. After she left, I got ready to meet the others by
New Olympus’s portal.
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New Olympus felt like my
version of Heaven. A sense of serenity washed over me as soon as I
stepped through the portal. The gentle breeze tousled my hair, and
a floral scent wafted through my nose. Children’s laughter filled my
ears as they played around the softly murmuring stream and trees
bearing the most vibrant, colorful leaves.

“Welcome,” Noah greeted
us, Amanda and Tim by his side.

Sarah,
Athena’s descendant; Aaron,
Apollo’s descendant; and Colin,
Ares’s descendant, stepped forward with smiles and
waves.

Persephone smiled. Her
braided hair dangled over one shoulder, and her long dress flowed
with the breeze. She jumped into Hades’s arms.

Noah and Amanda had officially become a
couple. They had announced it when Amanda told us she was moving to
New Olympus. Amanda had a rough past, and I was happy things were
finally going her way.

“We have a meeting with
the Oracles,” Zeus said.

“Yes, we know.”
Noah smiled. “Please, follow me.”

We followed Noah while the others left to
attend their duties. Apparently, they were not invited to the
meeting.

The last time I had been
there, we celebrated our victory over Hephaestus. As we passed the long
walkway to the castle, it reminded me of the time Mason had lit up
all the trees, making the New Olympus night more enchanting. Zara
had caught us red handed and lightly scolded us for showing
off.

The giant double door opened as if it sensed
our presence. Light penetrated the crystal castle, providing a warm
illuminating glow. Noah and Amanda led us to the meeting room. We
took our seats and waited for the Oracles. As I learned, the
Oracles liked to be the last ones at the meeting and had to make
grand appearances.

Three women dressed in
magically fairy-like dresses, with glitter on their gowns, hair,
and faces, glided toward the meeting table. They sat on thrones I
hadn’t seen the last time I’d been there. Each white,
pristine throne, made from marble, had been decorated with swirls
and intricate designs.

Out of respect, we stood.

“Good afternoon,
everyone,” Zara said. Being the eldest, she conducted the meeting
and always spoke first, while Tara and Cara radiated warm smiles
and spoke when asked for their opinion. “Thank you for coming.
Please, have a seat.”

“Since
you’ve called the meeting, I can only conclude you have good news
for us,” Hades said, his tone sounding hopeful.

Zara gingerly smoothed a hand over her red
hair as if to buy some time. “I have both good and bad news.”

Mom placed her hand on my shoulder. She must
have seen me stiffen and sit up straighter.

Zara paused to gape at
Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades. “You’re wearing human clothes.
It’s
very fitting.” Her lips slightly curled. Was that a
smile?

“We’re trying.” Zeus
arched his eyebrows.

“What’s the news?” my father
asked, bringing us back to our purpose there.

Zara
inhaled. “My people from New Olympus have
been scouting everywhere, on Earth and in godly realms. As you
already know, when Mount Hem crumbled under Hephaestus’s evil,
there was motivation behind it. Hephaestus made sure to
continuously give us grief should he fail. Destroying Mount Hem
caused a ripple effect to neighboring Mount Othrys, where the
battle took place between the Titans and gods, right where the
Titans had been imprisoned in the underworld, Tartarus. The damage
freed Cronus and who knows how many others.”

Nick curled his fingers into a tight ball.
“Zara, we already know this.”

One thing about Zara, she enjoyed telling
stories before the punch line. She glared at Nick and continued.
“Eris, goddess of chaos, has joined Cronus. Cronus has not given us
demands, but Eris has.”

“What is she demanding
from us?” Poseidon leaned forward with his elbows on the
table.

Again, she ignored the question. “Mason is
well.”

As if there were finally air in the room,
everyone sighed with relief.

“Where is he?” Everett
asked softly, concern in his tone. “Why aren’t they letting him go?
Obviously this is about Cronus and his revenge on his children.” He
glanced at Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades. “What do they want with
Mason?”

“I
don’t know, but we’ll find out soon.” Zara
answered calmly, but from her creased brows, she was getting
annoyed. “I have something to show you. When Zeus sent Hermes to
search for Mason, word got around. Eris approached
Hermes.”

“Where is Hermes? Why
hasn’t he informed me of this?” Zeus growled, his ocean-blue eyes
darkening in disapproval.

“Because I stopped him,”
Zara said.

“Why would you do such a
thing? Hermes is under my authority, not yours.” He slammed the
table with his hand.

“Zeus, anger
won’t get you anywhere. Calm down.”

“Calm down?” He huffed.
“Remember who you are talking to, Zara. So where is he?”

Poseidon’s hand on Zeus’s shoulder seemed to
tame his rage. Zeus’s shoulders relaxed
somewhat.

Zara stood, ruffled her dress, and took
several steps down from her throne. “Please, allow me to explain. I
stopped Hermes from going to you so I could examine the
authenticity of this ridiculous invitation. At first I thought it
was a trap, but the rumor is spreading.” She rolled her eyes. “Eris
started it first, and there is evidence this party will take
place.”

“What invitation?” I
gulped. My stomach twisted in knots. “I don’t doubt she started the
rumors.”

“My child,” the Oracle
said. “I’m sure Mason is not himself. I want to warn you,
you’re not going to like what you see.”

“Please, Zara,” my mother
begged, holding my hand. “My daughter is strong.
We’re all supporting her. Let’s see so we can make a decision.
We’ve been waiting so long for any news about
Mason’s whereabouts.”

Zara nodded and clapped her hands twice. The
door swung open, and Hermes walked in. No wings fluttered out of
his hat or shoes, except for his blond hair peeking out. Instead of
going to Zara, he glanced around as if to find someone. Finally he
went straight to Zeus.

Hermes dropped to one knee
and dipped his head low. “I didn’t recognize you in human clothes.
I apologize for not reporting to you first, but Zara detained me.
It was out of my hands.”

Zeus frowned. “Next time, you come to me
first.”

“Yes, my king.”

“You’re excused. Get up and
show us what you have.”

I thought Hermes held a large map, but when
he placed it down on the table, my breath caught in my throat. I
had to place my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming.

“What in the hell is
this?” Nick cried out. “Mason wouldn’t agree to this.
He’s
engaged to Skylar. This is…” He gripped his hair and grunted in
frustration.

Everyone had their opinion. As their voices
echoed around me in shouts, I tuned them out to stare at the
invitation. Gold rimmed the thick parchment and swirly lines curled
at the bottom. Like Zara said, it was an invitation to a party. An
engagement party for Mason and Eris.

The urge to rip up the invitation came fast
and strong, but I strained to control my emotions. My muscles
tensed, and every single fiber in me yearned to zap Eris extra
crispy. Every second that passed, my mind battled the raw anger
growing. One hand sparked with electricity, and the other blazed
with flames. The ground underneath me tilted and the invitation
blurred out of focus. Voices vibrated through my mind, faintly
audible.

“We have to go,” Nick
stated.

“We have to prepare
ourselves. We could be walking into a trap,” Zara said.

“We’re not going. We
can’t give her the satisfaction of thinking she bested us all,”
Zeus countered fiercely.

“Don’t be ridiculous,
brother,” Hades retorted, draping his arm around
Persephone.

“Cronus could be waiting
for us to take his revenge,” Poseidon added.

“Then let him,” my mom
roared. “I have his sickle, the one he used to defeat his own
father, Ouranus. And this time, I’ll end him for good.”

Then
everyone’s shouts blended into one as the walls closed in on
me.

“I’m going. No one is going to
stop me,” Amanda muttered.

“Me too,” Everett said
sternly.

The voices became nothing but murmurs lost
in my head. As the room began to spin, white dots flashed before my
eyes. Icy chills rushed through me, and everything went dark.
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“You did what?” I bellowed
as I paced within my jail. If I walked forever, I would still end
up at the same place I started.

“Let me repeat myself.
Again. I’ve sent out our engagement invitation to our guests.” The
nagging voice from nowhere spoke happily.

I growled, wanting to wring her neck. No,
wanting to zap her with my light and fry her to a crisp. Torturing
my enemies was not my forte, but I wanted to cause every possible
bodily harm to my captor.

“I’m already engaged.” I
shuffled my feet, but they made no sound, as if I were walking on
air.

“You think you’re engaged to someone else,
but you’re now engaged to me.”

“No. I
didn’t ask you to marry me. So, we’re not engaged. Let me repeat
myself. I’m engaged to Skylar.” I laughed, not because it was funny,
but because it was absurd.

“You can think that all
you want. Your heart may not belong to me, but your body will. You
can’t stop me, Mason. I have power over you. You
haven’t seen it yet. And when the time comes,
you’ll know what I’m talking about.”

“You’re crazy!” I shouted,
releasing my anger. Blistering heat rose in every inch of me. My
energy crackled in the palm of my hands. “Let me go. Find someone
crazy enough to fall in love with you.”

“Don’t worry, my love. When
Skylar and your family see how happy we are together,
they’ll move on. You’ll be forgotten, and
I’ll
have you all to myself.”

I dropped to sit on the ground, elbows
propped on crossed legs, and shoved my hands into my face. Her
threat to control me was the most frightening part. She held my
life in her hands. I could do nothing to fight her. I would have to
wait it out and fight the battles I could control. Only thinking of
Sky kept me going.

Glancing around the
perimeter of my spotlight, I spotted an empty bowl.
Strange. I
didn’t recall eating the applesauce. Was it even what she said? My
hunger pangs had gone and so had the need to quench my thirst. Had
she fed me while I slept? Impossible. I would’ve felt it. I
would’ve woken up. And I still had no knowledge of her identity and
what power she possessed.

I concluded two things:
She had to be a titan, and she was no doubt a lunatic. Thoughts of
Sky no longer held me through the anger and darkness. Something was
happening to me, but I couldn’t pinpoint what. It swelled in
the pit of my gut, warning me. When I stood, I stumbled backward.
My head spun, vision blurred, and I dropped to my knees. As I
toppled over, a different kind of darkness engulfed me.
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“When do you think
she’ll awake? Can’t you do something about
it?”

My
mother’s voice hummed from a distance. Hearing indistinct murmurs, I
knew I was coming out of something. Had I fainted? A hand stroked
my hair as I fluttered my eyes open.

“Skylar, can you hear
me?”

“Mom?” My vision cleared,
setting on her lovely face. Her cascading hair blocked my view so I
had no idea who was still around.

“Let me help you
up.”

“How long was I out?” I
groggily stood, realizing we were still at the meeting room and
everyone’s eyes pointed at me.

Hades patted my back. “So,
when the going gets tough, Skylar takes a nap.
We’re still here, little sis. It’s your call.”

“My call?” I swallowed.
“What’s my call?”

Zara took a step forward to me, holding the
invitation that was half the size of me. “We voted while you were…”
She guested her head to the floor. “And we decided to leave the
decision up to you.”

“Oh.” I brushed my hair
back with my fingers. The surprise news had me in a spiral of
dizziness. I didn’t have time to process it, let
alone decide what to do. Obviously, the engagement was a hoax and
could even be a trap. However, if we didn’t go, then I would never
know where Mason was or how he was. I needed to see him. From
there, we could devise a plan to help him escape.

“I say, we go. Mason needs
us. And if it’s a trap, well,
don’t you think we’re capable against any odds?” I
asked.

“Good choice.
I’m
in.” Nick stood next to me.

All those in favor of my decision trickled
one by one behind me, except for Zeus.

“Are you sure, Skylar?”
Zeus asked. “I should’ve kept Eris locked in the iron
cast. I also should’ve seen her revenge coming. After
she was released, she fled quickly.”

Zeus had no way of knowing
Eris’s plan, let alone of reading her thoughts. I
didn’t blame him. I only cared about Mason. My heart fluttered.
The thought of seeing Mason and bringing him home dominated my
mind. We waited a month to get any clue or basically any word from
the kidnappers. Was Zeus crazy to turn down the chance? My mind had
been made up from the moment I read his name.

“Yes,” I said with
conviction. “What do we do? How do we get there?”

Zara lifted the
invitation. “All you have to do is press a finger to your name and
you’ll be taken where you need to go.”

Tara,
who’d been quiet, said, “I’m afraid not everyone can go.”
She pointed at the fine words on the bottom, smaller than the other
words. “Our names are not on there and neither are
Skylar’s mom or Victor.”

“What?” My father groaned.
“We need to be there.”

“My name is on there,”
Nick said.

“And so is mine,” Everett
added.

“I’m not on the list.” Noah
sounded relieved.

“I
won’t be going with Hades,” Persephone pouted, caressing
Hades’s face. “But I’m not surprised.”

Hades kissed her hand.
“Sorry, love. But I’m glad you’re not invited. It
won’t be a pleasant journey, I can assure you.”

“Mine
isn’t,” Amada hissed. “But at least Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades
will be there to protect you.”

It didn’t matter who or how
many people went. I would go by myself if I had to. “Then we
shouldn’t waste any time. Let’s go.”

“Skylar, please be
careful.” Mom embraced me, and then Dad did.

“I will.”

Zara pushed the invitation in front of me.
Zeus, Poseidon, Hades, Nick, Everett, and I touched our names at
the same time. The lettering glowed, and then it peeled off,
floating in midair in gold. Then my name, letter by letter, started
to swirl around my feet. As it snaked up, still illuminating, the
parts of my body it swirled around disappeared. When I glanced
down, half my body was gone. The same thing happened to the others,
too.

“See you on the other
side, sis.” Hades winked with complete composure.
“I’ll see you soon.” He blew a kiss to Persephone as his arm
vanished.

I’m coming,
Mason. Hold on.
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My body drifted with a sea of clouds,
floating endlessly, peacefully. I felt no pain, no sadness. Only
emptiness. Memories of Sky and my family wove through my mind, and
then…blank. I desperately held on to the memories, afraid they
would disappear like me. I struggled, gripping tighter to the
memory, but they were slipping…slipping…slipping.

Bam! I jerked, tumbling and swirling in
emptiness. My body stretched out, pulling in every direction for
what seemed like eternity. Then a light glowed. My vision tunneled
ahead, as if I looked through binoculars. A woman with blonde hair
and blue eyes stood before me, studying me, but everything about
her blurred. Come to think of it, everything my eyes landed on was
unclear.

“Hello. Can you hear me,
Mason?”

I tried to answer, but I
couldn’t move my lips. Why couldn’t I speak? Where was I? Who was
she? Though her voice sounded muffled, it also sounded familiar.
And the smell of apples…I wanted to throw up. My knees buckled. I
struggled to stand steady, but it was too much effort when my
vision spun. Finally, I held my stance.

The
woman’s lips curled into a satisfied smirk. “I command you to stay
right here. Don’t move.” Then she walked
away.

“Wait.” My voice muffled in my
mind, unable to say the word out loud. I tried to follow her, but
my legs wouldn’t budge. What was wrong with me?
Then I noted I couldn’t move my arms either.

The lady came back. “Follow me,” she
ordered.

Her back came into my
view, again unclear. Oddly, my body followed behind her without my
consent. I tried to stop moving but couldn’t. Then I realized I had
left one prison for another. And the smell of apples and the sight
of long blonde curls crashed on me. She shrank? Or I grew into a
giant?

“Stay by the tree until I
command you to come out.” Her tone was light and fluffy, too
excited. “Our guests will be here shortly.”
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We appeared the same gradual way we
disappeared, but head first and at last our feet. I had counted six
people on the invitation, and five people stood before me.

“Where are we?” Nick
glanced around.

“I have no idea.”
Poseidon’s eyes darted from left to right. “There are a lot of apple
trees.”

Trees lined either side of an endless dirt
road. Zeus held tightly to his staff, and Everett ruffled his hair
and groaned.

“Now what?” Nick huffed in
agitation and kicked a pebble. With a thud, it hit what seemed like
an invisible wall in midflight and bounced off.

Hades said what I thought.
“Invisible wall. At least we know there’s an end.”

When we reached the invisible wall, we
waited for instructions, but none came.

“Are you trying to torture
us, Eris?” Zeus waited for a reply. With no answer, he continued.
“It’s rude to make your guests wait.”

“It’s rude not to invite a
friend to a party,” a voice answered in my mind.

Zeus rolled his eyes. “You
hold grudges way too long. It’s no way to live.”

“I can’t help myself. After
all, I am the goddess of chaos.” Her tone was seductive, yet high
pitched, and chills prickled down my spine.

“Show yourself.
I’ve
missed seeing your lovely face.”

“You’re still the same,
Zeus. So flirtatious. But you’ve always had good taste in
beautiful women. I’m surprised Hera
hasn’t left you. Maybe she’ll find a real man this
time.”

Zeus frowned and tightened
his fists. “She
doesn’t need a man when she has a god of Olympus by her side.
Speaking of which, did you have
to get engaged to one of my descendants? Oh,
that’s right. You kidnapped him, and you’re forcing him to marry you.
Doesn’t sound like you can find a man to love you. The only way
you’ll ever have love is by force.”

“Shut
up!” the same voice snapped.

A woman with long blonde hair, dressed in a
red, flowy dress, materialized from thin air on the other side of
the invisible wall.

“Hello,” she purred. “My
name is Eris. It’s a pleasure to have you.
I’m
glad you all could make it.”

“We already know who you
are, get on with it, Eris,” Zeus hissed.

Her friendly tone sent a jolt of anger
through me. That lunatic thought she was engaged to my Mason. My
eyes stung with rage, and my fingertips sizzled, ready to attack as
soon as she dropped the shield, but I suppressed my anger. We
needed answers first. No good would come from our visit if she
refused to tell us where she hid Mason.

Nick sprang from behind and pounded on the
invisible wall. “You crazy bitch! Let my brother go.”

Hades held him back.
“You’ll have to excuse him. He’s been going a bit crazy looking
for his brother. I’m sure you
understand.”

Eris glared and hissed,
showing her perfect white teeth. “Don’t be a fool, Nick, or
you’ll never see your brother. But he’s not really your brother.
Isn’t he just a half-brother? Anyway, I can’t wait to call you
brother-in-law. We’ll become one happy family.” She
showed off her white teeth but didn’t smile.

Nick covered his ears. “Over my dead
body.”

“Now, now. Behave, little
one,” she scolded, waving her finger. “Or I just might give you
what you wish for. Death is permanent, you know…at least for your
kind.”

Nick growled, and light shot from his
fingertips. Everett held him back. When Zeus gestured with his
hand, Nick stilled.

Zeus focused on Eris
again. “Where’s Cronus? Tell him to show
himself.” His calm tone sounded confident, but I knew he feared his
father.

“Cronus
isn’t here.”

“Liar!” Zeus sent the
lightning from his staff. It flashed into the invisible wall and
burst in brightness, blinding us, but it didn’t penetrate the
wall.

Eris laughed, like Zeus
had told the funniest joke. “I’m the goddess of my domain. You
can’t hurt me here. I call the shots, Zeus. Funny how the roles
are reversed. I kind of like that. But don’t worry.
You’ll see him soon enough—or not. When I say so. So, would you like to come
to my party, or are we going to argue all day?” Eris brushed the
side of her hair, smirking. “It’s funny how Zeus is begging to
come to my party. It was the other way around before.”

“I’m not begging,” Zeus
growled, his eyes crackling with electricity. His rage shook the
ground. “You’re forcing me to come. Get this
over with before I do something I won’t regret. And to clarify: It
wasn’t my wedding. I didn’t send out the invitations, but
if I had, I wouldn’t have invited you
anyway.”

Eris threw a daggered
glare at Zeus and waved her hand. As the invisible wall started to
disintegrate, a new world materialized. Willow trees lined a long
path. The lavender leaves drooped, waving in a gentle breeze. To my
left, we approached a vast apple orchard. To my right, water shot
out from all around the fountain adorned with a statue of
Eris. How vain.
But where was Eris? She had vanished when we entered.

“Over there.” Poseidon
pointed ahead. “Under the trees.”

The gentle murmur of the stream faded into
soft instrumental music. We walked cautiously toward the trees,
where a large banquet table filled with food awaited us—a whole
roasted chicken, a huge chunk of beef, assorted vegetables, cheese
and crackers, fruits of all seasons, all kinds of dessert, and red
and white wine. More apple trees surrounded us.

Eris smiled genuinely,
appearing again. “So happy you could make it. It’s so nice to see the
three brothers finally made amends. Forgive and forget. I hope one
day I can forgive the gods for not inviting me to that wedding, but
I don’t think Hades was there. Oh, that’s right, he was locked away
in the underworld by his own brothers.”

Zeus growled. Electric current snaked around
his staff from top to bottom as a warning.

Eris had changed into a
blue strapless gown the shade of her eyes, and
she’d even crowned herself with a gold tiara, sparkling in the
sunlight. Embellished with gold rings on her fingers, countless
gold bangles around her wrists, and a thick gold necklace in a
shape of a tree, she made a statement that she loved gold. The
gorgeous tree pendant extended its roots outward, covering her
chest.

“I
don’t think you have enough gold,” Hades
commented. “Perhaps you should hook up with King Midas, or we could
place you in a solid gold cast with Hephaestus.”

Eris ignored Hades and
focused her attention on Zeus. “The meal is a replica of Peleus and
Thetis’s wedding. It’s
exquisite. Isn’t it Zeus?”

Zeus rubbed his face in
annoyance. “We’re not here to eat and chat,
Eris. Get to the point. Give us your demands. I
don’t have time to play your games.”

Eris cut her eyes at Zeus
sharply, her eyebrows pinching at the center. “You do not get to
throw orders in my domain. Just for that, you
don’t get to eat.”

Zeus slammed his staff
once against the grass. The ground cracked around him, creating
long, spidery lines. “Bring me Mason, or I will call upon the
thunder and the lightning with my staff, and it
won’t be pleasant. Your choice.” He planted his fist on the table
and leaned over. “If you choose wrong, I won’t be sorry, and no one
will miss you.”

Eris took a step back. Her
shoulders tensed and her eyes twitched. “Fine,” she snapped. “Fair
warning. He’s not himself. Mason
wouldn’t behave, so I had to do what I had to do.”

My heart squeezed, and I
gasped for air. Any second, my eyes would set upon Mason. He had
been gone so long, and I couldn’t wait to jump into his arms, to
tell him we were taking him home. My body stiffened, and the
anticipation ate at me. I had no idea what he had been through and
what condition he was in. All those sleepless nights I imagined him
being tortured and in pain. Please,
don’t let my nightmares be true.

Eris took a step back and gazed behind the
nearest tree. “Mason, come out and show yourself,” she
commanded.

My heart leapt, and joy
coursed through me as Mason appeared from behind a tree. He had
been hidden behind the thick trunk? Handsome in his debonair suit,
he swept me off my feet. His hair was slicked back, and the tie
matched Eris’s dress, but why would he
wear…

I clasped my hands to keep me together.
Tears pooled in my eyes. “Mason.” My voice came out hoarse and
broken.

“Mason!”
Nick snapped.

“What’s wrong with him?”
Hades growled, reaching for him, but Eris raised her hand to stop
him.

“No, no, no.
He’s
still mine. I will put up the wall again, or better yet,
you’ll never see him if you continue to attack me.” Eris linked
her arm with Mason’s. She peered up at him and
caressed his cheek. “Isn’t he dreamy?”

Mason gazed beyond us as
if he didn’t see us. His stoic expression,
his posture so still and robotic, worried me. I concluded he had
been drugged or hypnotized. It was so wrong on every
level.

“Release him.
He’s
not your property. You have no right to take him,” I spat, my heart
thundering uncontrollably.

I didn’t care what happened
to me. Needing to wrap my arms around Mason outweighed the
consequences. Fury took over, and electric light sizzled from my
body. Eris was going to get it. I bolted straight for her. Instead
of colliding with her, I slammed into an invisible wall and dropped
to the ground.

Hades picked me up as I
tried to gain control. “Don’t be stupid, little sis.
You’ll only hurt yourself. I understand your pain.”

I didn’t heed his warning,
nor did I care. Pounding on the invisible wall, I let it all out.
“Let him go! He’s not yours. You
can’t! You can’t…you can’t…” Tears dampened my eyes
as I punched the wall over and over, taking me back to the Bella
Amore kitchen wall where Mason had been taken from me. It tortured
me to have him in reach and unable to do anything.

“He
doesn’t know you, silly girl.” Eris’s lips spread widely, stroking
Mason’s arm. “Like I said before, he’s mine.”

“What are your demands?
What do you want in exchange for Mason?” Zeus asked, placing his
hand on the shield.

Eris stepped away from Mason to the banquet
table. She picked up a cherry, ate it, and spit out the seed. After
a long stretch of silence, she finally answered. “I thought you
would never ask.”
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Sunlight glistened across
Sky’s beautiful face as her hair danced with the light wind. Her
eyes settled on me lovingly, and I came alive with recognition. My
heart thundered, and every cell in me burst from missing
her. Sky, it’s me. You found me, baby. I knew
you would. I’ve missed you so much.

Why
didn’t she answer?

Sky, Sky,
Sky. No response. I tried to run to her,
but like before, I couldn’t move. She
couldn’t hear me. But could she see me? She dipped her head low for
a second, and when she looked back up, sadness filled her eyes.
Then blistering fire filled them, and her fingertips sparkled with
electricity. Like a wild animal, she pounded her fists in midair.
Then it all became clear. An invisible wall separated us. She
yelled an unfamiliar name, Eris, who must have been the goddess
holding me hostage. My heart sank, and the little bit of hope
crushed, shattering my heart to a thousand pieces.

I closed my eyes to pacify
the gut-wrenching pain, but no matter what I tried to do, seeing
Sky and then having to let her go again was torture. After Sky came
closer, I could clearly make out her face. Her eyes were sunken
with dark circles underneath. She too lacked sleep. My poor Sky. I
knew exactly how she felt, for her pain was mine. Then Everett and
Nick came into view, lips contorted and foreheads creased. Zeus,
Poseidon, and Hades even came to my rescue. They studied me as if I
were some kind of novelty. That made me wonder what was wrong with
me and what I’d been forced to wear. If the
gods couldn’t take me home, then it was
hopeless.

I wasn’t the type to easily
give up, so I urged my body to fight. But it did not
respond. How do I gain control of my
body? Is there even hope for me?
I never cried, but the thought of being trapped
with Eris for who knew how long, and then seeing my Sky without
touching her, killed me. A hot drop of liquid streamed down my
face.

Sky, I know you
can’t hear me, but it’s so good to see you, baby. You
look so tired and ill. Please take care of yourself. I wish I could
be with you. I miss you so much it hurts to look at you. I think of
you every day and night. You’re all I want to dream about.
Thinking about our time together keeps me from falling apart. I
know you’re trying to find a way to bring me home, and I promise
I’ll
do everything I can to go home to you.

The sound of
Eris’s voice broke me away from Sky, but not for long. Between my
limited view and the immobility of my head, my eyes could only
focus on Sky. Eris liked to play games, and she made it clear
something would happen to Sky if I didn’t cooperate.

“What are your demands?
What do you want in exchange for Mason?” Zeus’s voice
echoed in my mind.

After a long silence, Eris finally answered,
“I thought you would never ask.”
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Hades leveled his burning
eyes at Eris, still blocked by the invisible wall.
“You’re crazy. Why can’t you get it
yourself?”

Eris gazed at her long
nails, adorned with rhinestones, and then rolled her eyes as if she
was bored. “What would be the fun in that? I like to create chaos.
You’re an idiot, Hades. Midas has been dead a long time. Why else
do you think I asked you
to get the gold from the river?
I’m
only asking for a cup of the gold river. Do you think you can
manage that?”

The invisible wall blazed
with fire from Hades’s hands, but the fire quickly
died. “Stealing gold from the river is suicide.
I’m no idiot,”
he sneered. “We might turn to gold ourselves.”

Eris grazed the tree roots
along her necklace with her fingernail. “That’s not my problem. If
you refuse, then you might as well say goodbye to Mason and
leave.”

“Why do you need the gold
water?” Poseidon asked. He’s been the calmest of all three
gods so far.

Eris rolled her eyes.
“Stupid god asks stupid question. Why do you think? I
don’t have any more gold apples. It’s my signature.”

“That’s it?” Poseidon threw
his arms in the air. “Not to cure a sickness or help others? You
want us to risk our lives so your apples turn to gold. Forget
it.”

“Wait.
I’ll do
it,” I jumped in. I hated Eris with every
cell in my body, and I wanted to give her pain as much as she had
given me, but she had my Mason. I’d do anything to set him free,
even if it meant risking my own life.

If I agreed, others would
follow. Listening to the gods talk to each other was like
overhearing a conversation about who had the bigger ego. The
conversation would go on and on, and although the gods might have
sounded as if they didn’t want to meet
Eris’s demand, they would do the right thing.

Eris gazed at Mason
adoringly, rubbing his biceps. “I knew you would, Sky. I see why
you would for him. Just look at him.” She eyed him lustfully,
running her hands down his chest. “He’s so sexy.” She moaned and licked
her lips.

Disgusted, I turned away.

“Where is this river, and
how do we find it?” Nick jumped in with the question before I had
the chance.

She took a step in front
of Mason and wrapped his arms loosely around her neck. Snuggling
her cheek to his hand, Eris said, “Well, I really
don’t know.”

“What do you mean you
don’t know?” Everett huffed. He’d been patient and quiet until
then.

We were all losing our tempers.

Eris slipped away from
Mason and slammed her hand against the invisible wall. No sound
rang, but her blue eyes hardened in pure rage and turned black for
a second. “Don’t you know the story of King
Midas?” She shook her head. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Let me enlighten you,
idiots.”

The three gods growled, and Eris snickered.
She loved attention, but she seemed to love troubling their
emotions and playing with their minds even more.

“No, thanks.” Nick crossed
his arms and fake yawned. “We
don’t have time for this.”

“You’ll make time. Listen
carefully, and you might find your answer. I’m going to make this
short. Once upon a time, a satyr—half man and half horse—gave King
Midas a gift. The satyr offered Midas anything he wanted, all for
being nice. Greedy King Midas only thought of himself, so he asked
that whatever he touched would turn into gold. King Midas became
the richest King of his era. But when he touched his daughter, she
too turned to solid gold. Distraught, he begged the satyr to
reverse his gift. The satyr told him to go to Phoenix River and
wash his daughter and himself. As the gold peeled off his daughter
and his hand, it floated with the current and settled by the bank.
When King Midas was himself again, he promised never to be greedy
again. He ruled his kingdom with kindness, was generous to his
people, and gave his gold items to whomever he thought
deserving.”

“You still
didn’t answer my question. How do we find the river?” Everett
sighed, rubbing his face as if to rub the anger away.

Eris shook her head disappointedly and
creased her brow. “Did you not listen to the story?”

Enough!
“Where do we find this being?” I
asked.

Eris’s eyes lit up. “We
finally have a smart one. But of course she’s a girl. Women are smarter
than men. Do you know why, Skylar?”

“I
don’t care,” I grumbled, my shoulders
slumped. My legs ached from standing, and my mind had been numbed
by nonsense rambling.

Eris frowned. A stiff breeze brushed against
us. It tousled her blonde hair and almost knocked her tiara off.
“Because we listen. I believe Hermes knows where he is. You should
ask him. Or not.” She laughed, but it sounded fake.

I gazed at Mason as
despair pierced my heart. He was an arm’s length away, and I
couldn’t touch him. The agony ate at my soul. I would do anything
for him, but how did I know Eris would let him go after we brought
what she wanted? I couldn’t trust her. Someone as devious
as her might ask for something else, and the list could be
endless.

“We need a contract,” I
said out of the blue. I had no idea if gods signed contracts and if
they would be bound to it, but I had to try.

“No,” Eris hissed.
“I’m
above that. My word is good. I don’t
sign—”

Before she could say another word, Zeus had
magically presented a contract in front of her, big as her
invitation, behind the invisible wall. How fitting. The floating,
3-D words popped out.

“If you
can’t read, I can read it for you,” Hades mocked.

Eris glared.

“Sign it,” Zeus commanded
in that deep, gruff tone.

Eris scowled. She got closer to read it.
“Very well. This is a contract between Eris and Skylar. Upon her
fulfillment of her duty, bringing a cup of gold water, Mason will
be free to go. Blah, blah, blah, yeah, yeah, yeah…whatever.”

Her arm went through the
invisible wall, and with her finger, she signed her name. “There,
satisfied? Now stop wasting precious time and go. If you
don’t come back in three days, Mason and I will have to wed
without our family.” She wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “We
will be so sad, won’t we,
love?” She kissed his cheek.

I closed my eyes to wipe the image of that
kiss away. There was nothing I could do, so I brushed it aside and
kept calm. I would get my revenge when I fulfilled the contract.
Eris would get it from me.

“It’s time to go, Skylar.”
Hades tugged my arm, but I held fast to my stance. “I have to…” I
stared at Mason, memorizing his face, memorizing all of him. I had
to capture the happy feeling of seeing Mason with my own eyes. I
had been so worried he’d been hurt or tortured. Perhaps
he had been, mentally, but from the outside, he looked oh so
divine.

“I’m coming back for you,” Nick
said with conviction and then shifted his attention to Eris. “You
better not touch him. So help me, gods, I will kill you
myself.”

Eris tilted her chin high, dismissing Nick.
He was nothing to her.

“We’re not resting until
you’re home with us,” Everett added with his fists tight and jaw
clenched.

“Mason.” I paused,
blinking back the tears. “I
promise I’ll come back. And when I do,
you’ll come home with me. The dogs are well. They miss you too.
Mason sleeps with me.”

“Oh, how sweet.
You’ve replaced Mason with a dog.” Eris’s lips spread into a wicked
smile, so fake and conniving.

My eyes sparked, and my hands blazed.
“Shut—”

Hades picked me up and
twirled me around before I could finish. Still holding me in his
arms, he strode forward, long quick strides. “Enough of her
insults. We stay there any longer she’ll make me want to rip off my own
ears. Not only can I not stand the sight of her, but I also hate
her annoying voice,” He growled out loud.

“Now what?
What’s the plan?” Poseidon asked when we reached the first
invisible wall.

“When we cross over, we
should be arriving at the meeting room in New Olympus,” Zeus
replied. “Just make sure to think of that room and nowhere else.
Everyone ready?”

I wanted to say no. I wanted to tell them
that Mason needed me. Instead, I said yes. We slipped through the
wall together.
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Sky’s eyes pooled with
tears. She wiped them before they fell. “I promise I’ll come back. And
when I do, you’ll come home with me. The dogs
are well. They miss you too. Mason sleeps with me.”

The word home hit me hard
to the core of my heart and I choked up. My words
wouldn’t leave my head, but I needed to say them for
me…for her.
I hear you, baby. I know you’ll come back to me.
I’m
glad the dogs are keeping you busy. And Mason is one hell of a
lucky dog. When I come home, I’m the only Mason
you’ll hug at night in our bed.

“Oh, how sweet.
You’ve replaced Mason with a dog,” Eris said
sarcastically.

I wanted to hit her with
Zeus’s staff to shut her up. Sky’s eyes flickered with
electricity, and her hands blazed with fire. That’s my girl. Give all your hateful
energy to her. But she
couldn’t. The invisible wall would cause it to bounce back to her.
Hades lifted Sky, cutting her words. No!
No! No! Sky, come back.

As Hades took my Sky away, she became
smaller and smaller in my cloudy tunnel view. How I hated my
limited view. I hated being there. Anger coursed through me,
burning through my body, taking me over. I fought with every ounce
of will and strength to break the barrier, but it was too much to
handle. The trees, the only thing in my view, blurred and blended
together. Eris must have sensed my attempt to escape.

“Now, now…I know
you’re upset.” She caressed my face. “If you fight your prison,
you’ll only hurt yourself. If Sky doesn’t bring me what I want,
we’ll be married forever. And I don’t want you hurting yourself.
You’re so perfect the way you are.”

I wanted to slap her hand away from my face
and give her a huge dose of my lightning. Hell would freeze before
I married her. No gods would marry us against my will. There had to
be some kind of law. Sky would come back for me. I put all my faith
in her and my family. Having Sky within reach broke me. My heart
burst out of my chest and left with her. Emptiness swallowed me
whole. I lost myself to the darkness, missing Sky.
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“What happened?”
Amanda squealed.

“Eris is…” Nick ran his
hand down his face and puffed out air.

“Crazy,” Everett finished
for him, pressing his lips into a thin line.

“My love.
It’s
so good to see you back safe and well.” Persephone ran into
Hades’s arms, making me miss Mason even more.

Mom wrapped her arms around me, holding me
steady from falling apart. I pressed my head against her shoulder
and breathed. Leaving Mason tore out my insides. At least he was
alive and well. I had to keep telling myself that.

“So, Eris has Mason?” Zara
stood from her seat. “Did you see him?”

“Yes,” Zeus confirmed. He
sat down next to Poseidon at the table.

“And Cronus? Did other
Titans escape?” Tara’s soft voice came out shaky. Her
blue eyes filled with concern.

Hades leaned against the
table with folded arms. “Eris wouldn’t tell us anything about him or
others. She kept his whereabouts tight. I’m unable to verify if
she’s working with him, only that we would meet him later, so she
said. Who knows if she’s telling us the truth. She only
wanted to meet to get something from us.”

“What does she want?” My
father arched his eyebrows.

Poseidon leaned back in his seat. “She wants
some gold water from Phoenix River.”

“Why?” Amanda crossed her
arms.

“To turn what she wants
into gold, just like Midas,” I explained.

“You
can’t go there,” the Oracles warned. “Nobody comes back alive.
They all turn to gold.”

Mom held me tighter.

Poseidon waved a hand at
me. “It’s Skylar’s call. She got us out of our
hell, so I think we need to help her get out of hers.”

I took my
mom’s hand in mine. “I appreciate everyone wanting to help me,
but I can’t ask you to risk your life. I’m going alone.”

“Sorry, hero, but
he’s
our brother. You don’t get to make that decision,”
Nick stated, crossing his arms and leaning back against the white
wall.

“I second that,” Everett
added, slumped over the table next to Zeus.

“I third that,” Amanda
chimed in.

“I go where Amanda goes.”
Noah winked at Amanda, making her smile.

Dad swung his chair
around. “We’re all going, Skylar. We
don’t know what we’ll face. We’re stronger in greater
numbers.”

I gazed down at my
mom’s belly. “You
can’t come, Dad. Mom needs you. She’s pregnant. She
shouldn’t face danger herself. And besides, she’s not feeling well. I
won’t feel right having you come when she needs you.”

“I’m feeling
better,” Mom claimed. “The morning
sickness comes in waves, but I’m more than capable.”

Zara’s eyes dropped to my
mom’s belly. “Skylar is right. It’s too dangerous for you, and
Victor needs to stay behind with you.”

Hades patted my head like
I was his pet. “Don’t worry. Skylar will be fine in
our hands. Three gods and little people.” He gazed at everyone.
“What could go wrong?”

“Little people?” Nick
frowned. “Hades, we are not little.”

“Are you not
Zeus’s
descendant?”

“Yes.”

“Then you are little.” He
smirked.

“Are you making fun of my
descendants?” Zeus challenged, standing up, his big muscles
flexing.

Hades twitched his brows
in amusement. “Well, if I had any descendants, then I could call
them little people too, but I don’t, do I? So while you were
banging every human woman you could get your hands on to procreate,
you tossed me to the underworld. You didn’t even visit me. You
could’ve at least given me the same chance. Now I have no
descendants to pass down my name.”

Zeus’s eyes fired with
silvery lights and he stood. “I didn’t toss you to the
underworld. You volunteered to go.”

Hades moved with the speed
that belonged to gods. He stood inches away from Zeus. “You tricked
me, brother. You made me think I was going to be a god of
Paradise.” His finger jammed against Zeus’s rock hard
chest.

Poseidon pushed the two brothers away.
“Enough. I knew this would come out some day. This is old
history.”

Hades glared at Poseidon.
“Don’t play so innocent. You were in on it with Zeus.”

“You were greedy. You had
to be taught a lesson. You still can create as many descendants as
you wish, but I don’t think Persephone would like
that.”

Hades slowly turned his head to Persephone,
whose eyes shot daggers at him. Then she headed for the door.

“Persephone.” Hades ran
after her. “I didn’t mean I want to…” His voice
trailed off as he stepped out.

Zara sighed and raised an eyebrow. “I see
how this is going to go. Good luck, Skylar. When will you
leave?”

I glanced at Nick. “We
have three days. Zeus needs to get ahold of Hermes. Eris mentioned
Hermes might know where the Phoenix River is located. As soon as we
get the location, we’ll be on our way.”

Zara, Tara, and Cara
gathered in front of me. Zara reached inside her dress. A pocket?
She pulled out two small bottles the size of my middle finger.
“This may be small, but it’ll be easier to carry. One should
be enough, but I’m giving you two, just in case.
You can fill it much faster, and when you pour it out, it will be
enough for Eris.”

She reached in again and pulled out a clear
crystal, same size as the bottle. “This wards off evil spirits. I
have no idea what you will encounter at Phoenix River. If you hold
it in your hand, it will light up and protect you.”

Zara reached in for the
third time and in her hand was a small pouch. “This small pouch
holds unbreakable crackers and small crystal marbles. The cracker
will fill you up for days, and the crystal marble will quench your
thirst for days, too. It will be enough for everyone.
I’m sorry I won’t be going. If the gods are going
with you, I have to stay behind and keep an eye not only on New
Olympus but Olympus as well.”

“Don’t worry about Olympus.
Hera is there,” Zeus cut in, dropping to his seat.
“She’s well capable of holding the fort there, along with other
gods.”

Zara furrowed her brow.
“They are still weak from being locked up inside the iron casts. If
I know this, then Eris does too. She’s cunning. You have to be a step
ahead of her. We don’t know where Cronus is or what
he’s
planning.”

“I suppose
you’re right,” Zeus said in defeat.

“It’s time to call or find
Hermes, Zeus, or whatever you do to get his attention.” My father
broke me out of my thoughts.

Zeus’s eyes lit before he
closed them. When he opened them, lightning struck in the middle of
the room from the ceiling. Hermes appeared.

“You called, my Zeus?”
Hermes flashed a charming smile at me and then shifted his
attention to Zeus. The wings on his cap and shoes fluttered. He
floated a foot off the ground.

“Do you know where Phoenix
River is?” Nick blurted.

Zeus narrowed his eyes at
Nick. “He said, ‘you called, my Zeus.’ Are you Zeus?”

Nick raised his hands to surrender and
backed away. “Just trying to get answers.”

“Hermes only speaks to
me.” He turned to Hermes. “Do you know where Phoenix River is
located? I was told by Eris that you might know such a
place.”

Hermes landed. His wings
tucked inward. He got down on one knee in front of Zeus.
“I’ve never seen it, my Zeus, but I’ve heard rumors of its
location. I’ve also heard that no one comes
back.”

Zeus rubbed his chin.
“We’re going to have to change that rumor, won’t
we?” His arrogant tone came off somehow
charming. And I felt grateful for his commitment and
determination.

“Yes, my Zeus.”

“Will you take us there?
And where is it that we’re headed?”

“Yes, of course.
It’s
rumored to be close by the great city of Sardis, a place called
Land of Reverse.”

“Land of Reverse?”
Poseidon tensed. “Isn’t that—”

Zeus pounded his staff on
the ground. “Let’s not scare the little ones.
Let’s go. Lead the way, Hermes.” He paused. “Wait. Can someone
get Hades? I swear, Persephone will be the death of
him.”

“Correction.” Hades
entered with Persephone by his side. “She is the reason why I
survived all those centuries. She is the one who persuaded me to
forgive my brothers.”

“Forgive?” Zeus raised his
voice.

Poseidon bolted, appearing
in front of Zeus. “Later. We’re wasting time.”

Zara rolled her eyes.
“Skylar, if the gods don’t behave, zap them with the
crystal light I gave you. You’ll knock them to sleep or give
them a good kick in the butt. Be safe, my child.” Then she shifted
her attention to everyone else. We’ll re-group when
necessary.”

“Be careful,” Mother
said.

I hugged my mom and dad, promising them I
would return as soon as possible and asked them to take care of the
dogs. Though we had hired workers to attend to their needs, I
wanted someone I trusted to be there.

We circled around Hermes.
Zeus’s power flashed from his staff. Poseidon protectively twirled
water around his, and Hades blasted fire on the ground we stood.
Then, everything blurred.
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Something soft and spongy cushioned my feet.
When I took a step, my body lightly bounced. I let out a giggle,
but stopped when I realized why the place had been named Land of
Reverse. Clouds floated beneath our feet, and never-ending blue sky
plunged deep below them. Above us were trees and an endless running
stream of water. My shoulders tightened at the thought of the river
drowning us if somehow it dropped. I gulped. Strangely, light
illuminated the landscape, but no evidence of a sun existed.

I reached for the small pouch Zara had given
me, which was tied to the loop on my jeans. Then I shoved my hands
inside my pant pockets and felt for the bottle and the crystal.
Relieved they stayed in place, I eased a little.

“I get why
it’s
called Land of Reverse, but what the hell?” Nick spat. “How are we
supposed to get the water?” He raked his hair back.

“Can the clouds take us
there?” Amanda shrugged. “Or can we bounce off the
clouds?”

Noah tried, but he
didn’t get far. “I guess
not.”

Everett scratched his
head. “I
don’t sense any danger here.”

Hades leaned closer to Everett. “You might
not want to say that out loud.”

Everett twitched.

“What do we do, Hermes?”
Zeus asked, scanning the perimeter.

Curiosity got the best of Hermes. He poked
his finger through the clouds just as I did.

Zeus coughed. “Hermes.”

“Oh, my Zeus.” Hermes
stood straight. “I was just testing—”

“What do we do next? Do
you know?” Zeus seemed to have run out of patience.

“We wait,”
Hermes said.

“Wait for
what?”

“The rumor says we wait
for Silenus.”

Hermes sat on the cloud. When Zeus did the
same, we followed. The clouds held our weight, but when I placed my
hand on it, it went right through. Such an odd place, but as long
as we were safe, I had no complaints.

“Who is Silenus?” Hades
crossed his legs.

Hermes looked over his
shoulder and then back to us. “Silenus is the satyr.
He’s
also a friend of Dionysus, the god of wine. To make a long story
short, Silenus partied with Dionysus. They gathered with friends
for a wild, noisy, riotous party. Women of the woods accompanied
them. They’d dance and drink wine until the
sun came up. After a long night, Silenus stumbled into the palace
grounds of Midas, king of Phrygia. According to Dionysus, King
Midas took pity on the satyr, who in return gave Midas a
wish.”

“The ability to turn
anything into gold.” Nick’s eyes widened with revelation.
“So that’s the true story of King Midas. There are so many different
versions.”

Hermes
continued. “But after he accidently turned
his daughter into gold, he begged to be put back to the way he was.
King Midas had to plunge himself into the river. The gold flowed
down the river, where it eventually settled, and the banks and the
flowers turned golden. But I’m not sure where Phoenix River
is.” He pointed up to the water. “Maybe that’s it.”

“Great, the blind leading
the blind.” Amanda rolled her eyes and rested her head on
Noah’s shoulder.

“At least we made some
progress,” Noah muttered.

My stomach cramped,
letting me know it was time to eat. “Is anyone hungry?” I loosened
the pouch and took out an unbreakable cracker Zara had given me.
None of the crackers had cracked or crumbled as a cracker normally
would from my movements. “Wow, they really don’t break.” I passed one
to everyone.

“This tastes like crap,”
Nick grumbled. His jaw worked as if he was chewing on hard
taffy.

Hades
chuckled. “You know what crap tastes
like?”

“It’s a figure of speech,
Hades.” Nick sighed with a hint of annoyance.

“Your figure of speech
should be more grateful. You’ll be full for days.” Hades
placed his in his mouth. Seconds later, he spit it out. “How does
Zara expect us to eat this? She could’ve made it taste like chicken or
beef. It tastes like…crap.” He perked his lips, trying to contain
his laugh. “I think I’d rather starve.
I’m
a god. This is ridiculous.”

“I agree.
I’m
not that hungry.” Poseidon handed his back to me and so did
Zeus.

“Wow.” Noah sounded
astounded but somewhat sarcastic, too. “The gods finally agree on
something.”

I didn’t mind the taste. I
only cared about making the hunger pain go away. When I finished
it, I felt as satisfied as if I had eaten a banquet. “It
didn’t taste bad to me.” I shrugged.

“Long as I
don’t feel hunger, I don’t care what I eat.” Amanda took
another small bite, grimacing.

“So, how do you like
living among the humans?” Noah asked out of the blue.

Zeus arched his eyebrows. “Why do you want
to know?”

“I’m just curious.”

Poseidon reached his hand
through the clouds and tried to hold it in his hand. When he
realized he couldn’t, he frowned.
“We’ve only been living with the humans for about a month,
part-time. It’s interesting. In some ways we
are alike, but in many ways, we aren’t. The humans have a rigid
schedule. Kids go to school. Parents go to work. They are
very productive.
I’m
not sure if I can fit in.”

Zeus rolled back his
shoulders. “We intended to learn their ways, but I
don’t think we have much to learn. Well…” He gave a smirk. “Maybe
our manners. Regardless, gods are superior, and we
don’t take orders well. I don’t think we can hold a job and be
bossed around. I’d probably cut off the
person’s head.” He grinned.

Hades stretched out his
legs and planted his arms behind him for support. When his arms
went right through, he sat up taller. “I kind of like the human
world. But I do agree with Zeus. We’re used to our ways. Having to
adapt to their technological advances and their way of thinking, we
won’t fit. There is no harmony, only chaos. But I
don’t want to be alienated from their world. They
don’t pray to the gods anymore, or believe we even exist, but I
would like to use that to my advantage and come and go as I please.
Since I’ve said a mouthful, I could use a drink. Want to pass out the
crystal marbles, Skylar?”

“Sure. I was about to do
that next.” One by one, afraid that if dropped it would plunge down
to the endless who knew where, I passed them out carefully, as if
they were the most precious thing.

The crystal marble felt
cool and like hard candy in my mouth. When I crushed it with my
teeth, water squirted out. It was only a drop full, but as told, it
had been plenty. Knowing I wouldn’t need to drink water for several
days, eased my mind, but I prayed we wouldn’t be here that long.
Technically, we only had two days now.

Zeus sprawled out, gazing
above at rippling water. “Too bad it’s water and not wine.”

“I have to agree with you
there.” Poseidon
snorted.

“I would give anything for
a glass of wine right now,” Hades chimed in and parted his lips.
“It would be nice if it would flow down to my mouth as I wished, a
drop at a time.”

When Poseidon opened his
mouth, I’d thought he had something to say. Instead, tiny bubbles
floated out of his mouth and swirled around him. Chuckling, he
said. “I’m bored. Just passing the time.” The bubbles gathered to form
the shape of a harp, and then it moved, directed by
Poseidon’s hand. It became the shape of a star, then a lion, and then
it moved again until…

One by one, the tiny bubbles popped, like
tiny fireworks. Hades flickered fire from his fingertips. “Why did
you do that?” Poseidon growled.

Hades shrugged.
“I’m
bored too.”

“Play with your things,
not mine,” he spat.

Zeus ran his hand down the
rod of his staff. “I was enjoying the peace. Let’s not start an
argument here, in front of the little ones.”

Nick stood and adjusted his shirt. “Stop
calling us little people.”

“Are you not a head
shorter than me?” Zeus challenged.

“Maybe,” Nick answered
sheepishly and then squared his shoulders. “Head taller than me or
not doesn’t make us little people.”

Zeus chuckled. “Relax,
Nick. It’s called a figure of speech.”

We laughed at Zeus, giving Nick a taste of
his own medicine.

Amanda nudged Nick. “Oh, he got you
there.”

Nick tugged his lips into a mischievous
grin. I knew that look. He planned to do something wicked. Light
sizzled out of his fingertips, but it died.

I swayed, as if I were on
a rowboat. At first I figured it was due to lack of sleep, but when
everyone’s eyes grew and stared at Hermes, I knew it had to be from
the rumbling clouds.

“What’s going on?” Poseidon
frowned.

Hermes rubbed the back of
his neck. “I’m not sure. The rumor never said
anything about rocking clouds.”

The clouds moved faster,
from side to side, as if to knock us off. They shifted, splitting
us apart. We each had our own clouds. As if the clouds had a mind
of their own, they took off. We took flight across the sky, only we
weren’t high, but low. It reminded me of a go-cart race, a racing
amusement ride, but one with no finish line.

“Make it stop!” Amanda
bellowed.

“Hermes, do something,”
Zeus commanded.

I screamed at the top of my lungs when the
clouds flipped and tumbled in circles. At one point, Hades was
above me, and seconds later, Nick glided above me, upside down. Our
heads almost touched. Then the world spun faster and faster which
each passing second. Nausea took over and the urge to vomit came
strong.

“I’m going to get sick!”
Everett’s shout echoed from the distance.

After what seemed likely to be endless
spinning, we finally stopped. I sighed with relief, trying to keep
bile from rising to my throat. Then my body slammed against
something solid and hard. Pain rippled through me. Moans and groans
shot out from my friends.

I peeled my face off the ground and spit out
the dirt in my mouth. Hades helped me up. My body continued to
sway. The urge to throw up lessened. Dusting the dirt off my pants,
I realized we stood on the ground and the sky was in its right
place. Dizzy and dazed from spinning, I observed my
surroundings.

“Does this happen often?”
Hades asked.

Hermes folded his wings
closed. “I believe so. Perhaps the reason why it’s called Land of
Reverse?”

“No,” Amanda groaned. “I
can’t do this a—” She dropped to her knees by the tree and
released her stomach’s contents from her mouth. Noah
stood by her side, rubbing her back.

Hades stumbled and planted
a hand on the tree for support. “Let’s get this over with. Skylar, get
the water.”

“How do we know
that’s the right water?” I pointed to the river.
“It’s not gold.”

Hades tilted his head. “I see your
point.”

“I
won’t know unless I try.” I wanted to believe it would be easy,
but my gut told me otherwise, even though we saw no evidence of
danger.

“I’ll come with you.” Nick
trailed behind me, followed by Everett and then Amanda and Noah.
Hades fell behind after them.

Easy enough. As I reached for the bottle in
my pocket, I cautiously, step by step, went down a small slope to
the river. Light beamed against the water, glistening across the
horizon, sparkling like crystals. The cloudless clear blue sky took
my breath away. Peace filled my soul and provided a sense of
serenity, reminding me everything was going to be fine.

I sank a little when my
feet reached the bank from where the sand, pebbles, and water
mixed. So close to getting Mason back. Somberness took over when I
thought about how much I missed him and what he had gone through.
But knowing he’d be home soon kept me on track.
Opening the cap, I moved to take another step. My body locked. What
the hell? The sand had glued me in place.

I gestured my hand out to stop Nick, but it
was too late. Everyone else stopped in time.

“Skylar,
what’s wrong?” Hades asked.

“I’m stuck.”
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Skylar

 


The sand slowly made its way up to my ankle.
Unable to move my legs, I froze in place. As the sand-like cement
moved farther up, its coldness stung my legs and restricted the
flow of my blood, tightening around my leg painfully.

“Skylar, we need to get
out.” Nick fired his bolts, trying to break the hold, but to no
avail.

Since lightning
didn’t affect it, I sent out bursts of flames around
us.

Nick twisted his body and
covered his face with his hands. “Skylar, I can’t handle the
heat.”

“Sorry, Nick.” When I
replaced the flame with water, the fire died, but it sped up the
process.

“Do something,” Amanda
spat, sounding urgent.

“What is that, Hermes?”
Zeus asked. “Is that quicksand?”

“Technically
it’s
not. You sink in quicksand, but in this case, it’s creating a solid
cast around them. So I don’t—”

“Hermes,” Zeus snapped,
sounding agitated. “Find a way to get them out.”

“I’ll try my best.” The
flapping of Hermes’s wings gave me hope. Air from
Hermes’s wings brushed against my face. “Hold my hand.
I’ll
pull you out.”

I didn’t want to discourage
Hermes and had no idea what strength he possessed, but when I felt
like my body would split into two, I yanked my hand back and so did
Nick. My panic grew a bit more. Half our bodies were
covered.

“I need someone to cut the
bottom,” Hermes said, floating in midair.

The gods stood closer, examining our
situation.

“Wait. You
can’t just cut us,” Nick said. “Our feet
have sunken in. You have to reach deeper within.
There’s just no way.”

“I think this might work,
but Skylar, I need your help and the gods too.” Noah extended his
hand. Water from the river rippled, rose up, and settled around
them. “Let’s try freezing the water. Since
you can handle the freezing temperature and Nick
can’t, we have to have Hades use his power to warm up Nick.
We’ll have to play it by ear. I have no idea if this is going to
work.”

“No, Noah,” I spat.
“You’ll make it worse. The water will only speed up the
process.”

“Trust me, Skylar. When I
say now, turn the water into ice. Do you hear me?”

“Yes,” I answered, ready
more than he would ever know.

“Now.”

When Noah dropped his hands, the water did
the same. Poseidon also used his power to help me turn the water to
ice while Hades blasted flame around Nick to keep him warm.

“This better work.” Zeus
stuck his staff between Nick and me and blasted electricity
bolts.

Thunder boomed and
lightning flashed against the sky, but in daylight it was hardly
noticeable. Everyone worked together; even Nick summoned all the
power he had left. Nick and I were weak, drained, and desperate. I
felt the flames from Hades, icy cold from Poseidon, and electricity
bolts from Zeus. If the gods couldn’t help us, we were
doomed.

Thoughts of Mason came to
the forefront of my mind. If I didn’t make it out alive, he would be
stuck with Eris forever. And if somehow he escaped to find out I
died trying to save him, he would never forgive himself.
Come on, come on, please let it work.
Since I had the power of all three, it
shouldn’t affect me, but my body couldn’t handle such intensity at the
same time.

My hammering heart slowed. Everyone blurred
around me, and the bolts from my fingertips stopped. I lost control
of my muscles, my eyes rolled back, and my body leaned forward
without my consent. A loud sound burst, humming through my ears.
Before my body gave out on me, I was tossed into the air.
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I groggily opened my eyes. Everyone
surrounded me.

“Skylar, can you hear us?”
Zeus asked.

“Yes,” I groaned and tried
to get up, but I couldn’t. My body felt out of place, not
like my own. My muscles weighed a ton, heavy and sore.

“Whoa.” A hand pushed me
back down. “Your body has been through some trauma; you have to get
some rest.” His pretty blond hair caught my eyes. I peered up to
see Hermes’s dashing blue eyes and his face
near mine.

I had no choice but to listen. “What
happened?”

“We got you out,”
Hades said. “If we couldn’t, then no one could.”

“Except for me, of
course.”

I craned my head to a figure with horse-like
ears on his head. He looked half human and half horse. Glancing
lower, I noted a large stomach with two arms and two hoof legs and
a tail.

“Silenus?” I questioned,
unsure of his identity.

“In the flesh.” He trotted
a few steps and dipped his head just enough to show me a sign of
respect.

“Where’s Nick?” I sat up.
Blood rushed to my head, and my vision spun for a second. I needed
to know he was fine.

Nick sat up, supported by
the tree behind him. “Right here, Skylar. I’m a little weak but My
Little Pony told me I would regain my strength.”

I glanced at Silenus and
wondered if he could handle being ridiculed. I also pondered if he
knew about My Little Pony. I assumed he had no idea since he
didn’t have a comeback.

Silenus leveled his eyes
at Nick and paused for a few long seconds. “I don’t know who My
Little Pony is, and he might be some kind of hero in your world,
but I’m not a pony,” Silenus gritted through his teeth.

“You’re not,
that’s for sure,” Everett mumbled under his breath.

Amanda and Noah busted out
laughing. I couldn’t help doing the same. If only
Silenus knew that My Little Pony characters were cute and
fluffy.

“Oh,
don’t worry, My Little Pony is no hero,
and neither are you.” Nick rubbed his temples and shook his head as
if to come out of a daze. “However, I would watch your tone. I
might call you Spitfire.” He chuckled as he stood. “Maybe even
Pinky Pie, Twinkle Toes, or Rainbow Dash.”

“I loved My Little
Ponies,” Amanda
squealed. “I used to collect them when I
was a little girl. Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Double Diamond.” She
clasped her hands, recalling her childhood with sparkle in her
eyes. “They’re so cute. I used to play with
them all the time.”

Zeus cleared his throat,
cutting our conversation short. “Silenus, you better give me some
answers, or I promise you I will turn you into a real pony or a
dead one. They won’t be calling you My Little Pony.
They’ll call you My Dead Pony,” Zeus warned, gripping his staff
tighter. “What in the world is going on? Who is the watcher of this
place?”

Silenus twitched his nose and dragged his
hooves across the pebbled ground. “I am.”

Hades’s fingers knotted around
Silenus’s neck in a split second. It happened so fast, even Zeus
couldn’t have stopped Hades. Flames glowed in his eyes, and the
other free hand lit on fire. “You put us through hell for what
reason? You almost got these two little ones killed. Why
didn’t you come sooner?”

Silenus
couldn’t answer, but anger flared in his eyes. His tail lashed from
side to side, and his hind legs kicked in distress.

Hades let Silenus go when
Poseidon splashed water on them. “Cool down. If you kill him, then
we’ll get no answers.”

Hades released his hand with a grunt.

Silenus coughed
relentlessly. When settled, he glared at Hades. “I am not your
enemy. You came to the Land of Reverse to seek an old tale for your
purpose. Dionysus’s rare gift was only given to
worthy men. King Midas was worthy, but he was a fool. No one else
has made it this far. They were all swallowed up by the sand. And
do you know why? I’ll tell you why. They were not
worthy. Most of the dead are the humans who searched for the gold
King Midas washed away. Many of them were from his kingdom. They
couldn’t pass the sand test, the first test. You passed the test
because you are not humans. The sand is only breakable if you work
together. And just to clear the air, I didn’t make these obstacles.
Dionysus did.”

“Where is he?”
Zeus’s fingers drummed against his staff. “The gods went their
separate ways when they had been released from the iron
cast.”

Silenus shrugged.
“I don’t know. But he left me in charge of the river.
I’m
not here to guide or serve anyone. I’m here only to answer
questions.”

“Liar!” Hades spat, still
unable to control his rage.

Silenus’s eyebrows arched and
his lips pinched together. “It’s the truth. And if I were you, I
would hurry. If you pass the next test, it will lead you to the
gold. Soon, the land will flip, and you’ll be standing on clouds
again. When that happens, the gold water will not be available to
you. The land chooses when it wants to turn. I have no
control.”

“How many tests are
there?” Everett shoved his hands in his back pockets.

“Two.” Silenus replied.

Everett
sighed in relief. “Last one.”

“I
wouldn’t celebrate just yet. Those who made it through test one
didn’t make it through test two.”

I rubbed my head in confusion. Had I heard
him right? “You just said no one made it past test one?” I
scoffed.

Silenus wiggled his lips
and opened his mouth. “Did I?” His laughed painfully pricked my
eardrums. It sounded like a dying donkey. “Either
I’m
getting old or it’s from all that wine last night.
Anyway, I must be on my way. Goodbye and good luck.”

“Wait,” I cried.
“I’m
running out of time. This is an urgent matter.
Can’t you give me some gold water?”

Silenus slowly turned his
ahead to me. “Urgent matter? Getting gold water is not urgent,
especially when you’ll be handing it over to
Eris.”

“How do you know this?”
Zeus asked.

“Eris has come to this
land many times before. She has even sent some of her people, or
shall I say human prisoners, but they…” he shook his head.
“It’s a shame so many had to die. So, she must have something or
someone you care about.”

“Yes, please help me,” I
begged. My hand reached out to touch him, but he
recoiled.

His green eyes stared at me. “You have a
good heart, and I would love to.”

My heart burst with hope,
but quickly deflated when he spoke again. “But I’m sorry.
It’s
not my place to get you the gold. I too am unable to capture it. I
would drown in the river. It’s too bad my legs are not made
with fins. I’m made for land and not
water.”

Amanda’s body tensed. “I say,
let’s tie him up and cook him. Maybe then he’ll do as we
asked.”

Hade’s lifted his scorching
hands. “I’ll do the honors.”

“Wait, wait, wait.”
Silenus backed away, kicking dirt in the process.

“What do you mean you
would drown?” Nick came closer. He had rested by the tree during
the conversation.

“Nothing. I have to go.
I’ve
said too much.” Silenus made an odd noise through his nose.
Stomping his hind legs, he backed away.

“Silenus,
answer!” Zeus demanded. His voice shook
the ground.

When I turned back to Silenus, he had
disappeared, leaving no trace behind but a cloud of dust large
enough to mask him.
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Something caressed the
side of my face, soothing me. When it happened again, I knew the
hand belonged to a woman I despised. She locked me in a prison
within my own mind. I couldn’t move. I
couldn’t speak. But at least I had my own thoughts, or at least I
hoped they were. They had to be. Memories of Sky kept me going,
gave me hope, and kept me alive.

Eris stroked my hair. “I
wonder what’s taking Skylar so
long?”

I rested my head on her
lap and my body sprawled on her bed. I wanted to tell her to get
her hands off me, but like before, I couldn’t. But I, too, wondered what
took Skylar so long. I knew she was doing everything she could, so
maybe something went wrong. The realization had me spinning with
worries. Then I remembered she would be with my family and the
gods. She would be safe.

“Oh, I hope she
isn’t dead. That would be awful. She was my last chance. Everyone
else died in the process,” she rambled.

Everyone else died in the
process? Where did Sky go? Where did Hermes lead her? It
didn’t matter where they went. Everything came with a price,
especially when dealing with the gods. Nick, Everett, and the three
powerful gods were with her. Either way the thought of her being in
danger sickened me. How I wanted to zap Eris. I’m fighting, Sky, to get back to you.

“Anyway,
I’m
sure they’re fine. When they bring me the gold water. I can turn all my
apples into gold.” A disgusting sound of giggles grated against my
ear. “Then, I can turn my whole palace into gold. Oh…” She let out
a horrendous laugh again. “I can bring chaos into the human world.
That would be so much fun. Gold apples will be everywhere. Oh, you
know what would be even better? Skylar thinks I’m going to release you
when she brings me what I want; however, I have fun plans.
It’s
going to be one massive entertaining party. The Titans will love my
idea. When all the gods are dead, I’ll be standing by the
Titans’ side and rule not just Old and New Olympus, but the whole
world. I’ve offered Skylar to be sacrificed first to the Titans. Of
course you’ll be by my side.”

My head bounced on the
mattress when she sprung off. “I’m going to be the queen of the
world, and you will be my king.” I couldn’t see her anymore, unable to
move my head, but her words alone told me she had gone over the
edge.

Hurry up, my love. We have much to do.
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Skylar

“Coward,” Hades growled
when Silenus disappeared.

“Now what? Are we free to
get the water?” Nick asked, tossing a pebble to the
river.

“Let’s try it.” With the
bottle open, I carefully walked toward the bank of the river while
everyone followed behind. Stepping onto the pebbled ground was no
problem this time around. I was just about to dip the bottle inside
when someone yanked me back.

“Watch out,
Skylar!”

Not again!

Water lashed out of the river like a long
whip. It tried to get me, but Hades pulled me out of the way in
time.

“What is that thing?”
Everett hissed.

“Looks like a giant
tentacle to me,” Nick said.

“I
don’t think so.” Amanda stared at the
location where it had popped out.

“I
don’t know.” Poseidon stood in front of us
and held out his hand. “I command you to stop.”

Water from the river poured onto Poseidon,
drenching him from head to toe. Then like before, it lashed out,
like a long whip.

“Back away—” Poseidon
didn’t get a chance to finish. Countless water whips slithered out
of the river like snakes, crawling, making it too difficult to run.
One curled around Poseidon’s ankles and took him
in.

“Poseidon!” Zeus
bellowed.

Noah stepped in front and
created a temporary impenetrable barrier when more came at us. It
didn’t help. Water went through the barrier. Hades and I blasted
fire while Nick zapped it, but to no avail.

Poseidon popped out of the water laughing
hysterically. Engulfed by water in a sphere-like shield, he floated
in midair just above the river.

“It won’t hurt you,” Poseidon
said. “Let it take you.”

One took the form of a
shark and ate Nick. Another took the form of a plunger and sucked
up Everett. Amanda and Noah were eaten by a large
giant’s mouth. Zeus and Hades got swept inside a cyclone, and I was
carried away like a princess on a carriage ride. A clear protective
shield bubbled around us. We glided on top of the water in our own
private rides.

“This is awesome,” Noah
exclaimed.

“My own private
ride,” Nick sang.

“Something is waiting for
us at the end.” Zeus sounded worried. “It can’t be this
easy.”

Though we had been separated and moved at
different speeds, we could talk and hear as if we sat next to each
other. We streamed across with the flow of the water. Nothing but
trees, valleys, and mountains came to view. A rainbow appeared in
the distance, and then disappeared when the bubble dipped
lower.

Admiring the beauty of the land filled me
with serenity. Flying and being one with nature filled my soul, and
I wished Mason could experience it with me. There were no homes, no
streets, no cars, nothing but what the land had to offer. Purple,
red, yellow dotted here and there throughout the land, depending on
the type of flower it grew. Nature at its finest. All seemed fine
until…

“What’s that ahead?”
Hades panicked.

“It’s a cliff.” I gulped.
My heart drummed faster. “What do we do?”

“Let it guide us,”
Poseidon said calmly.

I knew I should trust
Poseidon, but for someone like me who’s afraid of heights, those words
weren’t comforting. “We’re so close. Oh my
God!”

“You’ll be fine, Skylar.
You’ll live.” Hades tried to lessen my state of frenzy, but it
wasn’t working.

Oh my God, oh my God, oh
my God! Here it comes. Breathe. Everything will be just fine, just
like—I screamed from the top of my lungs
and so did everyone else. My stomach dropped. Our protective shield
didn’t fly like Poseidon had thought. We
plummeted…falling…falling…endless falling. The only view was the
waterfall and the mist covering us.

“Make it stop!” Amanda
shouted.

“Do something!”
Nick hollered.

“I’m going to throw up,”
Everett warned.

Just when I
couldn’t take it anymore, we landed. Only, instead of landing
smoothly, we bounced on the water like pebbles thrown across the
lake. My body tumbled about inside the small space as nausea took
over, but I was grateful the shield felt like foam—soft and spongy.
Finally, the bubble stilled and burst, dropping us into the shallow
part of the river.

I landed on my hands and knees. Everett
stayed bent over, sucking in deep breaths while everyone cursed and
stood. I groaned and fought for balance when I pushed myself to
stand.

The gold arch caught my eyes first, dazzling
under the sunlight. As my gaze dropped lower, I saw the statues of
people, the trees and flowers, and even the rocks and boulders were
gold. Everything had been turned to gold, except the water.

“Well…” Everett splashed water on
his face and stood. “I feel much better. I hope we
don’t go back the way we came ‘cause I’m not sure if I can go
through that again.” Then he seemed to finally see what I saw.
“Whoa.”

“Are you okay?” I asked,
but my eyes still lingered on all the gold—a fountain spurting
water, wagon, chairs, a horse statue, clothes, coins overflowing
from a treasure box, and so much more.

“I just need a minute, but
we should get moving.” Everett pointed. “Looks like we have to
climb.”

“What in the world,” Nick
breathed.

Amanda gasped and pointed to everything to
make sure Noah was seeing what she saw.

“Wow. Do you think the
statues were once real people?” Amanda grimaced.

“Who knows?” Noah helped
her take a step. The small gold boulders piled together created
stairs, leading up to a cave.

“Be careful,”
Zeus warned.

Hermes flapped his wings and floated in
midair, guiding Zeus.

“Don’t touch anything. It
may turn you into gold.” Poseidon followed behind Zeus.

“I think
we’ll be fine for now,” Hades said, helping me up when I almost
slipped.

Getting a solid grip on the trail seemed
difficult. Everywhere I stepped felt slippery. Water flowed gently
up, not down, like a soft, backward waterfall. I guessed we were
still in the Land of Reverse, but everything else seemed in its
right position. Finally, we reached the top.

“Who or what are we
looking for?” Everett’s voice echoed in the
cave.

No one answered him,
enchanted by the gold tunnel we had to pass through. I assumed,
like all the caves we had encountered before, it would be dark, but
light impossibly penetrated it. The water continued to flow, even
on the gold walls, glistening on every inch of the space. The cave
wasn’t as big as I had thought, just narrow and long. At the end,
rays of light illuminated a well and a being, sitting on a gold
throne. At first I thought the being was a gold statue, but when he
blinked and his smile widened as we approached, I gasped
softly.

“You made it,” said a man
dressed in a gold robe and gold crown, holding a fennel staff,
tipped with a pine cone. He was short and bald. His big round
belly, evidence he drank way too much, bulged through the open
robe. He reminded me of a Chinese Buddha.

“Dionysus!” Hades boomed,
sounding agitated. His jaw clenched and fist rounded. “You put us
through hell.”

“Nothing new for you,
considering you lived in the underworld,” Dionysus
mocked.

Zeus stuck out his arm in front of Hades,
stopping him from forging forward with flames in his hands and
maybe even killing Dionysus.

“Now, now, Hades.”
Dionysus sat up taller, squaring his shoulders, but shortly after,
he slouched again. “Put out that fire. No need to get hasty.” His
breath stunk of alcohol and his words came slowly.

Hades growled.
“Don’t test me.”

“Do you know why
we’re here?” Zeus took a step closer.

Dionysus stood, holding
out his fennel staff. He stumbled a few steps.
“Don’t come any closer. Of course I know why
you’re here. Silenus warned me.”

“You keep weird company,”
Nick threw in.

“I would say the same for
you.” Dionysus gazed at the gods.

“Touché.” Nick smirked. “I kind
of have no choice.”

Zeus darted an evil glance
at Nick and tapped his staff on the ground. “If you knew we were
coming, why didn’t you just hand it to us? Why
make us go through all this trouble? You know who I am. That is not
how you treat me.”

Dionysus released an
annoyed sigh and paced next to the well, the only part of the wall
that had turned to gold. He slumped over and placed a hand on the
well for support. “You
can’t simply get something precious and valuable by asking for
it. You must earn it, even a god.” He plopped back down to his
throne again, his round belly jutting out. “You also must have
polite behavior and a good attitude.” He winked.

Zeus’s staff flickered and
sizzled, electricity surged down his staff and onto the ground.
“Don’t wink at me.” He scowled. “We’ve wasted a lot of time playing
your game. Now, hand it over. And for my sake, close the robe. Your
fat stomach disgusts me. You should take better care of
yourself.”

“I can’t just hand it over.”
He rolled his eyes and threw his hand in the air. “Why do you care
if I take care of myself?” He patted his stomach and rubbed his
bald head.

When Zeus
didn’t answer, Dionysus continued. “Anyway, enough of me. The girl
must take it.” He glanced my way. “If I turned to gold, who would
watch over my place?”

Poseidon lightly shoved me toward Dionysus.
I stumbled a little and took out the bottle I had stuck back inside
my pocket.

“Drop it in the
well,” Dionysus
ordered.

“How will I get it
back?”

“You shall see.” He
snickered. Reaching over to the gold table beside him, he picked up
a gold jug and drank deeply. I assumed he was drinking wine, seeing
a shelf of wine jugs behind him. Finally, he placed it down, wiped
his mouth with the back of his hand, and then burped.
Disgusting!

I steadied my hand on the base of the stone
well and looked down. Pure darkness filled my vision and no sound
of water reached me. For all I knew, I could be tossing my bottle
into a deep abyss. I imagined it shattering at the bottom or just
simply falling with no end. Magic was unpredictable and so were the
gods.

“Hurry, Skylar.”
Nick’s words gave me the push I needed.

I inhaled a deep breath and let go. “For
Mason.” I listened for any noise that the bottle had hit the water,
but none came. How deep was this well? When it seemed minutes had
passed, I lost my patience.

“Where is it?” I huffed.
My eyes burned and my fingers tingled.

He shrugged.
“It’s taking longer than I thought it would. Maybe it
doesn’t like your bottle.”

“That’s enough!” Poseidon
had lost it. He had been cool and collected until then. Using his
power, he directed his hand at the well. The ground trembled and
the well shook. A spider fracture split the front of the
well.

Dionysus’s eyes widened, looking
horrified. “Stop!”

“Stop!” I
yelled.

“Poseidon,”
Zeus warned, slapping
Poseidon’s back, causing him to drop his hand.

Gold water gushed out,
aiming at all of us except for Dionysus, as if the water knew where
to aim. My gut instinct told me if that water touched us, we would
turn to gold. I extended my hands and used my water power ability
to freeze it in place. One wave of water touched the tip of
Nick’s hair, turning that single strand into gold. Another wave
stopped right in front of Hades’ chest. The water droplets must
have landed on Amanda’s shirt, creating gold polka
dots. Then to my horror, Everett turned gold from head to toe.
I’d
thought I reached everyone in time, but somehow that one slipped by
me.

“Everett,” Nick hollered
in panic, his hand by his side, afraid to touch Everett. “Turn him
back.”

“Oh my God. Is he
breathing?” Amanda shuddered.

“The correct term would
be, ‘Oh my Zeus,’”
Zeus corrected. “Yes, he’s fine.
We’ll have to go back where we started and wash him
off.”

“See what happens when you
don’t respect my place.” Dionysus scoffed. “You can just leave
him here with me. I can add him to my collection.”

Nick stuck out his middle
finger at Dionysus. “You’re crazy and
you’re drunk.”

“Dionysus?” Hades roared,
fire flaming in his eyes. “Give me that bottle right now, or
I’ll
burn this place down.”

Dionysus gulped down another jug of his wine
and hiccupped. “Oh, how I love my life. I get to make wine, drink
more than I need, and be merry.”

“I’ll drop this,” Nick warned,
waving a jug of wine. Nick had sneaked around to get closer to
Dionysus and got ahold of one.

Dionysus jumped out of his throne and
stumbled back. The well broke his fall. “No, not my wine.” His eyes
rounded in shock.

Nick’s eyes sparkled, and
he loosened his grip. “Oops,
my bad.”

The jug bounced instead of breaking into
pieces, but red liquid poured out. Nick grabbed another one from
the shelf and dropped it.

“Stop!” Dionysus cupped
his face with his hands in disbelief.

Nick ignored him and
grabbed another one. “Where’s the bottle, Dio?”

“Stop, stop, stop!”
Dionysus stuck out his hands, as if he could stop Nick. “My name
isn’t Dio. It’s right here.”

“Where?”
I barked.

Dionysus reached into the
well and magically pulled out the bottle. “See.” He handed it to me. The
clear bottle glittered with gold. The liquid swished beautifully
inside. “You must be careful. Anything that water touches will
turn. If you dip it twice, you can’t ever undo it, even at the
river.”

“How much of it is in the
well?” Zeus took a closer look at my bottle.

“There’s only water in the
well. I must pull it out to make it magically. I gave Midas the
gift by sprinkling the gold water on his hand. If I had done it
twice, he could have never reversed it.”

Hades’s brow furrowed. Flame flickered
in his hands, threatening Dionysus. “Take us back to the Land of
Reverse.”

The wine god curled his lips mischievously.
“But you are here.”

Hades gripped Dionysus by the throat. “I
could make a torch out of you.”

Dionysus’s feet dangled in the air while
his hands smacked Hades’s arm. He must have weighed like
feathers to Hades.

“Hades,
that’s enough,” Zeus
snapped. He’d run out of patience too. I was
surprised they lasted that long. “Put him down so we can get out of
here. Maybe he would rather be electrocuted.”

Dionysus coughed relentlessly when Hades let
go. He lost his footing and dropped to the ground by the tipped
vase. Like a dog, he crouched and lapped at the spilled wine.

“For the love of gods,
Dio, stay on track.” Nick rolled his eyes. “Get us out of
here.”

When Dionysus
didn’t say a word, but kept licking, Nick zapped him.

Dionysus jerked and screamed. “That
hurt.”

“It will hurt ten times
more if you don’t send us back to the river.”
Nick’s fingertips sizzled and crackled to show he meant
business.

“Very well.
Don’t ever come back.” Anchoring his hands against the wall,
Dionysus stood. “None of you come back. I won’t ever give you gold
water again.” His lips slowly spread wickedly. “Have a safe
trip.”

I didn’t like the sound of
his tone nor the expression on his face.
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Skylar

 


The ground shook. Then tiny long lines
appeared on the ground, getting longer, and then finally…

“Watch
out!” Noah pushed Amanda away from the
splitting ground that had cracked opened.

Nick held onto the statue of Everett.

Hermes picked up Zeus, but
he couldn’t pick up all of us.

“What did you do?” Hades
roared.

Dionysus wiggled his
fingers while his other hand held a wine jug, smirking.
“Bye-bye. Have a fun
ride.”

Every inch of the ground
beside where Dionysus stood by the well tilted to the open hole. We
had nowhere to stabilize ourselves and no choice but to drop.
Amanda’s scream vibrated through the air. Poseidon used his power
and created a water slide, but there were too many of us, dropping
every which way. My stomach dropped as I plummeted with my back
facing down. The cold air slapped my body, throwing me into a
whirling spin. The dirt, pebbles, and boulders plunged too. I
pictured them falling on top of us when we landed on solid ground,
if we landed on solid ground. While nothing but darkness engulfed
us, I prayed there would be an end. However, that
wasn’t the case.

The Land of Reverse amazed me. As we
continued to fall, the dirt, pebbles, and the boulders flew back
up, as if someone had pressed a rewind button. Just before the
ground sealed itself back up, I used the ice slide Poseidon had
created and made a bubble around us, but it did little to help.

“We’re not stopping.”
Hermes pointed out.

“Skylar, do something.”
Nick’s bolt crackled around the protection. One of his hands
sizzled while the other arm held steadfast to Everett.

“I
don’t know what to do,” I stammered as I
zapped out my bolts.

The gods exerted their
powers, too. I didn’t know if it was from
Hades’s flames, but light replaced darkness. The grass came to
view. Then, bam! Like a marble being thrown across space and
landing in sand—dead stop. We collided with the ground.

“Ugh,” I
moaned.

“I’m tired of being thrown
around,” Amanda complained as usual, but she took the words right
out of my mouth.

“Get Everett into the
water,” Zeus said.

Everyone got up, except
for me. I needed a second. With my back pressed to the ground, I
watched Nick and Noah submerge Everett in the river, again, and
again until the gold completely washed off him. Gold from Everett
flowed down the stream like a long, slithering snake. When Nick
washed his hair, I took the time to fill the second bottle with the
water washed from Nick’s hair with a thought in mind.
Though it was gold, it wouldn’t have the same effect as the
pure gold water.

Everett gasped and breathed hard. “What
happened?”

“Let’s get you out first,
and then I’ll
explain,” Nick said, as Noah assisted with
helping Everett out. Drenched, the three of them left wet trails
behind them on the sand.

“How do we get back to
Eris?” I asked Hermes, since he seemed to know the location and
direction to everyone and everywhere.

Hermes frowned and rubbed
the back of his neck. “You’re not going to like
it.”

I groaned and sighed in
agitation. “I
don’t care. Just get me there.” I turned
to the others. “You don’t have to come with me.
I’m
going to take this to Eris and bring Mason back if
it’s
the last thing I do.”

“Of course
we’ll come.” Hades’s tone softened.
“You’ve done so much for me. We owe you our lives, at least the
gods do. Mason means the world to you, as he does to
us.”

Zeus and Poseidon nodded in agreement.

“Don’t you even think about
going alone, Skylar,” Nick scolded. “Mason is our family and so are
you. We stick together come what may.”

“You should take Everett
home. He’s shivering, and he isn’t well.” I pointed
out.

“I’m fine.”
Everett’s teeth chattered, his arms wrapped around himself.
“I’m
just freezing from the wet clothes.”

“I can fix that.” Hades
placed his hands on Everett’s shoulders. Dim light
intensified from Everett’s chest and traveled down to his
leg.

Everett sighed as the
warmth spread, dropping his hands to relax. He gazed down his body
and touched his shirt and pants. “Now I’m ready. Hermes, lead the
way.”

Zeus scowled. “Everett, only I get to tell
Hermes what to do.”

“My bad, sorry.” Everett
shrugged, arching his eyebrows.

“Hermes, lead the way,”
Zeus said.

“Zeus has one hell of an
ego,” Hades whispered so only I could hear.

I nodded, thinking they
all did. Letting out a soft giggle, I humored him. “Right, and you
don’t.”

Hades tilted his head and
rolled back his shoulders. “Of course I do. With a handsome face
and body like mine, it’s only natural.”

I would never admit it to him, but he was so
right—the handsome face and a body only gods could possibly
have.

Hermes looked up. I
didn’t know why that made me nervous. “Ready?” he asked. “Hold
tight.”

“Hold tight to wh—?” I
never got to finish.

A tunnel of clouds swarmed
around us, spinning like a tornado, faster and faster. We spun with
the wind, until everyone blended into one, making me dizzy. Hermes
was right. His words rang in my mind. You’re not going to like it. I wished
portal traveling happened with a snap of a finger and something
less dramatic.

“Zeus, do your thing,”
Hermes hollered over the loud noise of the wind.

Lightning struck, followed by thunder, and then we
disappeared.
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“Oh, thank God.” Amada
sounded relieved. “We
weren’t dropped this time. We’re actually standing.” She
slapped Hermes’s back. “Thank you. You’re awesome.”

“It’s, ‘Oh, thank
Zeus,’” Zeus corrected. “And you’re welcome. Since I had control,
I brought us here. Landing on your hands and knees like an animal
is not my style.”

I bit my tongue to hold my
laugh, and it looked like everyone else was, too. Every time Amanda
would mention God, Zeus corrected her. I hoped he
didn’t correct the humans whenever he heard that
phrase.

“So, looks like
you’re back in one piece.”

That awful squeaky tone
shot to my ears. As I wondered how we would get
Eris’s attention, she appeared. But of course she would know we
were there. It was her world.

“Unfortunately, we
are,” Hades
concurred.

Eris glared. “Where is it?” Her tone was
filled with demand and greed.

I slapped once on her
invisible shield. We were back on the same long endless road, where
we had landed when we touched the asinine invitation.
“Where’s Mason? I want to see him. A deal is a deal.”

She sighed as if bored. “Very well. You
humans are so…stick by the rule.” She turned her back on us. “Come
on. Hurry up before I change my mind.”

We crossed through the invisible barrier
into the garden with beautiful flowers and apple trees surrounding
us. I had expected to see Mason standing by the fountain, but he
was nowhere to be seen.

“Where’s Mason?”
Nick barked.

Eris’s beautiful, pink
dress adorned with pearls swayed gracefully with the breeze. This
time, a silver tiara with diamonds sparkled on her head. She was as
gorgeous as any other goddess, but she looked hideous to me. Her
personality made her ugly. Beauty came from inside out, not the
other way around.

She extended her hand to
me. “First, I need to see if you brought me the real thing. How do
I know it isn’t fake? Then I would be left with
nothing.”

I took it out of my
pocket. “I’ll do
it.”

She scoffed. “Why? I want
to. It’s mine.”

I clicked my tongue. “No
way. I may be younger than you, but I’m no fool. My way or forget it.”
I sounded bold, but my insides shook. I prayed she would do as I
asked.

“Fine.”

Eris and I locked eyes. Neither one of us
moved for some time.

“You need to release this
shield,” I reminded her.

She blinked. “Why
can’t you turn something gold from there?”

“You’re going to eventually
release it when I hand it over to you anyway.”

She waved her hand,
muttered a few words, and backed away. “Don’t try anything and keep your
distance.”

When I glanced at Hermes, he seemed to know
what I was asking him to do without me saying a word. He picked me
up and flew us to the apple on the nearby tree. I sprinkled the
water, but it looked more like gold glitter. I watched as the red
apple turned gold and Hermes put me down.

Eris clapped and giggled
like a giddy child. “That’s
wonderful.”

Zeus cleared his throat to
get her attention. “Now, let’s do the exchange so we can
leave.”

Eris zoned her eyes on the
bottle. “But...it’s so small. It’s not enough for all
my apples.”

“Don’t
worry,” I assured. “The Oracle told me
it’s
pretty much endless.”

Her eyes lit up and clasped her hands
together. “Brilliant.”

“Mason?” I began to have
this ugly feeling in the pit of my stomach. This seemed too
easy.

She turned, her dress dragging behind her as
she inched her way to the nearby tree. “About Mason. We have a
problem.”

“What!” everyone
shouted.

I gripped my hair in frustration, holding
all my will back to keep from shooting bolts to her. Pacing back
and forth, I listened to her excuse.

“He…escaped.
Isn’t that good news?” For the first time her bold voice sounded
nervous.

“Explain.”
Zeus’s voice boomed like thunder. “You had a hold on him.
You’re lying. Skylar, put that away. We’re leaving.”

“No,” I breathed. Shocked
from her words, I couldn’t move. I wasn’t going to leave
without Mason. I’d waited so long. We were so
close.

Hades’s long fingers wrapped around
Eris’s throat and slammed her hard against the tree.
“You better start
talking.”

I winced from her impact, but why did I care
about her pain?

“Hades, put her down so
she can explain,” Poseidon demanded. He was the softy among the
three.

Hades did as directed and walked away to
tame his anger.

Eris rubbed her neck and fixed her tiara.
“He zapped me,” she pouted. She dipped her head shamefully. Her
nose twitched, and her eyes filled with anger. “So ungrateful, that
one. I fed him applesauce, but of course it had been drugged.
Either way, it was quite tasty. At least I fed him and gave him
water.” She looked up at the clouds and then back to us. “I did
shrink him and placed him in a big black box. Maybe he was mad at
me for that?” She reached down by the tree and showed us a black
box, little more than one foot cubed. “See. I locked him up in here
and then made him bigger when you came the last time. I wanted to
pet him so I let him lay on my bed. We fell asleep together. I
should have put him back in the box. That was my big mistake.”

I
couldn’t hear anymore. She had shrunk him and lost him. I had no
idea what state he was in. Everyone dropped their jaw in shock. No
words breathed out of anyone. Everything she’d said seemed
unfathomable, but with gods, anything was possible.

I twitched at
Zeus’s booming voice. “You’re lying, Eris! Where is he?
There’s something you’re not telling us.”

Eris sauntered to Zeus and
caressed his face. “I’m telling you almost the truth, my
Zeus.”

Zeus seized her wrist, and
with his other hand, he pointed the staff at her. “Almost?” he
growled. “I will end you. Don’t tempt me.”

Eris burst into a giggle,
and then it turned into a full on boisterous laugh as she snatched
her hand back and backed away. “I’m not scared of you, Zeus. You
will no longer be our god when Cronus regains his strength. Olympus
will be mine soon.”

“You want Olympus.
I’ll
give you Olympus. I’ll gladly give it up if you put
Cronus back where he belongs. You know he’ll get rid of you.
He’ll never give you Olympus.”

She laced her fingers
through her hair. “I’ll think about it.
I’ll
see who can offer me more.”

Lightning flashed and
Zeus’s staff lit up. I placed my hand on his shoulder to stop him.
He could do whatever he wanted with Eris after we found out what
she had done with Mason.

“Where’s Mason?” I
roared.

The wind picked up, but Zeus had no hand in
it. I knew this when he looked up at the sky and frowned.

“The bottle, Skylar,” Eris
demanded.

The wind was in
Eris’s favor. When I tried to lunge for her, the breeze held me in
place. She was too powerful in her own domain.

“Tell me where Mason is?”
I hollered as the wind picked up speed, pushing me back.

Apparently, I
wasn’t the only one being shoved backward. We were being pushed
back to cross the invisible barrier. The wind had no effect on
Eris. She stood comfortably and in command. Nick, Everett, Noah,
and Amanda crossed over first, leaving the gods and me still
fighting the wind.

Knowing it was my last
chance, I took out the bottle and showed it to her. “This for
Mason’s location.”

“Toss it to me.
I’ll
keep my word this time.”

“Don’t trust her,” Hades
warned, still hanging on. Zeus and Poseidon had crossed. When Hades
held on to a tree, Eris lifted her hand. The leaves shook in
madness, and the apples pounded on Hades until he let go. With
nothing to hold onto, he passed through.

I threw the bottle close
to her on the ground. It killed me, but I gambled on the chance
that she would tell me Mason’s whereabouts.
“Tell me.”

She picked it up, greedily
staring at it as if it were the most precious thing. “Do you know
the story of The Minotaur and the Labyrinth of Crete? If you
don’t know, you better find out soon if you want to save Mason.
When Cronus offered me Olympus for Mason, I didn’t hesitate. But I love
to play games. Let’s see…will you find Mason first
or will Cronus? That is the question. The hunt starts in two days
when you get a message from me. Tick tock. Time is running out. And
it looks like you are too. Bye-bye, little girl. Too
bad—”

That was the last I heard before the strong
wind pushed me to the other side.
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Mason

 


I pretended to be asleep
as Eris continued to stroke my hair. Actually, I
didn’t have to pretend. My days and nights seemed to blur, leaving
me unable to remember. She had forgotten to feed me that awful
tasting applesauce. Eris seemed to be enjoying my company though I
couldn’t say a word or move. I cringed when she started to sing a
song I’d never heard before. I figured it was an old folk song, as
old as her.

When her voice slowed and
her strokes stopped, I figured she was either pondering something,
maybe her latest scheme, or falling asleep. Could it be my lucky
day? If I escaped, where would I run? I had no idea where I was.
Hope rose in me as heat seared through my arm when I tried to light
up my fingertips. If she could just fall asleep and give me time to
wean off the drug, I’d find my way out.

Sky. I sighed. Her smile stayed with me. Picturing her face kept
me going. We had so much to do, so much life to live. It
couldn’t be the end. I tried to stay optimistic, but it was short
lived when the ground shook.

My head on
Eris’s lap jerked. She got up in a hurry and pushed me to my side.
My body trembled, and my head pounded. I shivered as the warmth I
felt a second before was replaced by icy cold. Unpleasant tingling
sensations pricked through every fiber of my being as my bone and
muscles ached like someone was crushing me. Everything around me
grew in size, or—she shrunk me again?

That bitch shrunk me. Her giant hand grabbed
me like a toy and shoved me in a box? Then she closed the lid. I
had the answer to the question of where I had been held captive.
Clever, crazy woman.

Darkness engulfed me like
always. But for the first time I experienced the full torment. The
other times I had been drugged. That explained so many things. I
fell and jerked. She must’ve picked up the box and shoved
it somewhere. Using my powers, I listened carefully.

“I will bring you Mason.
Swear on your life Olympus will be mine,” Eris demanded.

Who was she talking to? As I listened, she
answered some of my questions. Take me where? Olympus? Eris was
trading me for the gold water from Sky. What the hell did she need
the gold water for? The golden apple came to mind. The one she
tossed just as the wall in Bella Amore closed.

“You
can’t take Mason right now. I need time with him. Besides,
he’s
resting and I need to wean him off the drug. I’ll bring him tomorrow.
I’ll
let you know where. He’ll be ready for you, Cronus, I
swear it on Zeus.” She paused. “Okay, okay. I swear it on you,
Cronus. Zeus is still in charge of Olympus. You’ll have to overthrow
him or eat him or whatever you need to do.” She giggled.

I hated that laugh.

Their conversation must
have been over. Her voice was louder than before. “Mason,
I’m
back. Time to make you bigger. I’ll have my servants bathe you and
make you smell nice.”
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My arms and legs were stiff and slow, but I
regained muscle coordination with time. Her helpers bathed me and
dressed me in jeans and a sweater, the clothes I wore when I was
taken, freshly laundered. Then they placed a long black cape around
me. Though I could stand on my own, my speech and movement were
sluggish.

“He’s perfect.” Eris
walked in and circled around me. I felt like a display being
examined to be bought or sold. She moved strands of my hair this
way and that and then backed away. “Even better.
It’s
too bad I have to give you up. I would’ve loved to keep you
forever.”

“Forever is way too long
with you.” My words came out slow and wearily.
“I’m
not your toy.”

She glared at me. “I think
I like you much better when you’re not talking.”

“I like it much better
when you’re not here.” I wanted to stress the words to her, but it
came out so soft.

“Mason. You
don’t mean that. After all
I’ve done for you.” She caressed my
face and ran her hand down my chest. “So hard and so delicious.”
Her eyes grew lustful.

I tried to push her away, but my arms swung
in slow motion. She laughed and placed my hand on her chest, right
in her cleavage.

“You make my heart race
faster, and your body gives me naughty thoughts. I could have you,
you know, but I want it of your own free will. I’m not
crazy.”

I wanted to wring her neck
and choke the life out of her. What the hell was she talking about,
she wasn’t crazy? After all she had done for me? Seriously? I would be
with my family if it wasn’t for her. I did what
I’d
been wanting to do to her since the second I got there.
Take this, bitch!

Eris flew across space and
collided with a chair next to the wall. If I could laugh out loud,
I would’ve. I’d summoned all the energy within
me and zapped her. She flattened on the floor. As she lay there, I
backed away, which wasn’t far. Only if my super speed
would return quickly.

Moaning, she pushed
herself up and gave me the evilest stare. “For that, Skylar will be
punished and so will you. And I have just the plan.
It’s
going to be so much fun.”

The thought of Sky gave me more strength,
enough to move my feet faster. My arms and legs tingled, and my
muscles twitched. The drug had just about worn off. My hope of
escaping came back. I just needed a few more minutes. I needed to
buy time.

“I’m sorry, Eris.” I cringed at
my own words, but I had to make her believe me. “I have no control.
When I get excited, I shock people.” My words came to me faster,
but I purposely slowed the pace.

As she swayed her hips toward me, I had to
hold in my laugh. Her dress clung from the static electricity, and
parts of her dress continued to steam from the aftershock. Her hair
frizzed out like she had been struck by lightning. And she had…by
me.

“Maybe we can have some
fun before it’s time for me to do what I need
to do?” She bit her lip, and her eyes twinkled with longing.
“Whatever you did, Mason, oh my…” She ran her hand down the middle
of her chest while her tongue glided across her bottom lip. “I felt
it. I felt your excitement.” Her tone came out way too seductive
and playful, which did nothing for me. It only sickened me, but
again, I had to play along.

“I can do it again if
you’d like. You have no idea how much pleasure I can give you. It
will make you beg for more.”

She moaned while her hands roamed over her
body, caressing herself over her dress as if her hands were
mine.

My hands behind my back crackled, ready to
throw out more energy at her. “I will do whatever you say if you
tell me what you plan to do with me.”

Eris’s hands massaged my
shoulders and her lips grazed my chin. “It’s a big…”

I jerked when her tongue touched my
neck.

She narrowed her eyes
angrily and finished her sentence. “Secret.” Eris breathed out an
agitated breath. “I thought you were going to please me? Why
aren’t you touching me?”

“Tell me
first.”

Her brows angled, and her lips gathered at
the center. “Skylar will never find you.”

That did it. Though I
didn’t have my full strength power back, it would be enough. I
gripped her neck and gave her all I had. She was lucky I only gave
her half of what I could produce because I was ready to kill
her.

Eris’s body shook and
lightning covered her body. She lit up like the inside of the light
bulb. When my energy consumed me to the point my own body trembled,
I let go and ran.

The wind whipped my face,
and I breathed in the fresh freedom air. I froze when I had no
sense of direction. I had no idea which way to go. The vibrant
colors of the flowers and countless apple trees surrounding me
caught my eyes first and then the large fountain. No road or any
clear exit existed. So I ran toward the path of trees lined up on
either side, hoping it would lead me out or at least to a portal.
Something, anything. As I ran, I couldn’t help but notice the beauty
of the road, so peaceful with no one around.

“Mason!”

Her voice boomed over the whole land as if
on loudspeaker in my ear. Eris had awakened.

Crap! I ran faster, but the roads seemed to
get longer and longer.

“Mason!”

She sounded closer, too close for
comfort.

I kept running. There seemed to be no
end.

“Mason. I see you. You
can’t run away from me, silly. This is my world. I am a goddess,
and you are merely a puny descendant.”

My legs weakened too fast,
and my lungs ran out of air, but I had to keep moving. I
wasn’t going back to the prison, and I would not be
traded.

“Mason.”

Her voice murmured right
beside me. After I glanced over my shoulder, I turned back when
there was no sight of her. Then, bam! I fell back and smacked the
ground. I hit a tree? A wall? How?
Impossible. I’d had a clear path. When I
peered up, a shape of a giant shoe came to view. I tilted my head
way back to see legs…then torso, arms, and a head. I cursed under
my breath. Two steel-blue eyes glowered down at me.

“Cronus, I told you I
would bring Mason to you. What are you doing here?”
Eris barked.

Too busy assessing
Cronus’s face, I hadn’t realized Eris helped me up
until I saw her standing beside me.

Cronus?
I’d
read many myths about him. Some said his face was a mix of human
and beast. Others said he wasn’t as tall, as presumed, but
rather small. One myth said he wasn’t real. But he was real and
standing in front of me, massive as a mountain. If he had been
imprisoned by Zeus, how did he get out? How many Titans escaped? He
appeared nothing like I’d imagined he would. With dark
hair and the perfect facial structure of the gods, he was just a
good-looking giant, about three of me tall, with a normal
face.

“Go!” she huffed.
“It’s not time.”

“What’s wrong with your
hair?” Cronus
boomed.

I had to cover my mouth to
keep from busting out in a laugh. Eris’s hair stuck out like she
had put her finger in a socket, fried and frizzy. She looked worse
than before. She could have passed as Medusa, only her snakes were
dead.

She scowled at me and
laced her fingers through her hair. “Nothing. It’s my new style.” She
didn’t want to admit I had zapped her and escaped.

“You look crazy.” A
strange sound escaped his mouth. Was it a snort?

“Stop calling me crazy.
Why does everyone call me crazy?” She stomped her feet.

Cronus furrowed his brow and growled. “Why
was he running?”

“We were playing the cat
and mouse game.” She stifled a fake laugh. “If you
don’t do as I say, I’m not going to hold my end of the
bargain. If you don’t have Mason, you
won’t have Zeus.”

“I’m running out of patience.”
His foul breath brushed against me.

“And I’m running out of mine.
I need him to show Zeus. I need proof. After you get rid of your
children, you’ll have the whole world to
conquer. Getting rid of your children will be the hardest part.
Humans are gullible and stupid. They can be easily taken. I will
bring chaos to the world, and then you and the other Titans can do
as you wish. Just make sure to keep Olympus in one piece. Is our
deal still on?”

“As long as you keep your
word. Don’t do anything to make me upset,” he growled. “And where is
Rhea? You promised me her too.”

“All in due time, my
Cronus. Everything has its time.”

I rose off the ground. “Put me down,” I
snapped. Cronus had picked me up by the back of my shirt.

He assessed me, studying
every inch of me. “He’s so little. He kind of looks
like Zeus.”

“Of course he does.
He’s
one of Zeus’s descendants. Now, put him down.
I don’t want him to be harmed. He’s my favorite toy.”

I scowled at her.
I’m nobody’s toy.

With my shirt still pinched between the tips
of his fingers, my body swayed to the side when he let out a
breath. “Why would Zeus save this one? What does Mason mean to Zeus
when he has so many? I had many children, and not one stood out
from the rest. My children mean nothing to me. I can easily kill
them or create more.”

Eris shook her head. “The
reason we feel no loyalty to our parents. Zeus
doesn’t care about Mason. It’s Skylar that does.
I’ve
already explained it to you, moron.”

The ground shook. Cronus stomped his feet in
anger. “Do not insult me. I can crush you.”

Eris backed away, raising
her hands in the air as if to apologize. “Okay, okay. Skylar is the
one who had awakened the gods from Hephaestus’s iron cast. She has
the power of Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades. She’s special.
There’s no one like her, at least that I know of.
She’s in love with my toy. And she’ll do anything to save him.
She’s getting me the gold water from the Land of Reverse as we
speak. She thinks I’m going to release Mason when she
gives me what I want, but I have other plans. They
don’t call me the goddess of chaos for nothing.” She gigged like
a schoolgirl, sickening me.

“Then I shall destroy
Skylar. I can’t have someone like her alive.
She might want to de-throne me once I take over the human
world.”

Still in
Cronus’s hold, my body swung as he spoke. Tired of his crap, I sent
an electric bolt up his finger. It lit up the length of his arm. He
released me with a yelp and growled.

“Don’t touch him.” Eris
stood in front of me protectively. It was the first and only time I
felt grateful to her. Cronus could have crushed me just by lifting
his feet. “We need him alive.”

He snarled. As he stomped away, our bodies
bounced from the impact of his steps. When he halted, chills ran
down my spine. What did he want now? Getting down on his knee, he
huffed out air, as if to blow out candles. Eris and I flipped,
tumbled from his cold breath.

“Cron-ass!” I roared in
pain when the moving earth tossed me aside, grinding my shoulder
against the pebbled road.

“His name is Cronus.” She
grunted and landed flat on her stomach while I bounced on my back
almost on top of her.

“It’s Cronass now,” I
groaned.

Dust lingered around us.
The clouds above spun. I closed my eyes in defeat and listened to
Eris’s rampage.

“You’re going to get it,
Cronus. You want Zeus? You’re going to have to work for it.
I have plans for you. One will come out alive and the other one
will die, or maybe both of you will die and I will rule the human
world.” Her pitch rose and her laughter shrieked in
madness.

Cronus was far too gone to
hear any of Eris’s threats. I wished I were far
gone too.
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Skylar

 


After Eris forced us out
of her world, we decided to re-group at my house. Nick and Everett
went to Bella Amore and came back with dinner. Mom and Dad were
already at my place, taking care of the dogs as promised. The dogs
had just been groomed by a traveling groomer. I nuzzled their
scented fur and thanked my parents. I hadn’t known how I was going take
a dozen dogs to get their nails cut and their hair trimmed and
washed. They’d get dirty anyway from rolling
in our backyard.

“Skylar, please eat
something.” Mom handed me a plate of food. Mason and I had been
cuddling on the sofa while the other dogs stared with begging eyes
for scraps.

“I like Hades,”
Hades snorted. “He’s a good dog.” He
dropped his hand on purpose to give Hades a piece of
chicken.

“I saw that,”
Mom squealed. “No playing favorites just because his name is
Hades.”

Hades grumbled under his breath. “Yes,
mother.”

“Pass me the bread,” Zeus
announced.

“Say please, Zeus,” Mom
reminded, passing a container to him.

Zeus arched his eyebrows.
“Please.” He paused. “I’m not used to saying
please.”

“Maybe you should,
especially if you plan to live among the humans,” Dad said, taking
a sip of his drink. “They won’t know who you are. As rude as
humans can be, they don’t tolerate rude
people.”

Poseidon twirled spaghetti
noodles with his fork. “Our world is so much simpler.” He took a
bite. “Never mind. Come to think of it, I’m wrong. The gods lie,
cheat, steal, kill, seek revenge, sleep with everyone. Shall I go
on with a list inside my head?”

“Sounds like humans are no
different.” Dad shrugged. “Pass me the rice, please. If you listen
to the news, that’s what the stories are
about.”

Our dinner
conversation—whether gods or humans were more screwed—turned out to
be quite an interesting topic; however, I tuned out as I attempted
to eat my meal. I couldn’t help myself. Mason wagging his
tail and staring at me with those begging eyes, I gave in and gave
him some chicken. At least he enjoyed it.

“That meal is for you,”
Mom reminded me.

“I’m not hungry.” I attempted a
smile.

“You’ll need your strength.
If you’re not going to do it for yourself, then do it for
Mason.”

I nodded, knowing Mom was
right. In two days, the hunt would begin, whatever Eris meant by
hunt. Recalling Eris’s last words right before I
crossed over, I went to my room to get my laptop and came back down
and set it on the cherry wood dining table between Hades and Zeus.
Mason and I bought that table together. We’d spent long hours at the
furniture stores, shopping for the best quality.

I punched in my password and pulled up a web
browser. “What do you know about The Minotaur and the Labyrinth of
Crete? Eris told me she would send me a message in two days when it
was time for the hunt.”

Hades opened his mouth to take a bite of his
drumstick, but instead clamped his mouth shut. “Were those her
exact words?”

“Pretty much.”

“She’s insane. How is she
going to get away with that?” Poseidon shook his head and stopped
eating too.

Nick placed his fork down. “What does that
story have to do with finding Mason?”

“A lot.”
Mom’s face paled.

Silence fell around the table and everyone
stiffened.

“Can someone tell me the
story, or do I have to look it up?” I had already started clicking
on my keypad.

Zeus placed his hand over
mine to stop me from punching in more keys. “I’ll tell you, but
you’re not going to like what I have to say.” He sighed as if he
had a ton of bricks on his shoulders.

I closed the laptop and
sat on the sofa, bracing myself for the story.
Zeus’s warning gave me anxiety. Mason jumped and sat next to me,
licking my hand. He was such a happy, affectionate dog.

Zeus dipped his head low
as if to prepare himself and then lifted his chin back up. “The
Minotaur was the son of Pasiphae, wife of King Minos of Crete.
I’m
afraid this creature was created by my doing. Queen Pasiphae slept
with a bull that I sent and later gave birth to Minotaur—half man
and half bull. Ashamed, King Minos hid the Minotaur in the
Labyrinth constructed by Daedalus at the Minoan Palace of Knossos.
The Labyrinth was constructed so that no one could ever find the
way out alive. Minos imprisoned his enemies in the Labyrinth so the
Minotaur would eat them.”

Everett’s glass clinked on the
table. “That’s crazy.”

Zeus ran his hand down his face. “It gets
worse. The bull that impregnated Pasiphae killed her son Androgeus
when he participated in the Panathenaic Games in Athens. Because of
this, Minos demanded that Aegeus, the king of Athens, send seven
men and women every year to the Minotaur.”

“They all die, of course,”
Hades cut in, holding a fork in his hand and pointed at Zeus. “It
all started because Zeus wanted to punish King Minos of Crete for
hurting his ego. No good deeds come from actions driven by hurt ego
or revenge.”

Nick pushed his plate
forward and leaned back. “So, what you’re saying is that the crazy
bitch is going to put us in the Labyrinth? We have to find Mason
before the Minotaur or the Titans kills or eat us or him?” His tone
rose in anger.

“Pretty much.” Hades
sounded nonchalant about the situation.

“It won’t be the Minotaur.
He’s
dead,” Zeus said. “In the third year of the tributes, Theseus, son
of Aegeus, volunteered. Theseus wanted to slay the Minotaur, and he
did.”

Amanda furrowed her brow. “So, then, how did
Theseus get out if the Labyrinth is inescapable?”

“It gets a little strange.
It has been told that Princess Ariadne, daughter of King Minos,
fell madly in love with Theseus. She gave him a thread and told him
to unravel it as he traveled through the Labyrinth. He took her
advice and managed to retrace his steps out.” Zeus leaned back into
his chair.

Poseidon opened his mouth
to speak, but said nothing. He cleared his throat and tried again.
“I’m
not sure if that thread method worked or if it was even true.
Supposedly, King Aegeus committed suicide when his son never came
back.”

Hades raised his hand as
if to ask permission to speak, but he spoke anyway. “I heard a
different tale where the King of Athens made a bargain with King
Minos that if King Minos didn’t attack Athens for nine years,
he would send seven boys and seven girls every year to be eaten by
his ugly pet. Supposedly, King Minos loved the Minotaur, and he
only attacked Athens when he was bored.”

Everett clenched his jaw.
“Either way, it’s awful. How do you decide which
children go?”

“Lottery,” Father said
matter-of-factly. “It’s the only fair way.”

“We
don’t have a choice.” I pointed out the
obvious. “We
don’t even know what the Labyrinth looks
like or what’s inside there.”

Nick frowned. “Even if we
did find out, knowing Eris, it wouldn’t be the same.”

“It’s going to be
hellishly chaotic and…” Noah began, but stopped.

“It’s a game to her. Eris,
the goddess of chaos.” Amanda jabbed her fork through her salad.
“This is her specialty. This is who she is. She’s loving this. How do
we stop her?” Amanda’s eyes filled with terror. “If we
win this and bring Mason home, she’ll be pissed.
Who’s to say she won’t do something else?
She’ll always bring chaos to our world. We have to stop her—not
just this time, but for good.”

Nick placed his elbow on
the table and leaned his chin on his fist. “I have to agree with
Amanda. I don’t mean that we will kill her.
It’s
not who we are. But we have to ensure our safety.”

Noah’s blue eyes glistened
when he looked at Amanda. He placed a hand over hers, which was
resting on the table. “I agree with Amanda too. Who knows who Eris
will attack next. If we bring…” He stopped and swallowed.
“When we bring
Mason home and win this stupid game of hers, she’s going to go after
all of us.”

“It’s not just us.” Hades
sighed and rubbed his temples. “She might go after the
humans.”

Dad stopped cutting into his steak. “I might
have an idea. If Eris can bring chaos, then someone else can bring
harmony. If you have a yin and a yang, there can be balance.”

“Say what?”
Nick mumbled.

Mom’s eyes lit up, and she
squeezed Dad’s arm. “You’re right.
That’s brilliant. But first we have to find our yang. How many
days do we have, Skylar?”

“She said two days,” I
grumbled.

“We’ll have to make do
with two days,” Dad murmured to himself.

“I’ll help you,” Mom said to
Dad.

“Anyone know what they are
talking about?” Amanda snorted.

“Eat,” Mom ordered,
surprising us with her sharp tone. Then her tone softened when she
spoke to me. “Dad and I will do everything we can on our end. I
can’t explain. You’ll have to trust me.”

When Mom got up, so did
Dad, and then she shifted her attention to us again. “Meanwhile, I
suggest you ask the Oracle to make this thread special, magically.
You’ll need it to get back. If you don’t hear from me before you go
into the Labyrinth, please be careful and look after each other.”
She turned to the gods. “No bickering, and turn off your egos.
You’re going to need each other to make it out alive.”

“Ready?” Dad asked Mom,
locking eyes with her.

“Yes. Baby and I had
enough to eat. Let’s not waste precious
time.”

After Mom and Dad gave me
a kiss and said their goodbyes to everyone, they left, leaving us
baffled. Since I had other things to worry about, I
didn’t ask any more questions. I trusted my parents. They knew
more about the gods than I did.

Shortly after, everyone
else left after they helped me clean up. I told them I would let
them know as soon as I’d heard from Eris. Meanwhile, we
all agreed to do some research on our own regarding The Minotaur
and King Minos of Crete. The more we learned about the Labyrinth,
the better our chances.

Before heading to bed, I
let the dogs out, except for Mason. After I washed up, we climbed
in bed together. Mason sat on the edge protectively while I
researched on my laptop. There wasn’t much on the internet about King
Minos, his Minotaur, and the Labyrinth, at least from what I could
find. Hopefully others had better luck than I had. As I continued
to search, hoping the next link would tell me more, I found myself
drifting away. My heavy eyelids closed, and I relaxed into
calmness, recalling the moment when Mason and I were alone in his
cabin.
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Mason and I had just
shared an intimate, loving moment. Our bodies tangled together, and
a blanket had been wrapped around us as we lay by the fire. Mason
had a perfect engagement dinner set for us, and then he had
proposed to me afterward. It couldn’t have been a more magnificent
night.

“I think
I’m
jealous of the ring I gave you.” Mason chuckled.

I turned my gaze from the
ring to his eyes and snorted. “I can’t help it. It’s so beautiful.
It’s
your fault for giving me such a huge rock. I mean, look at this
thing. It’s so shiny.”

He caressed my arm. “I
know. I picked it out. I had to get the best for my girl. You only
get married once if you’re lucky. And
there’s no doubt I’m lucky.”

I held it up to see the
diamond sparkling against the fire light again.
“I’m
lucky, too.”

I lazily draped my arm
around him and seductively rubbed his leg with mine under the
blanket. Being completely naked produced another wave of heat and
lust. “Don’t worry, Mason. I love you more
than the ring.” I giggled.

Mason chuckled lightly.
“Well I hope so. I didn’t peg you as the materialistic
type.”

I frowned. “What type did you categorize me
as?”

His lips slowly curled wickedly. “The hot,
sexy, brave, sweet, generous, likes to repeat what I say kind of
girl.”

I lightly slapped his arm.
“I don’t repeat what you say…at least I haven’t in a
while.”

He tenderly caressed my
cheek, changing the mood between us. “We’ve come a long way, Echo.
And now we’re engaged. I never thought I
would get to this point in my life. I never thought I would fall in
love. It happened so unexpectedly. You just popped into my life and
awakened me. You made me see that living was better than hiding.
And if I died today or tomorrow, my life would be fulfilled because
of you. I would die a happy man.”

His words touched me
deeply, especially because I felt the same. “I love you, Mason,
with all my heart and soul, but please don’t talk about dying. I
couldn’t live without you.”

“And I you.” He pressed
his forehead to mine. I felt the sincerity of his words as he
conquered my lips. Mason pulled away and gazed at the fireplace.
“Let’s get a dog.”

“What? I mean…I would love
one, but what made you think of having a dog?”

Mason wrinkled his nose and lifted his
shoulders. “The monstrous dogs from the underworld made me want a
dog.”

He sat up, revealing his
ripped chest. I tried to listen to what he had to say, but my mind
went some place it shouldn’t. His toned, bared chest
glistening by the firelight was a sight not to ignore.
Mason, what you do to me!

Still on the ground, with
my elbow planted, I supported my head with my fist. “So you want
one that looks like a monster?” I asked hesitantly. I knew he
wanted a dog, but I’d only heard half of what
he’d
said.

Mason stretched back, his
muscles flexing. His lightning tattoo appeared when he turned to
his side. “I’ve always wanted a dog, but I
never asked knowing it would be too much. Taking care of a dog can
be costly and my mom and I didn’t have any extra money to spare.
But now, things are different. What do you think?”

I sat up too, holding the
blanket to cover my chest. When Mason’s brows twitched and raised his
lips to a smirk, I shrunk shyly. “We should go to the pound. Many
dogs need to be rescued.”

“I agree with you. But why
are you covering yourself? Don’t be embarrassed in front of me.
I’ve
seen every part of you. I’ve touched every part of you and
loved every moment. I’ll always stare at you, Sky,
clothed or not.” He waggled his eyebrows.

“Mason,” I squealed
softly. I couldn’t believe I acted so shy after
all we’d shared. Mason liquefied me, and I didn’t think I could ever
get enough of his seductive ways.

I shivered when Mason kissed me, so soft and
gentle it felt like a daydream. Next thing I knew, the blanket had
dropped. That sly Mason. Giving him the most delicious smile, I
tackled him.
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“Mason,” I breathed, as
tears pooled in my eyes. Pain pierced my heart, digging deeper and
sharper. “I miss you so much. We’ll be together, one way or
another.” Though he couldn’t hear me, I made a promise to
him…to us.

No more tears. I needed to
prepare mentally and physically. I hoped the Labyrinth
wouldn’t be like the underworld. But an ugly feeling in the pit of
my stomach warned me it would be.
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Mason

 


“Promise me
you’ll behave, Mason, and I’ll untie you,” Eris said. As soon
as Cronus left, she took a branch from a tree and used her magic to
tie it around me with my arms down. It prevented me from touching
her. Then she placed a leaf over my mouth so I
couldn’t talk.

I didn’t say a word, nor
would I look at her. She huffed and cleared her throat to get my
attention.

“Very well. Then
I’ll
do the talking and you listen. Stay right there.
I’ll
have my servants keep an eye on you. I’m going to meet Skylar. She
thinks I’m going to exchange you for the gold water today, but she
doesn’t know it’s not going to
happen.”

I cursed, calling her all the worst possible
names, but the sounds came out muffled.

“I know
you’re mad at me right now, but you see, I have other plans for
us. I’ve thought of a fun game we can all play.” She clapped her
hands and squealed.

I shut my eyes to tune her out.

“Sit right here.” My butt
landed on the mattress. Then she yelled for her servants. When they
came, she ordered, “Don’t let him out of your sight. And
don’t stand near him. He’ll hurt you.” After she warned
them, she was gone.

My heart shattered. She
left to meet with Sky. Sky would be very disappointed when I
wasn’t there to be traded. It was going to crush her as it had
me.
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After time had passed,
Eris hummed a happy tune walking into the room. “Look what
I’ve
got.”

Eris showed me a small bottle, about the
size of my pinky and filled with what looked like gold glitter.

I arched an eyebrow as if
to say, “I
don’t give a
crap.”

“Oh, sorry.” She took the
leaf off my mouth. “There, now you can talk.”

I moved my lips and
stretched my jaw to ease the stiffness. “Where’s Sky?”

She gave me no expression, but her lips
pressed together tightly. “She went back home,” she finally
answered. “Like I said before, I have other plans. Anyway…” she
tugged the branch around my waist to pull me up to stand. “You have
to come witness this exciting moment with me.” She lifted the
bottle in front of me. “Do you know what this is?”

“I
don’t care,” I replied flatly, shifting my
attention to the floor.

“This water is going to
turn anything I want into gold.” Her eyes glistened in victory, and
her tone rose with elation.

“Like I said before, I
don’t care.” I gave her the same dead tone.

She ignored how I felt and tugged me out of
her room and into the garden where I had last seen Sky. I pictured
Sky standing a few feet away out of my reach, longing to touch me.
And I her. But that was a distant memory.

“Watch this, Mason. When I
sprinkle a few drops of this, it will turn the tree and the apples
into gold.”

I didn’t want to do anything
she asked, but her squeaky excitement broke me out of my thoughts
and curiosity got the best of me. I’d heard of the gold water in the
Land of Reverse before, but I thought it was a myth. Skylar had
actually been there. She held up her end of the bargain. Eris made
me even angrier and more determined to make her pay for causing so
much grief to my Sky.

Opening a bottle, she peered up to the tree
next to us. Then with a wave of her hand, several drops fell on the
trunk of the tree.

Nothing.

We waited.

Nothing.

She did it again.

Nothing.

“She better not have given
me fake gold water,” she snarled. Then her tone softened,
whimpering, her eyes filled with hope. “Maybe we just have to
wait.”

We waited.

Waited.

I didn’t know how much time
had passed, but Sky had obviously tricked her, or the gold water
really didn’t exist.

“That’s what you get for not
keeping your end of the bargain.” I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Sky
must have known you were going to trick her. You have to know one
thing about Sky: she is a fair person and keeps her words to those
who will do the same. You could’ve had the magic water instead of
me. I’m so flattered.” I scoffed.

Eris threw the bottle
across the garden and screamed in the highest pitch possible. All
the apples on the tree she tried to turn gold dropped from the
branches by her magic. I had to duck and cover my head from getting
hit. One hit Eris’s head, breaking her out of her
tantrum. She cursed and threw several apples. I chuckled at the
comical situation.

“She’s going to pay for
this dearly,” she seethed. “It’s time for the hunt.” Her eyes
pierced mine with so much anger and hatred that for the first time,
she actually gave me dire chills down my spine.
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Skylar

While everyone researched the possible
contents of the Labyrinth, I volunteered to meet with the Oracles
about the thread theory. As soon as I took a step into New Olympus,
the familiar warm breeze calmed me, and my muscles relaxed. The
Oracles must have sensed I was coming. They sat at the meeting
room, already seated on their thrones instead of making a grand
entrance. The walk toward them seemed longer than it should have as
my shoes squeaked on the white, polished floor.

“Skylar,
we’ve been expecting you.” As usual, Zara’s tone was soft and
motherly.

“Hello Zara, Tara, and
Cara,” I greeted them, smiling.

Sitting prim and proper, Tara and Cara
smiled politely and tipped their heads as a way of greeting without
saying a word. Their long, flowy gowns resembled the dress the good
witch from Wizard of Oz wore, fluffy and beautiful.

“I’ve come to ask for your
help,” I stated, taking a breath. “I need something only I can
detect that will help us find our starting point from the
Labyrinth. As you already know, it has been said no one came out of
the Labyrinth except for Theseus.”

“Because he had a long
thread he used to mark his way back,” Zara finished for me. “Noah
filled me in on the details. I’m on top of it, Skylar. I was
just waiting for you to ask.”

“Oh, thank you,” I said
hesitantly. I didn’t want to sound demanding, so I
waited to see what she would say next; however, it would be a long
explanation. Zara enjoyed talking.

“My sisters and I have
thought this out thoroughly. What could we create to ensure your
way back home without others knowing? Others, as in Cronus or
whatever creatures that may be placed in the Labyrinth. What kind
of object could do such a thing? Theseus had a thread. It could
have been broken. It could have run out. He left lots of what ifs.
So we came up with something you can easily hold and not
lose.”

Zara reached inside her dress and pulled out
an item that looked like a pen. A Sharpie? My jaw dropped. It had
to be so much more.

“Oh, Skylar,
don’t look so shocked. I promise it’s more than a pen.” Zara spread
her lips, amused by my expression. “Here. Click it and walk around
the room.”

I did as she asked. A
silver, misty line followed behind me, every step, every turn, and
the line never faded. As I continued to pace and circle around the
meeting table, it continued to follow me. I drew my hand across it
to see if it would disappear, but it didn’t. A zig-zag of silver,
translucent mist covered the room.

“The line is invisible to
everyone else, except for the one who holds the pen,” Zara stated.
“The person holding the pen will guide everyone back
home.”

“Can you see the lines?” I
asked, going back to where I’d started.

“Yes, we can, but only
because we designed it.”

“What happens if I click
it off?”

“Why
don’t you try it?”

I did. They disappeared. I gulped. “So, I
guess this means I need to keep it on at all times.”

Zara clasped her hands
together in her lap. “Yes, you do. You don’t cut off the string and
expect to continue. There’s a beginning and an end. Every
magic has its flaws. There is no such thing as
perfection.”

“I
understand.” I nodded appreciatively.
“Thank you.” It was far better than a thread and easier to use. I
didn’t have to think about it. It would do it on its
own.

“You’re
welcome.” She smiled. “Do you still have
the crystal light I gave you before you traveled to the Land of
Reverse?”

I tapped my pockets to feel the object
inside. “Yes.”

“Take it with you. You
might need it. Is there anything else I can help you
with?”

My heart suddenly thumped
faster. I fretted constantly over the unknown of the Labyrinth and
the thought of the condition I would find Mason in. I tried not to
fall apart and to stay strong, but something about
Zara’s concerned voice broke
me.

The tears never came, but
my body shivered in terror. It had to be the
Oracle’s doing. I was fine a second ago. What was the Oracle doing
to me?

Zara stood and took
several steps down toward me. “Skylar, give me your worst fears and
worries. I will take them from you. You can’t burden your heart, for you
will lose focus. Tomorrow, you and your friends will be tested in
the Labyrinth. From what we have gathered, all of you will have to
face your worst fears. You need to remind them to have peace in
their hearts and clear heads. For whatever they fear, it can come
to life.”

If she was trying to make
me feel better, it wasn’t working. I shuddered even
harder. “So, what you’re saying is that if any one of
us think of dragons, then the dragons will appear?”

“That’s precisely what
I’m
saying. But it might not be exactly a dragon but some form of a
dragon, if that makes sense at all.”

I pictured a half man and
half dragon with a dragon’s tail and blowing fire running
after me.

“You have a clouded mind,”
Zara continued. “I’m going to place my hands on your
head and take them away. I have a feeling your imagination will
make the Labyrinth worse.”

When she placed her hands
on my temples and closed her eyes, warm waves of light circled
around us. Then images of my thoughts flashed in front of me,
coming out of my head and settling into hers. It showed me how much
stress I had buried deep inside—Mason’s kidnapping, Mom being pregnant,
the restaurant needing repair, the dogs, the gods arguing, the
Labyrinth, and so much more—she took away every moment that took a
toll on me. My shoulders eased and the tension in my body vanished.
I felt anew, light, and carefree.

“There.” Zara opened her
eyes and dropped her hands. “Do you feel better?”

“Yes,” I replied, sounding
a bit more chipper than I had intended.

She sat back down,
blinking as if to readjust her eyes. “Good. I wish I could do that
for everyone else going to the Labyrinth, but unfortunately I
can’t. But knowing you, Skylar, yours would be the worst.
You’ll have to stress this point to your group.”

All my worries may have
been given to Zara, but she just added one more for me.
“I’ll try my best. I think the gods will be fine.
I’m
worried about the others.”

“Yes. Humans do have quite
the imagination. Before I let you go, please tell Zeus, he must
defeat his father the way he once did. Free the
Cyclopes.”

“The Cyclopes?” I raised
my voice. “We have no time. It’s tomorrow.”

Zara wrinkled her nose.
“On second thought. Tell him I’ll bargain with the Cyclopes and
win back what were once gifts to the gods for freeing them. The
Cyclopes might be very angry with the gods. Zeus freed them, and
once they defeated the Titans, he put them back in prison in
Tartarus. In the process, the Cyclopes stole
Hades’s helm and Poseidon’s trident but were unsuccessful
with Zeus’s staff, Thunderbolt. I will have to offer them something in
return. I don’t know what that will be, but I
have to give it a try, or the Titans will have the upper
hand.”

Another worry seeped into
me, but I brushed it away. I couldn’t think about the Cyclopes and
Cronus while I was in the Labyrinth. The last thing I needed was
for some version of a Cyclops to appear.

“Are we good,
Skylar?” Zara broke me out of my
thoughts.

“Yes.” I had no
choice.
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The next day, a package arrived at the door
with one red apple and a note that read: Dead or alive, come meet
me at the Labyrinth of Crete. Tick tock, time is running out. By
the way, I have something extra special for you for tricking me.
Nobody brings chaos except for me.

I could hear her squeaky, annoying voice,
nagging at me.

My heart leaped, not only
because the time had arrived, and not only because we were about to
face the unknown in the Labyrinth, but I was close to being with
Mason. I prayed he would be himself and Eris
hadn’t done anything drastic to him, like brainwash him. Picking
up my phone, I texted everyone: It’s time.

Hermes took me to Mount
Olympus, where a portal would be ready for us. It had been a while
since I stepped in Olympus. Ever since the gods had reclaimed their
rightful ownership, they had rebuilt it bigger and better. Though I
hadn’t had a tour, I could tell the same pristine white marble had
been used as a foundation for the palace. The gardens, not only
filled with various vibrant flowers, were adorned with statues of
the gods. In the middle, a grand fountain and a huge metal ring
reflected the colors of the rainbow.

“Are we all here? Have I
missed anyone?” Hermes asked, his wings still fluttering as if to
take flight.

We glanced around. I spotted Zeus, Hades,
Poseidon, Nick, Everett, Noah, Amanda and, to my surprise, Hera,
Persephone, Athena, and Ares.

“Don’t forget to count me,”
a sweet, gentle voice sang behind me.

I swung around to see Zara wearing all
black, even her cape. She looked bad ass and ready to kick butt,
kind of steampunkish.

“How do you like my new
outfit? I didn’t think I could be useful wearing
a dress. What? Why does everyone look so surprised?”

“Zara.” I cleared my
throat. “I didn’t know you were coming. I mean,
I’m
grateful, but…”

Zara tilted her head to
the side. “You
can’t fight magic without magic. I’ve assigned Tara to find the
Cyclopes, and Cara will be looking after New Olympus, so I took
this opportunity to pay my debt to you. After all, Skylar, if it
wasn’t for you, the gods wouldn’t be here. I
wouldn’t have my sisters back. Mason means the world to you, and he
is part of our family.”

“I
don’t know what to say.” I choked
up.

“Ares and I are coming
too. We’re not standing here for the fun of it,” Athena announced,
dropping her shield by her side.

“We are
Zeus’s trusted warriors. Where there is danger to him, we follow,”
Ares added, placing his fist on his chest to his heart.

Then I glanced at Hera and Persephone.

“We’re not going, Skylar.
We’re not fit for battle,” Hera explained, placing a hand on
Zeus’s shoulder. “We’re here for moral support and
wish you all back home safely.”

I nodded;
I’d
never expected them to go with us. Actually, I was grateful. Having
them with us would be a distraction. Our energy would be spent on
protecting them. I assumed Hera and Persephone understood this.
Besides, who would want
to go inside the Labyrinth?

When it looked like everyone was there, I
explained how we had to keep our minds clear of thoughts,
especially the bad ones. Whatever we thought of would come alive.
Zara reminded us to work as a team.

“Great.” Nick threw up his
arms. “There are too many of us. We’re bound to have nightmare
thoughts.”

“We’ll have to do our best
and trust each other.” Poseidon fidgeted with his cape, which
fluttered with the soft breeze.

“We need to get going,” I
stressed, trying to overcome my pounding heart. “Eris
didn’t say a specific time, but knowing her, the hunt began even
before she sent the message. She isn’t the type to play
fair.”

“Hermes, start the
portal,” Zeus commanded.

The ring in the center of the fountain
started to spin, faster and faster. The mist from the water blew in
the air, dampening my face.

“We’re going through
there?” Amanda groaned. “How do you know it will take us to the
Island of Crete?”

“It will. We can go
together.” Noah held her hand. As always, he lessened her
worries.

“Be safe, my love. Keep
your ego at bay.” Hera planted a kiss on Zeus’s lips.

“Be careful. Watch your
back and be safe here. Don’t go anywhere alone.” He gave her
one hell of a kiss back.

One by one, everyone stood on the walkway to
the portal and jumped through. It was odd to see them with us one
second, and then disappear the next.

“You go, Skylar.”
Hermes gave me a nudge.
“I
won’t be going. I have to help Tara. When she retrieves the items
from the Cyclopes, I’ll bring them to
Zeus.”

“What if you
can’t find us?” My voice rose in
panic.

Hermes winked. “Zeus and I
are bonded. I know where he is always. A Labyrinth
won’t be able to keep me away from him. I can’t explain it. In
modern terms, I have an app in my brain that keeps track of Zeus
and his location. Now, hurry before the portal closes.” He gave me
a tender kiss on my forehead and then gave me the warmest heartfelt
grin. “For good luck. Now go kick ass.”

“Hermes!”
I hollered.

He had tossed me through.

I landed, stumbling. Hades broke my
fall.

“Hello there, little one.
Miss me that much?” Hades joked.

I ignored his comment.
“Where are we?” It was a stupid question. I knew where we were, but
I didn’t know what to expect. I only knew we would portal to the
Island of Crete, but I never expected the place to be beautiful and
serene. Water surrounded us, blue as the sky and crystal clear with
white sand. Standing on a hill gave us a great view. The only
things for miles were the gigantic wooden double doors in front of
us. I had to tilt my head way back to see their full
length.

Zeus held a red apple in his hand he had
picked off the ground by the door, and with the other hand, he held
a note. He read it out loud.

 


Dear Silly People,

Welcome to my Island of
Crete. Isn’t it beautiful? How ironic you
have to die here. Anyway, Zeus must place his hand on the door, and
it will open. Good luck. Bon appetit…and I meant those words for
Cronus. Well, don’t just stand there and gawk at my
beautiful penmanship. Go! Tick tock, time is running out. How I
love to say those words.

From your not-friend, not-crazy person
everyone thinks I am,

Eris

“She is crazy.” Hades huffed, his
shoulders tensed. “Let’s get this over with. I
can’t wait to wring her neck.”

When Zeus placed his hand on the door, it
creaked open. We walked in silence, taking careful slow steps. I
reached inside my pocket and clicked the magical pen. Then I nodded
at Zara, who was staring at me, her way of reminding me what to do.
She smiled after she glanced over her shoulder to see the silvery
mist following us.

Tall bushes on either side of us pointed the
way. So far, all was calm and still; the only sound was pebbles
grinding under our footsteps. Ares and Athena held their swords and
shield in front, while Everett and Amanda held the daggers they
brought from home. The Labyrinth was so massive one could hide for
ages. Send in two people, one at the beginning and one at the end,
and those two people might never meet in a lifetime. That was how
complicated and ginormous the Labyrinth was.

Thump. Thump-thump. Thump. Thump-thump. My
heart beating faster replaced the sound of my footsteps. We took
ten steps when the bushes rustled, startling us.

“The magic in the
Labyrinth is trying to confuse and scare us,” Zara warned. “Ignore
the sound.”

I looked behind me to ensure the silvery
mist followed us. After I confirmed, I paced a bit faster, eager to
get to Mason.

“Mason!” Nick
yelled.

“He can’t hear you, Nick,”
Zeus stated. “Don’t be stupid and draw unwanted
attention.”

A feeling in the pit of my stomach warned me
of danger. I felt it when a breeze blew sharply past us, tousling
my hair. Then the tall bushes began to shake faster, and the leaves
began to fall.

“What the hell?” Noah
guided Amanda to the center.

“Don’t think of anything,”
Zara warned. “Keep going. This is just the beginning.”

“Crap!”
Amanda snapped. “I didn’t mean to, but I saw this movie
and—”

Branches swung out from
the bushes like whips. One wrapped around
Everett’s waist. He cut free with his dagger, but more came at
him.

“Seriously, Amanda,” Nick
growled, energy sizzling from his fingertips to the branches coming
for him. “Couldn’t you have thought of something
sweet?”

“Watch
out!” I shouted.

Countless vines darted at us. I ducked and
zapped one that headed for my neck. Another one wrapped around my
legs and arms, locking me still, and then flung me down. Pain
ripped through me as the branches dug into my skin. I shot my
powers, but I missed the targets. As the tree dragged me in, the
unpaved ground cut and scratched my back through the fabric. Pain
seared my back.

About halfway into the bushes, I managed to
send fire through the palm of my hands. It let go of me, and Nick
pulled me out and helped me up. He had been sucked in at the same
time and released when I had set the fire.

Ares and Athena blocked with their shields
and sliced through the branches with their swords. They moved with
grace and speed. Some flew to Zeus, but he blocked them with his
staff. When they snaked around his staff, he let the energy of his
powers electrify them. They dropped in ashes.

Whack! Whack!
Whack! The branches whipped and slashed
like cobra snakes. Each came with purpose and determination, each
one more angered.

“Stay behind me,” Noah
commanded Amanda.

“I’m not weak.” Amanda readied
her dagger, sidestepping next to me.

“Now is not the time to
argue, Amanda.” Everett cut the branch that thrashed above
them.

Everyone ducked, but one
slipped past us, and with one swipe, it knocked us down, except for
me. I jumped. I fired lightning bolts, protecting my friends to
give them time to get up. We gathered in circle formation, watching
each other’s backs. Lightning, water, fire,
and freezing them did no good. There were too many for us to
handle.

“I’m not dying like this.”
Amanda swung her dagger like a mad woman.

“None of us are, little
one.” Poseidon waved his hand, creating a water barrier. “Not the
gods at least.”

Noah and I joined him,
making it stronger and thicker. I frowned at
Poseidon’s comment. He didn’t need to point out what we all
knew: their immortality. One of us could lose our lives and that
thought caused me to hesitate.

The branches
couldn’t pass the barrier and my heart slowed to a steadier beat. We
were safe, but for how long? We needed to get going. Then to our
surprise, the branches stopped banging the protective shield and
froze. Holy Zeus! The tips of the branches had hardened into sharp
points.

Zara stepped out of formation. “When I count
to three, let go of the shield and use your powers to freeze
them.”

“No way.” Hades spoke for
all us.

“Trust me, Hades. I know
what I’m doing.
One…”

“Are you sure about this?”
Hades asked.

“Two…I’m the Oracle.”

“Yeah. I
haven’t been that impressed.”

Zara glared. “You better drop the shield,
Poseidon, if you want to live today. Three.”

Zara raised her hand and stopped the
branches in midair with her magic, creating a dome of branches.
Poseidon, Noah, and I froze them.

“Fight magic with magic.”
Zara’s hands remained in the air. Then with a wave of her hands,
the branches snapped and plummeted to the ground. I jumped and
covered my head with my hands. Clouds of dust surrounded
us.

“Where’s
Hades?” I panicked.

“Hades,” Zeus called.

Then puff! Fire burst out in another clump
of bushes. Poseidon put out the fire, revealing Hades on the
ground, drenched. He sat up and shook his head like a dog did after
a bath. Magically, he dried himself and stood, dusting leaves and
dirt off his clothes.

“I was thrown,” Hades
growled.

Relieved to see him, I released a breath.
“We need to get going.” I had taken a few steps when I spotted
flames from the corner of my eyes. That flame turned into a
full-blown fire. Poseidon put it out, but it came back again. So
Poseidon put it out again. Like before, it came back again, only
this time it spread before we could comprehend what was
happening.

“Run.” Zara snapped us out
of our stupor.

We ran as a blaze followed us, flames
roaring to the sky, and smoke clouded around us. Poseidon, Noah,
and I lagged behind to tame the fire as much as we could.

“Hades!” Zeus roared. “This is your
making.”

“I had to think of fire to
get the disgusting things off me,” he retorted.

We turned right, left, left, and right,
zig-zagging through the direction the Labyrinth led us, and
then…dead end. A brick wall blocked us. Zeus punched it.

Nothing happened.

Zeus pointed his staff. Blue and silver
lights sizzled around the wall, but to no avail.

“Now what?” Amanda
shrieked.

“Noah, Poseidon, I need
your help. Everyone stand behind us,” I directed.

Just before the fire reached us, with the
help from Poseidon and Noah, we created a bubble of water around
us. Red and orange light from fire hit us, beautiful yet so
dangerous. The blazing heat pushed us back, trying to break down
the barrier. Heat penetrated through, and sizzling steam started to
fill our bubble, making it harder to breathe.

“We need more water, more
power.” I coughed.

Zeus stuck his staff through the ground.
Lightning split the earth. Then Zara mumbled a few words, wiggling
her hand. Water seeped through the cracks. I whirled my hand, and
extra water followed, twirling around faster and thicker, sucking
in the fire. The steam lessened, and finally the fire died. I
collapsed in exhaustion, and so did Noah. Zeus leaned on his
staff.

“You okay, little sis?”
Hades asked. “That was a lot of energy you had to
expend.”

I inhaled fresh air and coughed. “Yes. I
just need a minute.”

I didn’t have a minute. The
brick wall exploded. I ducked and covered my head. When it cleared,
I looked through the big gap in the middle, leading to another
path. Mason popped in my head, hoping…perhaps the Labyrinth would
bring him to me just like it had brought those whipping branches
when Amanda thought of it and just like there was fire when Hades
thought of it.

I rubbed my eyes. No, it
couldn’t be. I jolted up.

“Mason,” I whispered. Too
shocked to say his name, for fear he would disappear.

Everyone else seemed just as bewildered, but
then they turned their heads to me.

“Mason,” I said again. “We
finally found him.”

It worked. My heart
soared. Couldn’t they see him? Mason sported a
long black cape; perhaps that threw them off? I
didn’t wait for their reaction. Throwing one leg over the
remaining broken bricks, I dashed for him.
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Eris jabbered about the
Minotaur and the Labyrinth. I had tuned her out for most of the
story until I heard Sky would be there and I would also be running
through the Labyrinth. I didn’t care about me, but I cared
about Sky and my family and friends, who would be running away from
Cronus and God knows what.

When we portaled through Crete, I had
expected to appear in front of the water, but instead we had landed
inside the Labyrinth. Glancing around, I sighed in disappointment.
Somehow, I hoped to find a way to escape. I would have a better
chance on the outskirts of the Labyrinth. Instead, tall bushes as
long as the colossal structure encased me. My long black cape
swayed with the chilly wind and I shivered, breaking me out of my
observation.

“Don’t even think it,
Mason. You can jump, climb, zap your way with—” she wiggled her
fingers “—lightning, but you can’t escape. I suggest you save your
energy for what’s to come instead. Or…” She
paused. “You can come with me, and we can live together
forever.”

I was about to tell her
off when she spoke again, shaking her head. “Never mind. I need you
here as bait.” She opened a small portal. “It’s too bad you have to
die. You’re so handsome. A waste. Bye.”

Eris was so demanding and
clingy that when she left, my lungs expanded and fresh air passed
through me. I’d rather die trying to find Sky
than be with Eris. Good
riddance! My attention shifted to a brick
wall and thoughts of Sky entered my mind. Strange, it wasn’t there a second
ago. I debated what to do, but seeing no
other option, and assuming it was my only way out, I sent a blast
of lightning.

The wall exploded, creating a big gap in the
middle, as if a giant bullet went through it. I blinked. Far in the
distance stood my Sky, looking straight back at me.

“Sky?” My heart pounded in
elation. Without hesitation, I dashed with the speed of a
god’s descendant, my cape flapping behind me.

“Sky.” I reached to wrap
my arms around her…but I ended up hugging myself. What the
hell?

An illusion?
“It’s never simple!” I roared at the top of my lungs, sick of
Eris’s games and so tired of being separated from Sky, all because
of her psycho revenge against Zeus. This wasn’t our fight. Why were
the descendants always stuck in the middle?

The illusion of Sky
appeared disappointed as she too tried to hug me. How in the world
did Eris conjure this up? I waved my hand through
Sky’s body. Watching her drop her shoulders and sigh
disconsolately broke my heart. With bags under her eyes, her cheeks
and clothes smudged with dirt, and some parts of her clothes burnt,
she clearly had gone through hell. I didn’t like her being in the
Labyrinth, but I also knew she wasn’t alone. My goal to find her gave
me that much more determination.

“I’m coming for you, baby,” I
said to her as if she could hear me.

I groaned and strode ahead. Leaving behind
Sky drove the dagger already lodged in my heart deeper, even if it
was only an illusion of her.
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“Mason.” I wrapped my arms
around him as butterflies danced in my stomach, but… “Mason?” I
dropped my shoulders and released a long, agitated sigh. He was an
illusion? Of course he was. I thought of him and he came to life,
only he wasn’t real. Damn it! I wanted to
punch something—anything. Anger boiled inside me.

Mason seemed so real. He
circled around me, watching me, as if he saw me, too. Could it be
possible he was there, and through magic, we were unable to touch?
Or simply, my mind played tricks on me. Under the hood of his black
cape, I saw the desperation in his eyes. Hopefully this was a sign
he hadn’t been brainwashed. Oh Zeus!
I had to stop thinking.

By the time my team caught up to me, Mason
was long gone. Watching him leave, even though he was an illusion,
tore my heart out.

“Did you see Mason?” I
asked hesitantly.

They all shook their heads.

“It’s okay, Skylar. You
were thinking of Mason. The Labyrinth knew.” Zara tried to make me
feel better, but it only made me feel worse for succumbing to the
stupid mind trick.

“Come on.
Let’s get going.” Hades tugged me beside him.

We walked until my leg muscles burned and
the need to quench my thirst grew unbearable. Even Ares and Athena,
fit for battle, looked tired and worn. Every so often, I gazed
behind me, and sure enough, the silvery light glowed. No one saw it
except for Zara and me.

“I’ve brought the tiny crystal
balls to help you with your thirst.” Zara reached inside her
pocket.

“I’m so thirsty. I wish—”
Amanda started to say.

“No, no,
don’t say it. Don’t think it,”
Nick spat.

“Crap!” Everett murmured
under his breath. “Don’t tell us not to think it. We
will think it. It’s human nature to do the
opposite.”

“Who thought what?” Hades
growled.

It was too late.

We froze, anticipating.

Nothing.

I held my breath.

Nothing.

I released my breath.

Something changed in the air. It became
cooler. One leaf turned to ice, rippling the effect to the other
leaves.

Zara passed out the water crystal balls,
ignoring the signs of the possible danger. “This should help.”

“Not again.” Ares spun his
sword, as if to ready for battle.

“Run!” Zara snapped us
alert.

The ice started to conquer the ground,
spreading toward us as we ran. The air became heavy, thick, and so
cold. Even as the puff of air left my mouth, it froze in midair in
a shape like a snowflake. Though it normally might be fascinating,
it turned deadly fast. The coldness sunk into my bones, turning my
fingertips blue. My skin tightened and pain seared through every
inch of me.

Like before, a wall blocked us in, of steel
instead of brick. Amanda banged on the wall to break it down, but
ended up hurting herself. Noah peeled her away.

“Hurry, do something.”
Athena panicked.

Hades stood beside me,
locking his eyes straight ahead to the solid ice coming for us, as
it turned everything it touched to icicles. “I guess this is when
we find out who is stronger—hot or cold. Skylar,
it’s
you and me, little sis. Let’s do this.”

I was about to agree when the icicle leaves
flew at us like bullets.

Ares and Athena dropped their shields side
by side.

“Get down behind us,” Ares
ordered.

“Who thought of that? Stop
thinking!” Zeus scolded and raised his staff to shoot out bolts at
the frozen leaves heading for us.

“I was only thinking of
shooting stars. Oh, crap!” Amanda grumbled.

I waved my hand up and down, creating a
thick ice wall. It temporarily helped, but the leaves eventually
broke through. Everyone else did the best they could to block. Then
Hades had an idea. Hades and I dropped to our knees and touched the
ground, spreading our fire. Hot met cold. There was beauty in the
elements of danger, red and blue, intertwining, fading in and out
of each other.

“I
don’t know how long we can stand this,”
Athena grunted.

The threat kept coming at us, pounding
fiercely like hail on glass. Then Poseidon stepped in front of us.
He appeared almost translucent, like ice. Spreading his arms, he
fanned them. His power pushed back the icicle leaves. Hades and I
melted the icicle bullets, and Poseidon froze them into a solid
mass instead. Genius.

Then, bam! The steel door fell back, and we
were free to move forward. But there was one problem. The melted
ice, turned water, came for us, swelling into a wave.

“Run,” Zara said for the
third time.
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Mason

The warm temperature
cooled down and a breeze came swiftly. Shivering, I hugged my cape
closer to my body. Every step seemed like I was walking through
snow, pushing against a stiff wind. What
now? My powers were limited to thunder and
lightning. It was the first time I’d wished I had the power of fire
like Hades. At least I could keep warm.

Hades had annoyed me at
first, especially when he paid extra attention to Sky. Not that I
was jealous, but I didn’t like the innocent kisses he
would plant on her cheek or the simple touch on her shoulder.
Knowing he was her half-brother put my mind at ease,
though.

I tensed and stiffened when the tall, brick
walls that seemed to reach the sky around me turned into icicles.
Even the ground started to freeze and became slippery. Rubbing my
hands together to produce heat, I trudged forward. Something sharp
and long, about five feet long, thrust up from the ground. I jumped
to dodge it, but more popped out, disorienting me as I ran.

Pain alerted me I had been
hit. Blood seeped out of my arm. One had nicked me and torn my
shirt. I had no time to assess it, for more sprouted faster and
faster. But I also knew I wasn’t badly injured, and it would
heal quickly. One of the perks of being a demi-god.

Pop! Pop! Pop! I weaved
around, and with my lightning bolts, I destroyed the ice shards
before they grew. Falling down a few times on the slippery ground,
I leaped back up. Then an idea came to me. Using my power, I called
upon the thunder. Not only would this give me more energy, I could
alert Sky where I was located in the Labyrinth. Why
hadn’t I thought of that before? No sense in being angry at
myself. I lifted my hands to the sky.

Thunder boomed and lightning sizzled. The
power surged around me and through me. My whole body fizzled and
tingled. I had been told many times before that I had more powers
than I imagined. It was as good a time as any to test that
theory.

Previously, I had been able to manipulate
objects to fly across the room or hold it in place in midair with
my energy; it was time to try it on myself. Concentrating, I willed
myself to float before the ground broke with more sharp icicles
right underneath me. The magic stilled the blasting wind, keeping
me protected, and a small grin crept onto my face.

It had been a while since
I had used this much power. I zoomed through the Labyrinth, turning
right and then left as more sharp icicles darted out of the ground.
I pushed higher, trying to get a better view. If only I could see
what the Labyrinth looked like from above, I could spot Sky and
find her location. Or my worst fear…if I could spot the Titans,
then I could get a head start. But I couldn’t do any of that.

Some kind of magic seeped
through the walls, preventing me from rising higher. When pebbled
roads replaced the ice trail again, I willed my power to stop,
lowering me to the ground. I had to save the rest of my energy for
other dangers ahead. After all, I was by myself. I was glad Sky
wasn’t alone…I hoped.

The twisted, turning
sectors of the Labyrinth had gone, and I stood in the middle of an
arena where a dozen boulders completed a circle, surrounded by
tiered concrete seating. Just when my erratic heartbeat eased, the
ground shook and I heard the loud, familiar voice.
Cronus!
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Skylar

 


We ran as fast as our legs
allowed as my thoughts ran wild. There had to be something we could
do to stop the water. When I looked over my shoulder to see how
much the water had grown, I gasped in shock. Not only did the water
tower over us, it had taken the shape of a shark’s mouth.

“Who thought of a shark?”
Hades roared.

Nobody answered. We were too busy panting
from running and being scared out of our minds. I prepared to be
knocked out by the water, but instead, nothing. Everyone stopped
and turned. I dropped my jaw. The body of water completely
froze…all of it. Poseidon lowered his arms and fell to his knees
weakly with his shoulders slumped. I ran to him.

“Are you okay?” I asked,
slowly tilting my head back to gaze at the frozen
shark’s mouth…so many sharp teeth. I imagined it eating us
alive.

“Wow.” Amanda shivered.
“That was close.”

“Great thinking,
Poseidon,” Hades praised.

“Can you move?” Zeus
asked, looking concerned.

“Yeah, I just need a
second. I’m feeling a little dizzy, but I’ll be okay,” Poseidon answered
wearily. His tone proved the amount of power he had used drained
him.

Not a minute passed when
thunder roared and lightning struck the sky. I gasped and flinched
from the closeness. It had to have happened someplace in the
Labyrinth. The only person that could call upon Mother Nature like
that besides Zeus was Mason. And somehow, it
wasn’t scary. In fact, it was the most beautiful sight I had seen
in a while.

“Mason.” My eyes lit up,
and my heart found a blissful beat. “He’s here. That was
him.”

I became worried when the
lightning didn’t die soon after. It indicated
that he needed more energy. If we were going through hell, what was
he facing? And he was alone.

“That was Mason,” Nick
said shortly. “He’s letting us know where
he’s
located.”

“Then what are we waiting
for?” Everett started walking with a dagger held in front, glancing
side to side, watching out for possible danger. Ares and Athena
followed behind without a word.

“Wait.” Zeus placed out his hand,
gesturing for us to stop.

Everyone froze.

Zeus
didn’t move a muscle. His face strained, as if he were trying to
spy on a conversation from a distance.

“What now,” Noah muttered
under his breath, always beside Amanda, protecting her.

Zeus shivered. His eyes
darkened and creases deepened on his brow. I had never seen him so
frightened before. “It’s Cronus. He’s close.” His tone
came out as a whisper, almost a whimper. “Hades, Poseidon, do you
feel it too?”

Hades nodded with a frown.

Poseidon dipped his head low in defeat but
raised his hand to confirm.

Fear had taken over the
nonchalant expressions on everyone’s faces at the reality that death
walked near. Cronus might as well be called Mr. Death. He wanted
the gods, and no doubt he wanted the descendants too.

She’d said Cronus would be
there, but not having seen him so far, I’d hoped Eris was messing
with our minds. Wishful thinking. Of course Cronus was there. I had
seen his hand puncture the wall and take Mason.

“Are you sure?” Nick asked
softly.

The gods
didn’t have to answer. Our bodies slightly bounced on the ground
from the vibration. That was our answer. We stood in silence. So
still…so very still…and again the ground shook.

“Where’s Hermes?” Zara
snapped us out of our daze. “He should’ve been here by now. Can you
locate him? You can’t defeat Cronus without the three
items.”

What was Zara talking
about? Though I was curious, I didn’t ask.

Zeus rolled back his
shoulder. “I trust him. I’m
sure he’s doing the best he can. He must
get the items from Tara. So…” he drawled. “Do you know if your
sister did her part?” His eyes narrowed at her.

“She
hasn’t.” She took a step back.

“What do we do?” I asked
Zeus.

All was too calm. No
breeze, no sound. Just everyone’s eyes staring at Zeus for
direction. Another rumble in the ground made me quiver.

Zeus inhaled a deep
breath. “We didn’t come here to hide, did we? The
Titans are bigger, not smarter. We, on the other hand, can work as
a team. We can move faster, and together we’re stronger. I have a plan.
I’m
glad Zara remembered the gifts the Cyclopes gave before. If Hermes
brings them to us in time, we can use them; if not, then we have to
have a plan B.”

“What were these gifts?”
Nick asked, rubbing the back of his neck. He looked tired and worn,
like everyone else. We were the descendants and more powerful than
humans, but our bodies could only tolerate so much.

Zeus focused his eyes on
his staff. “Let’s start walking. We can take our
time heading toward Cronus.”

Everyone walked beside Zeus as he spoke
again. “Our battle with the Titans was long and bloody. We traveled
into Tartarus and freed the Cyclopes, who had been imprisoned by
Cronus. They wanted revenge, so they helped us. They forged three
weapons. Hades received a magical helm, which rendered him
invisible while he wore it. They gave Poseidon a trident. And for
me, a thunderbolt.” He held up his staff.

Nick’s finger
flickered. “Refresh my memory? Why did
Cronus try to kill you?”

Zeus sighed, releasing a breath as if he was
bored. “Because of a prophecy that one of his children would
overthrow him. So the simple solution was to eat his children.”

“Gross.
That’s so twisted and sick,” Amanda grumbled.

“How did you defeat
Cronus?” Everett asked.

“Hades sneaked up to
Cronus invisibly and distracted him while Poseidon used his trident
to paralyze him. Then that’s when I knocked him out with my
thunderbolt. With Cronus taken, the other Titans bowed
down.”

“Pretty impressive. Great
strategizing. What happened to Hades’s helm and
Poseidon’s trident?” I asked, surveying carefully as we
paced.

Ares and Athena seemed
less interested in Zeus’s story, keeping their shields
and swords in front, sometimes walking behind us and sometimes in
front. They’d probably heard that story many
times before.

“I lost it during the
battle,” Hades murmured, shrugging. “It was
pandemonium.”

“I have to agree with
Hades,” Poseidon added. “I
don’t remember how I lost mine, but we
suspect the Cyclopes have them. We never bothered to look since we
defeated Cronus, our biggest threat.”

“I still have
mine.” Zeus shrugged with a smug
grin.

Hades raised his eyebrows. “Yeah, and you
still have your ego.”

“My thunderbolt
won’t hesitate to shake you up,” Zeus warned.

Hades parted his lips to speak, but a loud
roar stopped him, followed by the ground quaking. We were getting
closer.

Zara halted and looked at
Zeus. “Tell us plan A and B. It’s time.”

I didn’t realize how far
we’d
come. We had turned right, right, left, left, and right again. Then
the Labyrinth was no longer filled with zig-zag paths. We entered
an open arena. I gasped and shuddered in utter fear at the sight
before me.
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Hermes

 


I took Tara to Tartarus, adjacent to Mount
Hem, where Hephaestus had lived. Mount Hem was completely
destroyed. Only rocky terrain survived the bomb blasts. As for
Tartarus, where the Titans had been imprisoned, half the mountain
had been demolished by the blast too. That was how the Titans had
escaped, with help from Eris, of course.

Tara fidgeted with her
cape. With her eyes flickering to the direction of any sound and
her lips sealed tight, she wasn’t a talker like Zara, we headed
forward into the belly of whatever was left of Tartarus.

Tara’s little rock crystal
in her hand glowed, giving us plenty of light to see in the dark.
“Do you know where the Cyclopes are? Why would they still be in
here? I thought they were guarding the Titans?” Though she
whispered, her anxiety bled through her questions.

“Rumors said they were
locked up again.”

The path was rough and rocky, and
occasionally hot steam would burst through to relieve the pressure
from the gathered rocks. Giant boulders looked oddly out of place.
Some were even piled on top of each other. I assumed they had been
tossed about from the blast. Sometimes, we had to duck and walk
with our backs hunched. When we headed down a slope, it became
slippery from the gentle water flowing over the bumps and curves of
the rocky surface.

“Watch
out.” I grabbed Tara’s arm just before she
slipped, almost knocking the rock crystal out of her hand. Besides
the lava snaking in the distance, the rock crystal was the only
light we had. As we continued to trudge forward, a rotting stench
replaced the fresh air. The smell disappeared after a long
distance.

“What is that?” Tara
rounded her fingers into a fist, and the light disappeared. We
didn’t need it anymore. Bright light gave way to even a larger
cavern, tall enough for giants. I had to tilt my head way back to
see sunlight through the cracks. Thank goodness there were plenty
of cracks.

“Who goes there?” A loud
voice boomed to my right.

Tara and I exchanged glances. I had never
been so happy in my entire existence, and I have lived a very long
life.

Tara gasped and steadied
herself. “It’s me, Tara!” She had to raise her
voice to project as far as she could. They were so tall, I
didn’t know if they could hear us.

I figured
I’d
let her do the talking. It was easier to welcome a sweet voice than
a low, threatening one like mine. I had encountered only a few
Cyclopes in my lifetime. They were all the same—oversized, stinky
breath, stupid, clumsy, talked like children, and of course had one
eye. And the one in front of me was no different. Another came to
view and then a few more. They fidgeted behind thick iron bars.
Seeing so many, my heart pounded, and I gulped down
fear.

“Who’s in charge?” Tara
took a step forward, though it must’ve been like tiny steps in
Cyclops’s eyes, or none at all.

“Me,” the one gripping the
iron rod said. Though he didn’t yell, it sounded like that in
my ear.

“What’s your name?” Tara
approached even closer, extending her hands out to gesture
we’d
come in peace.

As for me, I stayed rooted
in my place. Not because I was scared, but I
didn’t want to give any sudden movement that would cause them to
react.

“I’m Polyphemus. The leader of
Cyclopes.”

I got a whiff of his breath and cringed.
“You were assigned by Zeus to watch over the Titans. Can you tell
me what happened?”

“Titans did it.”
Polyphemus pushed and pulled on the rods as if he could throw all
his frustration at it.

“Stop!” I hollered,
dodging the pebbles and dirt falling.

One boulder barely missed Tara as it
plummeted down at her. I pushed her away, and she used her magic to
stop the smaller ones from hitting us. Polyphemus stopped. His
expression softened, almost apologetic.

“Tell us about the Titans.
What happened?” I said slowly. “Try not to get upset.” I rolled my
eyes.

Polyphemus blinked his dark giant eye. “When
Mount Hem was destroyed, the blast shook Tartarus, too. Eris was
here when that happened.”

“Eris,” I growled. Though
I’d
known she had a hand in the plotting, her name left a bitter taste
in my mouth.

Polyphemus continued. “She tricked us.”

“How?” Tara, who was
always calm, seemed to run out of patience. Her eyes narrowed at
him and her cheeks puffed out.

I let out a snort.
Polyphemus couldn’t see her expression, but it was
kind of amusing.

“I
don’t remember.” Polyphemus shook his
head. “I remember an apple…so shiny…so pretty…so delicious.” He
spoke as if he were hypnotized, sounding like a child who’d just
received a Christmas present. “Then I blinked.” He blinked. “And
Titans and we switched places.” He growled, shaking more debris.
“We were behind the bars. How? I don’t
understand.”

Tara’s tone softened. “You
were tricked. She must’ve drugged you with the apple and
put you to sleep. She freed the Titans and got their help to carry
you to the other side of the bars. Or she shrank you. You would be
easier to handle.”

“Shrank?” He sounded
confused.

“You know…to make you
little.” I put my hands a foot apart to show him what I
meant.

He dipped his head down and pounded his head
against the rod over and over again. Tara and I backed away…far
back.

“Stop! Polyphemus
stop!” Tara
hollered.

Polyphemus kept banging. Stupid idiot. I
felt sorry for him, but I was annoyed with his childish mind. Tara
took out her rock crystal and raised it toward him. The light
blinded his eye, stopping him. He covered his eye with his hands.
The other Cyclopes backed away, groaning.

“I can get you out.” Tara
ruffled her hair and her cape to brush off the debris.

His lips twitched at the corners and then
parted to show his yellow, rotting, uneven teeth. “How?”

Tara moved around a boulder and followed.
“Do you remember the gifts you gave the gods to defeat Cronus?”

“Yes,” he nodded
eagerly.

“Hades and Poseidon lost
theirs during the war. By any chance, do you know where they
are?”

“Yes.” He nodded. “I found
these after the war and kept them. The gods told me to keep watch
over the Titans, that it was our duty. We’ve been here ever since.
We’ve been waiting a very long time for the gods to let us go,
but they never came.”

“Would you like your
freedom again?”

“Yes, we would,” he burst
out excitedly.

Tara adjusted her cape and
moved closer to the rods. “For your freedom, I need you to hand
over the gods’
gifts. The gods need your help. They are about to
face the Titans again.”

Polyphemus blinked several
times and ran his hand up and down the rods as if he could almost
taste his freedom. “That’s it? You want the gifts, and
then we can go free?”

“Yes. I will let you out
of your prison, but when we put the Titans back,
you’ll have to keep guard like the last time.”

“So,
we’ll be on the other side of this bar?”

“Yes, but you are not free
to roam. Times are different now. You are safer in Tartarus. There
are many dangerous monsters twice your size that will destroy you
and will want you dead.” Tara told them a lie to keep the Cyclopes
under control. Luckily they believed her. The Cyclopes appeared
intimidating due to their size, but they were gentle
creatures.

Polyphemus gasped sharply. “Why do they want
to hurt us? We are not dangerous.”

“No,
you’re not, but will you help? I promise you,
you’ll be on the other side of the bars. I am an Oracle. My words
are true. You have my word.”

“Then
I’ll
take your word as a promise and hand you the gifts.”

“Wait.” My wings stretched and
fluttered up to his eye level. I had no idea what
Zeus’s plans were, but they had to be even cleverer than before.
Cronus would be expecting them to use the same tactics. “I have one
more favor to ask.”

“Hermes,” he sang my name
joyfully. His giant eyes sparkled in recognition. “Why
didn’t you tell me it was you? I could barely see you.”

“It’s been a long time. I
forgot you can’t see well.” Though I
couldn’t fathom why. His eye, the size of a truck, took up his
forehead. “The gods are going to need more than the items Tara
mentioned. Are you willing to do all you can? Sure, Tara can let
you out, but if the Titans win, they’ll put you right back in.
You’ll be stuck here for eternity.”

Polyphemus looked behind his shoulders to
his family. With a nod from everyone, he turned back to me. “We are
at your service.”

“Good.” I grinned.

“Now, how are you going to
get us out of here?” he asked.

“It’s simple. No magic
trick. I would get back if I were you. Tara is going to blow it
up.” I winked.

Polyphemus blinked with an
understanding grin. I wasn’t sure if he winked back, but the
Cyclopes shook the ground as they ran back as far as they
could.
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Mason

 


I pulled the hood over my head and hid
behind the nearest boulder. Darting my eyes every which way, I
looked for an escape but found none. Even the path I had come
through disappeared. Eris had intended me to end up here. My
instinct said the battle would take place at the arena since Eris
loved a good show. There would be no doubt she would sit at the
front, watching everything unfold and gloating over her sick
plan.

A whimper caught my attention. With my
fingers shimmering in faint light, willing my powers ready, I
carefully moved around the boulders to the sound. A man crouched on
the ground into a ball. Shirtless, with long scars on his back, he
was smeared with grime. His pants had holes caked in dried blood. I
grimaced at the scent of him.

“Who are you?” I
snapped.

He didn’t move. His face
dipped to the ground, and he groaned like he was in
pain.

“Hey. Are you
hurt?”

“Eris,” he mumbled in a
hoarse whisper.

“Did Eris put you here?”
Panic shot through me. Something didn’t feel right. I glanced up either
side of me and then behind my shoulder. When he
didn’t answer, I spoke again. “You need to get up. Cronus is here
somewhere. He’s
coming.” I was about to push him over to
see his face when he craned his neck.

Just like his body, his
face was smeared with dirt and caked with dried blood, especially
around his temples. I didn’t recognize him. But his blue
eyes—so blue and sparkling, like the gods—sent goose bumps up my
arms. I pushed that feeling aside. Fear would make me weak, slow me
down, prevent me from thinking fast.

“Cronus?” the stranger
whimpered, hardly audible.

“Yes, Cronus. Do you know
who he is?”

He pushed himself onto his knees, moving
ever so slowly.

“I
do.” A slow smile spread across his
face—cunning and mischievous. Surely I had misinterpreted that
grin—I hoped. “He’s my dear brother, and I would
watch your back if I were you.”

It took me a second to
register what he’d said. He
couldn’t have been Cronus’s brother. Cronus was a giant, so
his brother must be one, unless…Eris had shrunk me before, and she
could’ve done the same to him. I was screwed. Before I had a chance
to react, something hit me hard from behind, like a bat to a ball,
tossing me across space. I slammed against the wall. Breaking
through those bricks, I hit another wall and another, until I
finally stopped as pain sliced through me. I felt like every bone
in my body shattered.

Never in my life had I
been hit so hard. The power and strength was beyond anything
imaginable. Flat on the ground, my back exposed, I pushed myself
halfway up, quivering, unable to control my muscles. My head
pounded, and the sound of my name blasted air on me.
Cronus! Before I had the
chance to recuperate, I was tossed again.

Thoughts of Sky danced in my head: her soft
skin, her scent. She was the reason for my smile, the reason for my
happiness. I held onto her, Everett, Nick, and Amanda as I accepted
death. Visions of their cloudy faces appeared like a dream as I
fell in and out of consciousness.

“Mason…Mason. Can…
hear…?”

Sky? Humming buzzed through my head as memories of Sky flashed in
my mind. I tried to open my eyes, but I couldn’t. I
couldn’t because I was dead. The thought of never seeing my Sky or
family killed me. Hot liquid dropped on my face. I guessed dead
people couldn’t cry but instead could feel
their loved ones’
agonizing tears. I couldn’t stand for Sky and my
family to find me dead on the floor. Their guilt, their pain would
eat them alive, as it would have for me.

“Mason.”

Sky had found me. I was so
close to reuniting with her. So freakin’ close. I had no idea how
much time had passed. Can dead people hear? Perhaps my spirit
hadn’t left my body yet. Sky’s voice…oh dear God. It was
beyond torture. I wanted to wrap my arms around her, kiss her lips,
and tell her I loved her so much. Sky,
Sky, Sky. I love you. You can’t hear me. Gut-wrenching pain clenched my heart, worse than anything
imaginable. Then icy cold hit me. The cold spread throughout my
body, numbing me. Death had found me.

Then warmth enveloped me.
My body jerked countless times as electrifying shock waves rippled
through me again and again. Was this how a soul left the body? Then
the face of an angel appeared, first blurry and then clear. I heard
when a person died, an angel would come to guide them to the light.
The angel would look like someone you knew. Of course Sky would be
my angel. If only she could stay with me forever, then death
wouldn’t be so bad. I could pretend Sky was with me,
always.

“Mason. Mason.
It’s
me. Can you hear me?”

My angel was crying, but I
couldn’t help staring at her
beautiful face, her smile, and she looked so relieved. Identical to
Sky. My lips curled, but I wasn’t sure how much as I tried to
produce a smile. Tears dropped from her eyes to my cheek, making me
blink.

“He’s awake.” She was
talking to someone?

“Good. I
can’t hold this barrier much longer.”

Zara? Why would she be in the afterlife?

“Sky?” I
wasn’t sure if she could hear me, even though my lips parted to
speak. The buzzing in my head made it difficult for me to hear even
myself.

“Mason. I
can’t believe you’re here.” She crushed her body to
mine. Though I felt like I’d been hit by a bus, I welcomed
it. The cold air replaced her warmth when she released me to wipe
her tears. “Can you get up? We need to get you to safer
ground.”

“Hurry!” Zara
snapped.

Sky twitched. Before I
could say anything, she helped me up. The earth tilted under my
feet, and my view spun as if I had turned upside down. My body and
mind hadn’t synced yet. I wasn’t sure if this was real or if I
had to prove myself worthy before I entered Heaven or some other
divine place. But everything became clear when my eyes focused past
our protective barrier. Holy freakin’ Zeus! A battle raged. Then
everything fell in place.

I turned to my angel, who propped me up. My
heart thundered in bliss and recognition. Not only was I alive, Sky
and I had been reunited. Her teary eyes and her smile said it
all.

“Sky? Is this really you,
or am I dead?” I asked hesitantly, dismissing the fact Zara stood
in front using her magic and the scent of Sky I knew like my own
spiraled dizzily around me like a euphoric drug.

“It’s me, Mason.”
Her lips quivered.
“Are you hurt? Or you okay?”

I didn’t care who saw us or
what the hell was happening beyond the protective shield. Her words
were all I needed. Ignoring her questions, I conquered
Sky’s lips with mine and ran my hands all over her. Every inch of
her face, my thumb over her eyes, her nose, her cheeks, her ears.
Every curve of her body, needing evidence it was her. Needing to
know I was alive and she was here and we were finally together
after all those torturous days apart.

Her body melded into mine, and she kissed me
back in the same intensity, showing me how much she’d missed me.
Then it became too much. Overwhelmed with adrenaline,
uncontrollable exhilaration coursed through me, taking all of my
strength. I shocked her.

“Mason?” Sky jerked
back.

“I’m so sorry.
I…it’s been so long. I mean—” My hands gently caressed her
face.

“It’s okay, Mason.” She
gave me her sexy, naughty grin. “You know I love it when you do it
during…um…”

“Any minute now. You can
have a longer reunion after we defeat Cronus.” Zara snapped me
back. Her arms still raised.

“Zara, thank you.” I
wasn’t sure why I had said that, but I knew she had a hand in my
fast healing.

“Thank me later. On the
count of three, this barrier will be down. We need to go help the
others. One…”

Sky and I exchanged loving glances at each
other.

“Two…”

“I love you,” I
mouthed.

“I love you, too,” she
mouthed back.

“Stay beside me so I know
you’re safe, okay?”

“I’ll do my best. But do you
need to rest?”

“No. I’ve rested far too
long. I’ll explain later.”

I wasn’t going to take it
easy when everyone else was in danger. I had no time for self-pity.
My muscles throbbed, and I felt a little disorientated, but I would
snap out of it when the adrenaline kicked in.

We ducked when a boulder
big enough to crush the three of us came straight at us and bounced
away. Thankfully, Zara hadn’t dropped the barrier.

“Three.”

Now I understood why
everything sounded muffled. The shield also blocked sounds. The
blast of thunder and lightning from Zeus zapped me awake. Nick and
Everett fought beside Zeus, while Noah and Amanda held up their
daggers next to Poseidon. I smiled to see my family, and I
couldn’t wait to kick some ass right beside them. Determination and
strength flooded through me.

“Ready?” Zara
asked.

Sky and I nodded.

“We’re waiting for Hermes
and Tara. I can’t contact Tara…”

I had no idea what she said next. Sky and I
took off.
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I gaped. It was the first
time I’d set my eyes on Cronus. The famous Cronus. The legendary
Cronus. The huge…humongous beast with the face of an ordinary man.
He wasn’t the only giant there. There were six of them. My courage
drained for a second, until a body flew across the arena from one
end to the other side, knocking down walls. Then something
registered in my brain. Mason!

“That’s Mason,”
Nick gasped.

“He just got whipped by
Cronus.” Noah pointed out the obvious.

“Skylar and I will go help
him. The rest of you stop Cronus,” Zara directed.

Those words were the only
thing I heard before I took off running. My heart danced and at the
same time thundered in agony. I didn’t know what condition I would
find him in, and I didn’t know if Eris had altered his
mind. I pushed those worries away to focus on Mason.

We found Mason through the broken wall that
surrounded us like a small cave. He was unconscious but fortunately
not dead. His body took a toll from being slammed through the
structures. I was afraid to touch him for fear he had broken bones
and I would make it worse. But Zara knew what to do. She placed her
fingers on his wrist and leaned closer to his face.

“We must hurry. His heart
is weak.” Zara reached inside the bag tied around her waist, pulled
out a clear crystal, and placed it over his heart. “Make sure it
stays on him until he awakes. Meanwhile, I’ll protect this area as long
as I can.”

My eyes were rooted to
Mason’s face. I gently placed my hand over his cheek. “Mason,” I
whimpered. “Please, wake up. I need you so much and your family
needs you too. You can’t
leave us. We’re supposed to get married
and live a long life together.” My eyes pooled with tears. “The
dogs miss you too.”

Time seemed to inch past,
and the longer it took, the more agitated I became. “This
isn’t working,” I snapped. “Can’t you heal him faster? Why
isn’t he waking up?” I threw Zara questions before she even had a
chance to answer, but she didn’t need to.
Mason’s eyes fluttered open to stare at me. Could he not recognize
me? That was what I feared most.

“Mason?” I
couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move.

The ground shook and
lightning flashed everywhere, but I didn’t care. I dismissed all
that. My only focus was Mason. Waiting… Waiting… Waiting… until he
whispered, “Sky?”

I closed my eyes and let the tears fall. A
few dripped on his cheek. My heart soared, and I thanked the world
my Mason not only was alive, but recognized me.

[image: ]

“Ready?” Zara
asked.

Mason and I nodded.

“We’re waiting for Hermes
and Tara. I can’t contact Tara.” Zara
scowled.

I had no idea what she said next. Mason and
I took off to guard Nick and Everett.

“It’s so good to see you,
Mace the Ace.” Nick’s hand sizzled with light,
sending a blast to Cronus that seemed to sting him rather than do
any damage. “It’s about time you woke up.” Though
Nick teased, I could hear the relief and happiness in his tone and
Everett’s too.

“I was going to go over
there and kick your ass. Sleep while we get our asses kicked, why
don’t you?” Everett said and ducked an incoming rock.

Mason smiled. “Yeah, I missed you too.”

“Mason is mine.” Someone
came out of the shadow behind a boulder.

I turned, surprised to see someone our size,
shirtless and all muscles.

“You again.” Mason pointed
at him. “You’re standing. I’m going to help you
get back down on your knees.”

“You need to have more
respect for your elders, Mason. I’m Oceanus. If you
didn’t know my name, now you do. I’m going to kill you today.” His
eyes darkened, sparkling with electricity.

“You’re so little.” Nick
snorted. “What happened to you? Are you the runt of the
family?”

Oceanus raised his hand.
Energy blasted and Nick darted across. Then Oceanus homed in on
Mason and shifted his hand to him, but this time,
Oceanus’s body hurled to the opposite side of Nick.

“You need to move faster,
grandpa.” Mason’s eyes brightened, surging with
energy. It trailed down his body, out of his fingertip, and around
his body, illuminating him. He was beautiful and
dangerous.

Oceanus got right back up, shook his head as
if to dust off dirt, and flashed an evil grin. Then he came at
Mason like a bull.

“Why
can’t you just stay down?” Mason’s power bolted out, buzzing the
energy around Oceanus, and tossed him against the wall on the other
side. His body burst through and was buried under the rubble. It
would hold him for the time being.

Everyone ran in circles within the arena,
dodging lightning produced by Zeus and Mason.

“Hyperion. Stop,” Hades
demanded. “Join our side and stop Cronus.”

Hyperion stomped like a
spoiled brat. “You banished me to Tartarus. I’ll never trust you.”
He swatted his giant hand to knock anyone in his way.

“Noah!” Amanda shouted in
horror. Noah got caught in Hyperion’s rampage. Hyperion’s hand
knocked Noah aside. “You’re going to get it, you giant
piece of shit.”

Noah collided against one of the Titans and
dropped to the ground. Amanda was right by his side.

“Theia, Coeus,
Themis, stop this nonsense,” Zeus roared,
floating at their eye level. “History will repeat itself.
You’re going to lose again.”

Coeus swung an arm at
Zeus. He missed and his fist collided with Theia’s face. The huff of
her growl sent Zeus tumbling in air.

Ares and Athena sliced
their swords at a female titan’s ankle, and Hades climbed on top
of the same titan’s head and lit her hair on
fire.

“Phoebe.
That’s what you get for siding with Cronus,” Zeus
roared.

Phoebe screeched in pain as fire streamed
out of her hair, producing unwanted ashes and flames. It flared
when she rammed her head against the structure, causing debris and
more chaos. Dodging their humongous steps and trying to fight back
exhausted me.

A whistle from Ares caught
Theia’s attention. Then, bam! Athena’s shield flew like a saucer and
hit her smack on the eye. She cried in pain, covering the hurt eye.
Ares took the opportunity and hit Theia’s other eye with his shield.
Blinded, Theia howled in agony. Ares and Athena, joined by Everett,
jabbed and poked her with their swords. Theia dropped to her knees,
causing the ground to rumble. I’d thought one of the Titans would
come to her aid, but they didn’t.

I gasped when Cronus grabbed Poseidon in the
palm of his hand. “Let him go,” I spat, sending shocks toward him.
Unfortunately, he only jerked and cursed, but his grip on Poseidon
concerned me deeply. Then, to my horror, he opened his mouth and
swallowed Poseidon.

“No!” Zeus bellowed in
grief. His shout echoed through the arena, bouncing off the wall so
loudly I had to cover my ears.

Thunder boomed and
lightning flashed, coming down at Cronus, but Cronus caught the
lightning with his hand. How was that possible? He froze it into
ice before it had a chance to hit him. Zeus’s eyes grew in terror. He
raised his staff, sending more lightning to flash faster and
faster. Cronus froze every one of them.

The shock of seeing
Poseidon eaten alive made me wary, and it did the same for the
others as we all adjusted to the horror and reality that Poseidon
was gone. My concern died quickly, knowing Poseidon still could be
saved. They just had to beat Cronus and have him regurgitate
Poseidon. But the thought of Poseidon inside
Cronus’s body sickened me. I hoped he wasn’t
suffering.

“I’m going to eat you one by
one. You cannot defeat the elders.” Cronus’s tone sounded like a
promise. His eyes blazed with determined fury.

“Hermes, Tara, where are
you?” Zara muttered under breath. She had been trying to protect us
by creating a bubble of shield whenever one of us needed it, but we
were scattered, and the arena was too big for her to pinpoint
exactly where we were hiding, dodging, or running.

A bright light glowed
between two boulders and then blinked out.
Hermes’s and Tara’s heads came into view. Zara and
I ducked behind a titan as dust clouds came and went, depending on
the Titans’
footing.

“Do you have it?” Zara
asked.

“Yes.” Hermes placed the
trident and helm in front. “How’s it going? From the looks of it,
not well.”

“One titan is down for
now,” Zara said. “You know how the history went. It took years to
finally defeat the Titans. It seems as though this battle might end
from exhaustion. We could go on fighting forever.
We’re not repeating history.”

“Where’s Poseidon?” Hermes
asked, gazing at the trident.

We ducked when rock debris flew at us.

“Cronus swallowed him,” I
said nonchalantly, surprised at myself for not
panicking.

Hermes rubbed his chin, frowning. “I see.
And how will this plan work without Poseidon?”

Zara grabbed the trident
and helm from Hermes. “This plan doesn’t include the
gods.”

We ducked again as another rock sliced the
boulder we hid behind in half.

“Sky!”

“I’m fine, Ma—” Before I could
finish, Mason was beside me. “Stay close to me.” He did a double
take when he saw Tara and Hermes.

“It’s good to have you
back, Mason.” Hermes tipped his head as a way of
greeting.

Mason gave a heartfelt
grin. “Thank you. It’s good to see you too. Listen. I
know you already have a plan, but Cronus will know what the gods
will do with the gifts, so I suggest we—”

Zara’s eyes brightened.
Before Mason could finish, she interrupted,
“That’s brilliant, but I had already thought of it. Give the helm
to Sky. Nick takes the trident.” She handed the helm to me. “Mason,
you give Cronus all you have with Zeus’s staff. Make this work. Now
go.”

“We have to hurry. The
humans need us.” Hermes’s words stopped us. He continued.
“The earth is rumbling. The sky is falling. Eris is causing all
sorts of chaos.”

“Eris planned this all
along. She wants to take over the world. In order to do so, she had
to distract us.” Zara’s eyes never looked so cold and
dark and full of hate as they did that day.
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To stop the war on Earth, we had to first
defeat Cronus. The Titans were immortal, so it was impossible to
kill them; however, we could lock them away for good. But only if
we could defeat Cronus, their leader, the one they answered to. The
helm, trident, and staff worked last time, but could it work
again?

Nick and Sky were in
position and so was I. We didn’t need to say much since the plan
was simple. We briefly strategized, and then I borrowed
Zeus’s staff, leaving him a little vulnerable, but Hermes and Zara
protected him.

“Ready?”
I inhaled. “We can do this.”

Sky and Nick gave me
thumbs-up to confirm, ducking to dodge a titan’s hand swinging at
us.

“Go,” I said. “Be
careful.”

When Sky lowered the helm
over her head, she became invisible. I smiled when I felt a peck on
my cheek, knowing it was Sky. Nick tightened his grip on the
trident and inched closer to Cronus while I distracted him by
sending bolts through the staff. I had to admit, I felt powerful
holding Zeus’s staff, but Cronus
wouldn’t be put down easily.

“Mason,
I’m
going to step on you like I should have done the first time we
met,” Cronus roared. “Nobody that sides with Zeus will live. I will
kill all of you.”

Cronus lifted his legs one
by one, pounding the ground, trying to crush me. The cement
shattered and pieces fell all around as I ran in zig-zags, wishing
Sky would hurry. I felt like a tiny bug, running away from a
human’s steps.

“I’m here, you big pathetic
giant piece of shit. Move faster, grandpa. Come get me.
I—”

I had no alternative but
to curl myself into a ball to escape a rock that rolled toward me.
In that instant, I slipped and Cronus’s foot fell directly at me. I
tried to scurry away, but another broken boulder tumbled my way. I
had just reunited with Sky. No way in hell would I die by
Cronus’s foot. But it was out of my hands. I was trapped, nowhere to
run. From a distance, Hades’s eyes rounded in horror. Even
running at god’s speed he
wouldn’t reach me in time, but he ran to me anyway. A thought
occurred to me. I could fly—or I could point the staff up, hoping
its pointy end would stop Cronus, but it was too late. I should
have felt the pain of Cronus’s feet squashing me, but it never
came.

Sizzling light glowed from
Cronus’s head. Sky was able to get to his head without being
detected. He threw his head back, shrieking in pain, and slapped
his head as if he could stop the bolts. I cringed, knowing Sky was
still up there. She had to be in order to produce that much light.
Then from the corner of my eyes, just as planned, Nick flew, with
Tara’s help, aiming the trident at Cronus’s chest. It plunged between
his ribs. I would have preferred it through his heart, which was
our target, but it was better than nothing. The impact caused the
lighting still blistering his head to spread down to the trident.
Cronus’s body convulsed as his eyes rolled back. Now, it was my
turn.

“Need a hand, little
one?” Hades smirked.
“It’s good to see you.”

As much as Hades annoyed me at times, I
hated to admit it, but I was growing a soft spot for him.

I smirked
back. “No thanks, grandpa.
I’ve
got this.”

Calling all my will, the
thunder boomed and lightning crackled from the sky, twirling around
me, covering me, raising me to Cronus as the wind pushed me up and
away from everyone. I pointed the staff to his heart, ready to put
him down. It wouldn’t kill him, but he would fall
unconscious. He would become immobile. Then we could carry him back
to New Olympus, to a stronger, modernized prison, where Hephaestus
was also locked up.

Everyone stood still, watching, even the
other Titans. The Titans did nothing to evade the inevitable. They
knew they had been beaten. They knew it was over just as we did.
And here it came. I lunged forward as the power carried me. The
staff vibrated, as if it knew what it needed to do. It had done it
before, and it would do it again. Put down Cronus once and for
all.

But as I reached Cronus,
the staff never penetrated his heart. It didn’t even touch his skin.
Something like dust swirled around him. Then I heard the familiar,
annoying voice above his head. What the hell? Cronus shrank right
in front of my eyes. It took three heartbeats for the giant beast
to reach the size of a rat.

“No, no, no, Mason.” Eris
clicked her tongue in a scolding manner, keeping her distance from
me. “You shall not have my toy.”

Speechless and shocked
beyond words, I gawked at her and Cronus. I
couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. He was as tiny as I
was before, and a part of me feared beyond words that she would
shrink me too and take me prisoner again. Instead, she picked
Cronus up as fire, light, and icicles darted toward her from my
team.

“Enjoy the rest of the
day. Die well, my sweet almost-husband. Don’t let the bugs bite you.”
Every word spat out of her like venom.

What did she
freakin’ mean by that? With a poof, she was gone. A red apple dropped
and rolled by my feet. I wanted to laugh, but there was no time. I
turned to face my family and friends. We failed! No, I failed. I
had one simple task to end this and Eris… ERIS! I growled at the
top of my lungs, imagining myself twisting her neck to
break.

“I’m going to kill her,” I
hollered. Wringing a fist full of my hair, too enraged to think, I
kicked the apple out of the arena. Turning back, I composed myself.
My beloved Sky trembled, and she stared in disbelief.

“I thought she was going
to take you away.” Her lips
quivered.

“Sky.” I embraced her,
making sure she was real. We had both been traumatized by my
disappearance. The fear in her eyes gutted me.

As I continued to hold
Sky, I assessed our surroundings. Amid the damage, the former arena
reminded me of the time of the Greeks, crumbled and broken behind
repair, but it didn’t matter. I reminded myself the
arena sat inside a Labyrinth. It was an imposter, fake.
Wait. Where
were the Titans?

“They’re gone, too,” Nick
said, answering my question before I asked as he dusted his shirt.
“They all shrank while we were trying to get Cronus. Eris took them
or saved them or whatever.” Nick’s jaw clenched.

“He has Poseidon.” Zeus
dipped his head down, his eyes filled with concern.
“He’s shrunken too.” Raising his head, he glanced at me, as if he
remembered something. “That’s mine. I’ll take it back. Thank you.”
His tone was polite but possessive as he took his staff
back.

“Mine, too.” Hades gently
took his helm from Sky. “How I miss this gift.” His eyes roamed the
helm, greedily. “We’ll get our brother back,” Hades
assured us, sounding determined.

“Is he in pain?” Ares
asked, dropping his shield.

“No, but
he’s
asleep. That’s what I remember it to be like,”
Zeus replied.

“We have to be careful
with Cronus then,” Athena added, her sword to her side.

“We need to get out of
here.” Hermes shook pebbles off his hair and then his
wings.

“Do we even know how to
get out?” Amanda
snarled.

Amanda’s shirt was torn at
the bottom and the black spots on her pants looked like she might
have been zapped with lightning a few times. Everett and Noah
looked as bad. The gods and the Oracles, on the other hand, looked
almost perfect.

“I know the way,” Skylar
announced. “Zara gave me a magic pen. It will guide us out
of—”

Skylar never finished,
because the ground shook violently and burst open. We leaped and
moved in gods’
speed, avoiding what had become massive craters
everywhere. Then out of the ground appeared enormous bugs. Giant
ants, spiders, flies, earthworms, and other crawling things.
Enjoy the rest of the day. Die well, my sweet
almost-husband. Don’t let the bugs bite you.
I realized she’d meant that
literally.

“This is just great. I
hate spiders,” Nick
grumbled.

“Oh, come on.” Everett
dropped his shoulders and let out a sigh.

“Of all the things, it had
to be bugs. I hate bugs.” Amanda puffed out air, blowing her hair
out of her face.

I sympathized with Everett
and Amanda. Though they were descendants and had the
gods’ blood in them. They weren’t as strong. They
didn’t have the power like Nick and I had.

“Stay right here.” I
shoved Everett and Amanda toward a dome, a protective barrier
created by all the rocks and debris that had piled on top. “Noah,
stay with them. Guard and protect them.”

“Where are you going?”
Everett spat.

I spread my lips into a
confident smirk. “We’ve got this.
We’re going to fry, zap, and turn some bugs into ice.
They’re brainless. This should be a piece of cake.” I took off to
the others already doing what I said we were going to
do.

It should have been a walk in the park, only
there were too many of them. Hades and Sky torched the ants, while
Zeus, Nick, and I fired our lightning powers and stung the flies.
The Oracles and Hermes took care of the earthworms and other bugs I
had no name for.

“Watch
out!” Nick bellowed.

A massive gut spurted out
from a fly’s belly. The impact from
Nick’s bolt blasted the fly in half. Yellow, brown, reddish liquid
dropped to the ground and some splashed on Everett and Amanda. They
would have been submerged had it not been for
Noah’s ice barrier, but it was a little bit too late.

“Sorry.” Noah
shrugged.

Knowing they were safe, I
attended to the spiders. I never studied spiders, but I knew enough
to know when their fangs stuck out, they were ready to sting prey.
I froze one of the fly’s wings flying close by. It
dropped in front of me just as the spider scurried toward me. The
spider turned its attention on the fly and started to do its
instinctive thing. Absolutely gross. Venom squirted out from the
spider. I sprinted away.

More spiders came at me.
My image reflected against their giant, black, marble-like eyes.
Their enormous long legs like sharp knives stabbed around me as
they missed me by hair’s breadth. I gutted one with my
power. It split in half and greenish bile dropped like buckets of
rain. I hit another one as I ran, and then I dodged and hid. When I
got a clear view, I sent my bolt of electricity to zap it extra
crispy.

Ares and Athena swung their shields like
boomerangs; they decapitated bugs and came back while they fought
off the others with their swords. Graceful and skilled, they were
awesome to watch, like an action-packed movie.

Hades and Sky lit the bugs
on fire and the arena with them. The blazing bugs squealed in pain.
I held my breath at the pungent odor of dead burning bugs. Smoke
filled the air and so did the webs. If we didn’t leave soon, we too
would become the spiders’ meals.

The Oracles raised their hands, lifted a
humongous worm and aimed it at the spider webs. They did it again
and again, until most of them were tangled and stuck. The spiders
scrambled like mad, stomping over one another, and now they were
fighting each other.

“We can’t let them escape the
Labyrinth, and we need to get out,” I said as we re-grouped toward
the entrance, where Noah, Everett, and Amanda stayed
hidden.

“I have a plan.”
Sky’s eyes lit up. “Zara and Tara will have to use their magic
and keep us together in a bubble. Noah and—” She paused. Sky was
about to say Poseidon. Sadness filled her eyes, but she pushed her
shoulders back and continued. My brave girl. “Noah can do this.
Zeus, Nick, and Mason will zap their power all around the arena.
And Hades and I will burn everything in sight. This might cause an
earthquake and the fire will spread throughout the Labyrinth, but
this will ensure that no one will be placed here ever again. Sound
like a plan?”

Everyone nodded.

I mouthed, my eyes sparkling with love. “I
love you.”

Sly blushed. “I love you,”
she said back. Then she shifted her attention to everyone else.
“Let’s do this.”

Fire and smoke reached to
the sky, burning everything in its path. I had no sympathy for
Eris’s creations, even though they were innocent, as screeching
painful sounds vibrated in my ears from the insects. Die suckers,
die!
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We decided to head to New Olympus and
strategize, but before we began, we gave Mason a proper welcome
home greeting. In the Labyrinth, we fought for our lives; once we
were safe, grateful smiles spread over our lips, tears were shed,
and long hugs were exchanged with Mason.

Colin, Sarah, and Aaron dashed in, struck
with panic. Interrupting the peaceful moment, they rambled on and
on about what we had missed.

“We need to save the
humans,” Sarah said frantically. “Giants are crushing the towns.”
She paused to take in the scene. “Oh, Mason. It’s good to see
you.”

“Thank you.
It’s
good to be back.”

“I’m glad
you’re all right.” Colin shook Mason’s hand and continued.
“That’s not all. Hurricanes and tornadoes are everywhere.
It’s
not only hailing icicles but fire balls too.”

Aaron tapped Mason on the
shoulder with a quick smile, but his expression changed to all
business-like. “It’s like the end of the world. You
haven’t seen it?” He stared at us with wide eyes, as if unable to
grasp our ignorance.

Amanda sneered. Her eyes
glowed angrily. “Do we look like we’ve been partying? Look at us.”
She shook her head, looking at the gods, who
hadn’t worked up a sweat. “Look at me and Everett.
We’ve been through hell, so don’t look at us like
we’re idiots.” Then she smiled unexpectedly. “However, it was
worth it all. We got Mason back.”

Noah placed his hands on
Amanda’s shoulders from behind. “He’s just sacred.
Let’s all try to calm down.”

“It’s good to have you
back, Mason.” Cara smiled, walking in. Her long dress swayed as she
came forth.

“Thank you.” Mason dipped
his head.

“But Aaron is right,” Cara
continued, and her tone rose in horror. “I’m sorry to cut
Mason’s reunion so short, but humans are being slaughtered. Homes,
businesses, and whatever those monsters can get their hands and
feet on are being smashed to the ground.”

Cara rarely spoke. I
didn’t know if she had nothing to say or allowed Zara to be the
leader. Had it always been that way? Ever since her sisters had
forgiven her, she dove into her role as one of the Oracles—prim and
proper and respectful. Once upon a time, I loathed her, but she
became someone to admire. She had changed for the better. I guessed
anyone could change when given circumstances played in their favor,
if they were willing.

“Where are they?” Mason
rolled back his shoulders as if to ease the muscles and tension,
but his hand on my waist never left. “Do you have their
location?”

Colin gazed at the grand
window, as if he could see what he had described. “Its origin point
is Kayla’s hometown, but it’s slowly spreading. We have to
hurry.”

I gasped. Thoughts of the diner, my aunt,
Kayla, Mona, and Jack came to mind. The rush of adrenaline spiked.
I had to know they were safe. We had to get there fast. As
expected, Nick took out his cell and called Kayla.

Hades stretched and flexed his arms as if he
was getting ready to fight. “At least we know where they are.”

“How are we going to stop
them?” Colin narrowed his eyes. “We’re not…”

“Giants
or…” Sarah chimed in, unable to finish.
Inhaling a deep breath, her shoulders dropped in defeat.

Hermes appeared, sounding
confident with his chin up, behind Zeus. “We can. We have the
Cyclopes on our side. They want their revenge and have agreed to
aid us if and when we’re ready for them.”

“You’ve released the
Cyclopes?” Zeus raised an eyebrow. “Are you mad,
Hermes?”

He didn’t get a chance to
answer, Tara stepped in. “He’s not mad, Zeus. They
haven’t been released to the human world, yet.” There was a hint of
mischief in her tone. Her glistening eyes told me she was excited
about the plan Hermes had mentioned.

Hades crossed his arms and cleared his
throat. “First things first, how did Eris shrink the Titans?”

“I would like to know
too.” Mason cocked a brow with disgust. “She did the same thing to
me, many times. I was afraid I would become like a stretch man or
something weird.”

Zara placed an elbow on
the arm of her marble throne and rested her head on her fist with a
sigh. Strands of her neat, braided hair stuck out like long
spider’s legs. Though she didn’t drop a bead of sweat, she
looked drained.

“I know how she did it,”
Zara answered, locking her eyes on Athena. “It’s a long story, and
there are many different versions, but I’m confident Athena will
share her story.” Zara’s hard stare urged Athena to do
so, as if to threaten her that Zara would tell it if Athena
didn’t.

Athena fidgeted with her
hair tied into a ponytail and threw her hands up with a roll of her
eyes. “A mortal named Arachne bragged how she weaved better than
me. So I disguised myself as an old woman and warned her to plead
for forgiveness for her sharp tongue and pray that Athena would
spare her soul. I’m a goddess, so I
couldn’t help myself. When Arachne challenged me to a weaving
contest, I took off my disguise and accepted the
contest.”

Ares’s brows creased in
confusion. “You
can’t spare souls.”

“She
didn’t know that,” Athena spat. “Anyway, the mortal won the
contest,” she mumbled so softly that it was difficult to hear. “My
weaving portrayed battles in which the gods punished mortals for
setting themselves as equals to the gods.
Arachne’s weaving depicted ways that the gods had misled and abused
mortals. So when her weaving insulted the gods, and I hate to admit
it, it was better than mine, I did what any goddess would do. I
ripped her work into shreds.”

Our jaws dropped. Athena
fought beside us. All along, I’d never guessed her to be such
a…

“Bitch.” Nick took the
word out of my mouth, but it was hardly audible. In fact, I thought
I was the only one who heard him.

“That’s not all. Is it,
Athena?” Tara tapped her fingers, urging Athena to move along. We
didn’t have all day.

Athena’s lips curled down. “I
sprinkled her body with the juice of an herb called Monkshead, also
known as Hecate’s Bane. I watched as Arachne
transformed into a spider. Her head shrunk, her hair fell out, and
her nimble fingers grew into long, thin legs.” Her eyes glistened
with pure satisfaction.

Mason glared at Athena, and his tone rose.
“So, you turned her into a spider?”

Athena shrugged and turned
her face away, unable to meet Mason’s gaze. She
didn’t answer at first. Gods were not only arrogant, but they
would never admit they were wrong. “She deserved it. Just like Eris
and the Titans will. I have some left.”

“If we use this on the
Titans, will it turn them into spiders?” I questioned.

“No.” Athena shook her
head. “Only the humans do. Those with a god’s blood just
shrink.”

Nick’s eyes grew in fury,
but his tone was calm. “You had something that could have helped
beat the Titans, and it didn’t occur to you to mention
it?”

Athena looked away,
fidgeting with her ponytail. “I don’t need to answer to this
little person. Besides, why didn’t the Oracles mention
it?”

Nick scoffed and inhaled a deep breath.

Silence.

Dead silence.

A sigh.

A cough.

Zara clapped once.

We jumped.

“Well…” Zara snapped us out of
whatever had rendered us speechless. “Either we stay here like
corpses or we go save the world. Skylar, have either of your
parents contacted you?”

“No.”

Zara’s lips twitched, her
eyes focused. “Let’s hope they hurry. Do you know
where they went?”

“No,” I answered. “Mom was
vague about her plans. She knows the urgency of our
situation.”

“But she
doesn’t know how bad it is.”

I wasn’t sure what caused me
to get into a leadership role besides the fact my family was at the
dead center of the battle, but without hesitation, I took charge.
“Athena, bring the Monkshead and meet us there. Hermes, release the
Cyclopes. For everyone else, what are we waiting for?
Let’s go.”
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We arrived at
Kelly’s diner through a portal. At first I wasn’t sure if we were at
the right place when smoke filled the air, but then a warning bell
rang in my head, reminding me the battle started here. It
wasn’t just the smoke; the ground shook, and loud angry roars
filled the air. Those sounds had to have come from the Titans.
Chills danced along my spine.

I coughed, and then everyone started to
cough from the toxic smoke, except for the gods. The coughing
continued as we covered our noses. Our steps were careful as we
fanned our hands to clear away the smoke. Zara perked her lips.
After a long inhale and exhale of her breath, guided by her magic,
the smoke vanished. Silently thanking Zara we could breathe again,
we paced forward, led by Ares in front. When Nick had called Kayla,
she informed him they were fine, but asked for us to hurry, for the
town was under siege.

“Kayla,” Nick shouted.
“Are you here?” Nick rushed through the damage to the kitchen. We
followed. Only he knew where they were hiding.

Nick swung the storage room door. Kayla, my
aunt, Mona, and Jack sat to the back corner with knives in their
trembling hands.

Kayla beamed with recognition. “Nick.” She
dropped the knife and embraced him and then me, followed by my
aunt, Jack, and Mona.

“Who are these people?” My
auntie Kelly looked either impressed or was in shock to see the
gods. Her eyes shifted from Zeus to Ares to Hades. She
couldn’t stop staring at Hades.

“Pleasure to meet you.”
Zeus kissed my aunt’s
knuckles.

She blushed and then blushed even more after
Hades did the same.

“What’s going on? When?
How?” I threw in questions.

“We have no idea?” Mona
threw up her hands. “I’m going to assume they appeared
through a portal. Otherwise, I’m sure we
would’ve heard and felt Cronus’s steps before he got
here.”

“You saw him?” Sarah
cringed.

Aaron’s eyes grew wider, and Colin held
fast to his sword and shield.

“He crushed half of this
building with his stinking foot,” Jack spat, waving a spatula with
his other hand and then slamming it on the counter as if he could
crush Cronus with it. “We stayed behind to clear the fire. But they
ripped through this town. They’re not far. I suggested we stay
in the storage room, the only section that hadn’t been touched.
Besides, we couldn’t escape. Our cars were crushed,
too.”

The pots and pans rattled, the ground
trembled, and human screams filled the short peace we had.

“Are your mom and dad
okay?” Kelly asked, quivering. “Do you know where

they are?” She leaned into
me. “What’s going on? I don’t understand. Who is
Cronus?”

“My parents are safe,” I
reassured her, but it was a lie as I dismissed her last

question. I had no idea. Where did my
parents go? I wished they would hurry. Receiving no return texts or
calls from them had my stomach in knots.

Mona picked up a broom and started sweeping.
“Is this happening throughout the world? How did Cronus
escape?”

Zara waved her hands in a circular motion,
mumbling a few words. Everything around us, what was left, moved on
its own back to its original position. Even the broken chairs,
dishes, ceiling, cabinets, like when one rewinds a movie,
everything was whole again.

Aunt Kelly stumbled back, covering her mouth
from screaming.

Kayla dropped her jaw.
“Shit. Mom
doesn’t know who—”

Before Kayla could finish,
Zeus placed his hands on my aunt’s temples and sent a dosage of
shock waves. When he left go, he let her fall into his
arms.

Zeus cradled her and
placed her down in the storage room. “She’ll forget this and what
we’ve discussed here. I don’t know when
she’ll wake up, but someone should stay with her, preferably
Kayla. Mona and Jack should stay behind to help Kayla, just in
case.”

Mona shrugged. “I was planning on it anyway.
Sure, why not?”

“Just because we have no
powers…” Jack wiggled his fingers with his lips turned down. “We
miss all the fun.” He dropped his shoulders with a sigh. “But
I’ll
do whatever you ask of me.”

“Good.” Zeus cocked a brow,
expecting nothing less.

The ground shook again. The pots and pans
clanked together.

“We better go,” Mason
said, not sounding thrilled. He kissed my forehead.

“Stay in the storage
room.” Nick kissed Kayla and guided her gently back in.

“Be careful,” Kayla
murmured.

“We’ll be back soon.” I
caught Kayla’s eyes. “Stay here and
don’t come out unless you have to.” It was the safest place for
her. Right?

“Wait,” Zara, Nick, and I said at
the same time.

The three of us exchanged glances, surprised
we had said the same word.

I spoke first. “Zara should portal them back
home.”

“I was going to say the
same thing,” Nick seconded.

“And so was I.” Zara
opened her fist and lights glowed and swirled, dancing with the
wind. Then they were gone, safely back to my
aunt’s house.
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The town had been rebuilt with the help from
the gods when Hephaestus and his monsters ripped through not too
long before in search of me. People were suffering much worse.
Sure, there were causalities before, but Cronus and Eris had begun
attacking the humans, too.

I had to cover my eyes and look the other
way. Countless dead bodies dotted along the streets. Some had
missing limbs and others had been decapitated. Blood painted the
windows, doors, and sidewalks.

The town was unrecognizable. Fire blazed and
flames reached the sky. The building structures were smashed, the
windows shattered, many of them beyond repair. Squashed cars
blocked the road, along with broken trees and street signs. Even
the homes I could see from the short distance had been damaged. A
truly devastating sight. My heart sank, and the knot in my stomach
tightened even more.

“Cronus! Eris!” Zeus must
have felt the same ache as me. Even though he
didn’t care for the humans, the sight alone was cause for anger.
He raised his hands and called upon the thunder. The
already-ominous clouds darkened even more, twisting and turning.
“This should let them know our location. Bring the fight here,
where there has already been damage.”

Zeus was right. Why cause destruction
elsewhere? Boom! Boom! Boom! The ground pounded. Our balance got
worse when the ground rattled faster, closer together. They were
near.

“Don’t let Eris take you.”
I turned to Mason and kissed him.

“You stay by my side,” he
ordered with a kiss back. “We’re not losing this—”

“Zeus!” Cronus’s voice
thundered over us, covering Mason’s words.

“Holy Cronus,” Sarah
murmured with her head tilted back, gripping tighter to her
shield.

“He looks so normal, just
big,” Colin commented with wide eyes.

Aaron’s hands blazed with fire. He
stood confident, but the expression on his face told me something
else.

I shivered and gulped down
my fear. Eris sat on Cronus’s shoulder. Behind Cronus were
his siblings and—No, it couldn’t be. She did. Giant humans were
under her spell, lined in perfect formation, ready to
attack.

“Well, Father and
Eris,” Zeus mocked.
“You don’t look happy to see me. Surprised
that we’re still alive?”

“You!” Eris gritted
through her teeth, jumped down, and stood in front of Cronus. “How
is that possible?”

“I have good news and bad
news for you,” Zeus stated, not answering her question. “The bad
news is that the Labyrinth of Crete is gone, burnt to the ground so
you can never use it on anyone to play your stupid silly
games.”

Eris frowned.

“The good news
is…we’re here.”

The cool breeze became colder and more
vicious, tossing everything in its path. Though it seemed
impossible, the day turned darker still. Water dripped on my face,
slow at first, then gradually worse.

“Mason?” My voice
quivered, my throat parched, and my gut feeling told me to
run.

Mason felt it too. He squeezed my hand.

“Surrender and your
punishment will be the same,” Zara belted through the wind. “Or
face death.”

“Punishment?” Eris laughed
like she’d heard a joke. “Don’t be ridiculous, Zara, you old
fool. I may not have magic like yours, but I am the goddess of
chaos, and chaos follows me wherever I go. So it’s my turn to spit out
demands.” Her eyes darkened with a glower. “You surrender, or
everything the poor little pathetic humans built will be destroyed.
And the hundreds and hundreds of the giants I have behind me, I
know you won’t hurt them. For they do not know
what they are.” She sounded almost sympathetic.

“We do not surrender to a
lowly goddess who thinks she’s one of us.” Zeus pounded his
staff on the ground, striking Eris. Her body went tumbling across
space. I wished I could have done that, but it gave me great
satisfaction to know she had been struck.

Then the battle began.
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Eris controlled the humans turned giants,
who stomped and stormed through what was left of the town. There
were so many of them. Not only did we have to worry about the
Titans, but the human giants as well.

We ran like mice away from the cats. And in
some ways we were back in the Labyrinth as we climbed over crushed
cars, jump over enormous potholes, and weaved around ruined
structures while trying to bring the Titans down.

“Don’t hurt the humans.
They don’t know what they’re
doing,” I hollered, releasing Mason’s hand. We were forced to
separate when a beat-up car flew at us.

I jumped, shaking off
concrete debris, and searched for Mason. I didn’t have to look long
because Mason was up, looking for me. Then a giant human foot
landed between us.

“We can’t lose
Cronus,” Hades shouted as he sped by. “We
need to get Poseidon first. That’s our first priority.

“On my way.” Ares jumped
over the broken cars to catch up to Cronus. Ares threw his shield
and nicked Cronus’s leg, but Cronus never
flinched.

Mason and I ran, following Hades who was
following Cronus. Everywhere the giants stepped was another home
smashed. Hopefully the people were smart enough to have gotten out.
I assumed so. The town seemed dead, except for us. And the screams
and cries for help from the people had faded out.

“Cronus, stop running and
fight like a god!” Zeus growled. Lightning sizzled around his body
and staff.

Cronus halted. Mason and I dove away from
the falling tree Cronus nudged with his feet.

“You want your brother
back, Zeus?” Cronus spread his lips wickedly. “The only way to save
him is for me to eat you. And you know as well as I do,
you’re not willing to make that sacrifice. You’re all selfish and
unworthy of god powers. You’re no better than a
cockroach.”

Zeus’s eyes flashed like
lightning. The lightning around him grew bigger and more intense.
“You dare to compare me to a cockroach when—”

An arm swung from our
blind spot. We had no time to warn Zeus. Oceanus got shocked by
Zeus when he grabbed him and fell to the ground, but just before,
he threw Zeus like a tennis ball to Cronus. Cronus held Zeus
tightly, squeezing him. Cronus had taken Zeus’s staff with the other
hand and swallowed it.

“No!” Hades cried,
blasting his fire as Aaron and I did the same on
Cronus’s other foot. At the same time, Zara, Nick, and Mason did all
they could, zapping the Titans with their powers.

Cronus blew out the fire
with one long exhale and kicked his feet to make it difficult to
have anyone near him. He parted his lips to swallow Zeus and then
stopped. A shiny circular portal opened from behind Cronus. When
Cronus turned, Zeus was taken and a fist punched
Cronus’s face. Cronus’s body twisted and fell to the ground.
Cyclopes—not one or two, or three, but a dozen of them—had passed
through the portal with Hermes and Tara.

Thank
God!

“Well,
it’s
about time, Polyphemus,” Zeus said.

“Zeus,” Polyphemus
chuckled. The funny sound of his laughter stung my ears.

“What are they doing
here?” Eris appeared. Her victory smile faded, replaced by clenched
teeth and rounded fists. “Polyphemus, do as I say or
I’ll
put you back in prison.” Her weakened tone did not carry her
threat.

Polyphemus snarled, his one eye blinked and
glared.

Eris stumbled and collided into a house when
a Cyclops behind her flicked her. I had to laugh. This whole
situation was no laughing matter, but it felt good for Eris to get
what she deserved.

“Hurry, sprinkle this on
them.” Athena gave Tara and Hermes a small bag filled with
Monkshead flowers. “Crush the flowers on their foreheads or as
close to their noses as you can. It will go into their systems when
they breathe.”

Athena must have come at
the same time. I hadn’t seen her before. After Tara
handed Polyphemus some on his giant hand, he passed them out to the
Cyclopes while the human giants attacked them. Hermes flapped his
wings, flying close to the human giants and sprinkled the crushed
Monkshead over their heads along with the
Oracles’ help. While they were handling the human giants, the rest of
us battled the Titans.

“Hurry.” Zeus ran to
Cronus. Cronus shook his head as if trying to come out of a daze.
“We need to get Poseidon out before Cronus gets up.” Zeus stopped
and kicked a piece of broken cement in anger when Cronus pushed
himself halfway. “I need my staff.” He growled. “The staff is the
only thing that can cut his stomach open.”

“We have to find another
way.” Hades pushed Zeus from Cronus’s reach.

Instead of getting up, Cronus started
pounding his fist, faster and faster and faster, and then crawling
to catch us. He had realized his hands were swifter than his
feet.

Mason zapped his light at
Cronus’s face. Cronus craned his neck in time to dodge the light,
but Ares’s boomerang-like shield collided with his cheek. Again, it
only nicked him. The other Titans joined him and created
crater-like holes. They were coming from all directions, north,
south, east, west, surrounding us. We pushed them back with fire,
lightning, and everything we had, but somehow, the Titans bounced
back with resilience. With Eris on their side, chaos seemed to have
no end.

“Cronus!”

Mom? My mother’s voice vibrated in the air,
sounding like it was coming from all directions. Where was
she?

Everyone froze, even the Titans.

“Rhea, my love. How have
you been?” Cronus’s tone sounded loving, but there
was no sincerity in it.

With no sight of my mom, I
glanced around until I saw Mason’s head tilt up. Holy Cow! Mom was
just as big as Cronus, and her clothes had grown with
her.

“I’ve had better days,” Mom
replied. “But today will be even better. I’m giving you one last
chance, only because I loved you once. Surrender to your children,
let Poseidon out, and go back to Tartarus where you
belong.”

“Or what?” Cronus gritted
through his teeth.

“I’ll crush you.” Mom raised
her fist to emphasize her point.

Cronus’s boisterous laugh
blew the surrounding clouds away. “We have chaos on our side. You
can’t win. This time, I will succeed. I’m going to get rid of our
children and the descendants. And even the one growing in your
belly. The fetus is the most delicious of all.”

Mom glared at Cronus but
kept her cool. “You’re not eating anyone
today.”

Cronus let out a loud
burp. I wasn’t sure if he did it on purpose,
but it was disgusting. “I ate Poseidon. One down and so many more
to go.”

Mom gasped.

“Sky.” My dad startled me. “Move back.” He guided Mason and me away from Mom. Perhaps he
was afraid she might accidently step on me.

“Dad, how
did…Mom…she’s so…”

“I know.
It’s surreal.
We’ll explain
later.”

Eris’s voice broke our
conversation. She gloated, sitting on Cronus’s shoulder.
“Rhea…” she said my mom’s name as if she was a good
friend. “I wish I could say it’s good to see you, but I
won’t lie.” She snarled. “Looks like this time I’m going to win.” She
clapped her hands and giggled. “I’m the goddess of chaos, and chaos
loves to follow me. What can I say? I love what I can
do.”

“Looks like your human
giants are where they belong again and so will be the Titans. Sorry
to tell you, Eris, you won’t have a chance,” Mom
retorted.

Too busy gaping between my
giant mom and Cronus, I hadn’t realized the human giants were
in control. The Monkshead really worked.

“Oh, Rhea. You have much
to learn.” Eris examined her fingernails, looking bored.
“You’d been trapped in a human body for so long,
it’s
no wonder you forgot what it’s like to be around real gods.
Zeus, Hades, and Poseidon will soon be gone…and so will you. So go
away while you can or follow your children’s tragic
destiny.”

Mom raised her hand. Her
intention was to hit Eris, but that never happened. Cronus seized
her wrist. Mom yanked her arm, but she couldn’t release from his
grip. Mom used her free hand and pushed Cronus. He finally let go,
taking a step back.

“How dare you?” Eris spat.
“You were going to hit me?” Her tone rose. “Just for that, let
there be a storm.” She raised her hands in the air. “Let it drown
the land and wash away everything in sight.”

The thunder boomed and lightning flashed
across the darkened sky. Rain poured like a bucket of water from
the belly of the clouds. Drenched from the sudden outpour, we had
no choice but to take cover. Mason held my hand, guiding me to a
dry-cleaner store still intact. Everyone followed behind. Hades and
Zeus stayed to hold their ground next to my mom. With our backs to
the wall, we waited.

“What do we do now?”
Amanda shivered. The temperature dropped drastically.

“If we
don’t stop her, the town will flood,” Nick stated the
obvious.

“Is there anything else we
can do?” Colin fidgeted with his sword and shield.

“I
don’t think we can.” Sarah wrung her hair
into a twist, allowing the water to drip.

Aaron rubbed water from his eyes. “There are
too many giants.”

Tara and Hermes stood
beside us. I was just about to ask where Zara was when she
appeared. She took off Hades’s helm to make her visible again.
They looked like they had taken a shower with their clothes on. I
guessed in a way we all had.

“Where are the Cyclopes?”
I asked when none were to be seen.

“We sent them back to
Tartarus as planned through a portal I created. They knew they were
going back there,” Tara answered. “They were satisfied with the
agreement, not to be behind bars, but to have the freedom to roam
in Tartarus as before. They helped us with the human giants, but I
can’t have them creating more damage. We already have enough
giants to deal with. Besides, I don’t want Cronus to have a chance to
make a deal with Polyphemus. He would be stupid enough to take the
offer Cronus would never keep.”

“You made the right
decision, Tara. But don’t worry. Everything is going to
be fine.” Zara smiled.
I’d
never seen her smile so big before.

“What do you mean?” I
asked.

She
didn’t answer. The rain stopped, and the sun peeked through the
layers of the clearing sky.

“Impossible?” Eris sneered. “Who
dares to stop the chaos?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Let the
land split in two and swallow everything in its path.”

The earth rumbled, and
like an endless spider’s long leg that seemed to have no
end, the ground cracked open so fast, the houses, trees, the cars,
commercial building, debris, and everything near the opening
dropped into the hole.

“What do we do?” I
panicked, watching the ground dividing toward us.

Mason gripped my hand, ready to bolt out of
there.

“Wait.” Zara stuck out her hand,
gesturing for us to stay put. “She will fix it.”

Who was she talking about?

Sure enough Zara was right. The ground
knitted back together as if someone had pushed a rewind button. Who
had done this?

“What the hell is going
on?” Nick rubbed the back of his neck.

“I’d like to know the same.”
Everett’s jaw dropped, mimicking our stunned expression.

“Who are you talking
about?” Noah asked.

Zara kept quiet.

Eris stomped on
Cronus’s shoulder like a spoiled brat who didn’t get her toy.
“Impossible. Who is undermining my authority? I am goddess of
chaos. Show yourself coward.”

When no one answered, Eris
opened up her arms and twirled them once. “Let there be wind that
will devour everything in the monster’s path.”

We held onto the nearby pole for dear life
as the wind picked up top speed. It happened so fast I had no idea
where the tornado came from. It sucked debris inside the wind storm
first and then the cars, building structures, lampposts. Everything
nearby zapped into the tunnel of wind like a magnet to its pole.
Then like before, whatever Eris caused, it was quickly tamed. The
wind died, dropping whatever it swallowed. I wished she had stopped
it before it even began.

“No, no, no,”
Eris huffed. “Show yourself. Are you afraid to confront me?” She pounded
her foot. Then her eyes shifted lower to my mom’s right
jacket pocket. Her eyes narrowed, her body shuddered.
“Harmonia!”
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“Hello there Eris,”
Harmonia’s sweet, angelic voice sang.

Mom held Harmonia on the
palm of her hand. Harmonia’s long golden hair and her long
purple dress fluttered with the soft breeze like
angel’s wings.

“Why are you here? You
have no business here,” Eris snapped. “Go away.”

“Wherever there is chaos,
I follow to bring harmony. No matter what you do, I will fix it.
Your glory is over. Surrender and your punishment will be
lessened.”

Eris snarled. “You will surrender, not I.”
She swung her arm across her chest. Blue light flashed from her
hand. Energy darted across. Harmonia ducked. The light hit Mom and
pushed her back. Harmonia fired the same type of energy back, but
hers was violet. It missed and pushed Cronus back. Blue and violet
lights zapped across space, causing electric sparks. The energy
swung back and forth.

The clouds rumbled and darkened, and then
Harmonia caused the sun to appear through the clouds. The wind
would pick up speed and then die. The ground shook, and then the
next second it stilled. Whatever chaos Eris created, Harmonia
stopped it before it got worse.

“Harmonia, of course. Your
mom is a genius,” Zara exclaimed, snapping us back to focus on the
conversation. We were mesmerized by what was happening between the
two goddesses. “Harmonia is the goddess of harmony. She is the
daughter of Aphrodite and Ares. She will bring order to chaos.
Quickly, we must shrink the other Titans while we have this
chance.”

“We’ll keep them
distracted. You and Tara do your thing.” Ares banged his sword on
the shield.

“We need to pick teams,”
Mason suggested. “Each team is responsible for distracting a
specific titan, or we’ll end up confused.”

Noah stopped Amanda from taking off. “Good
idea, Mason. I agree.”

“Me too.” Colin placed his
shield in front.

“I’m with Colin and Aaron,”
Sarah stated. “We’ll take Phoebe. She pissed me
off.”

“Fine,” Everett said.
“I’m
going with Nick. We’ve got Themis. He pissed me off
to.”

“Skylar, Victor, and I
will take care of Oceanus,” Mason added.

“How about Theia and
Coeus?” Nick asked.

“Ares and Athena can take
Theia, and Amanda, Noah, and Hades can take Coeus,” Mason
replied.

“I’ve got this.” Hermes took
the helm from Hades. “Don’t worry.
I’ll
bring it back to you.” Then he took a handful of Monkshead from
Tara. Then he placed the helm on his head to become
invisible.

A light breeze tickled my
cheeks. I know it was from Hermes’s wings flapping to take flight.
As Eris and Harmonia continued to argue and battle with chaos and
the calm, we scurried to the Titans, who seemed confused and
oblivious we were below.

“That’s enough!” Cronus
roared. He swatted Eris off his shoulder and pounced on my
mom.

Dad pushed me out of the
way. “She’s strong. We can help her by doing our part
quickly.”

I nodded and headed to Oceanus, while the
others headed to the other titans. Hopefully Hermes fluttered
nearby and Oceanus would be his first target.

“Down here, you giant
shit.”

While Mason got our
target’s attention verbally, I lit fire to his feet. Oceanus sniffed
and then gazed down. His eyes turned the darkest of the ocean blue
and growled. He lifted his leg to crush us and also to put out the
fire traveling up his leg. I didn’t want to hurt him anymore than
necessary, even though he deserved to be killed. I
wasn’t a killer, so I put out the fire. I knew Hermes did his job
when Oceanus started to shrink. Zara picked him up and placed him
in a special magic pouch. I couldn’t help but laugh to hear
Oceanus’s squeaky voice. He threw a tantrum on his way inside
Zara’s bag.

Zara moved onward to the next titan. She
caught Theia, Coeus, and Themis. All went according to our plan. We
had Phoebe left and then finally Cronus. Mom and Cronus were still
at each other. I worried for the baby, but there was nothing I
could do about it at that point.

Phoebe seemed the most difficult. She was
practically bald from her hair catching fire at the arena. She had
anticipated the attack as she witnessed her siblings go down. She
was the smarter one. Instead of attacking us, she blew us out of
her path, avoiding combat. We stumbled and rolled in different
directions. With a fierce look in her eyes, she came for us.

What the heck was Hermes doing? My question
was answered when I spotted him getting up, supporting his hand on
the tree. He must have taken a hit from Phoebe somehow. When Hermes
put on the helm, I assumed he was back on track.

Phoebe’s hands twirled like an automatic
fan, moving in a circular formation, swatting anything in her path.
She didn’t care what she smacked. Then she tried to crush us with her
feet. We ran in circles around her and to the nearby shelter, but
she came for us in a rage.

“Get back here you little
piece of shit,” Phoebe roared. Then she started to stomp her feet
in a crushing action.

“No!” Sarah bellowed,
tumbling. Colin had pushed her out of the way.

“Watch
out!” I shouted, but it was too late. I
gasped in horror.

Phoebe slammed her foot on
top of Colin and Aaron. Just then she began to shrink, giving us a
clear path to help Colin and Aaron. Zara grabbed Phoebe and placed
her in safekeeping while Tara felt for a pulse. Shaking her head,
she peered up at Zara. “We need to take them to New Olympus and
heal them quickly. We can’t help them here.”

Sarah dropped down to her
knees. It was the first time I’d seen tears in her eyes. “Colin
shoved me out of the way. He saved me.”

Though thankfully Colin and Aaron were not
dead, their bodies took a tremendous beating.

“Go take care of Cronus.
I’ll
take them back with me,” Tara said, waving her magical hands around
them.

I didn’t have a chance to
watch them disappear. Something wrapped around my body and yanked
me up.

“Sky!”

Mason became smaller and
smaller. Everyone’s eyes grew as round as saucers
in concern. Cronus had me. I sent shock waves through
Cronus’s hand, but it didn’t do any good. Too busy attending
to Colin and Aaron, we had our guards down. I assumed Mom had him
in control.

“Put my daughter down,
Cronus,” Mom ordered.

“I’ve never eaten a demi-god
before. I wonder what she’ll taste like?” Cronus raised his
other hand, gesturing for Mom to stop. “I wouldn’t come any closer if I
were you.”

I stared into
Cronus’s blue eyes, too beautiful to be on a monster like him. “I
dare you to try it. Bring me closer to you so you can smell
me.”

Down below, everyone engaged their powers,
but Cronus was too strong. He would kick them when they approached.
I had no idea if Eris had performed a strength power spell on him
or had done something else to him; either way, he had more power
than expected.

Mason swung around
Cronus’s back and raised himself up, floating in midair, so close
yet keeping his distance. Mason looked god-like with all the
lightning surging around him, so hot and sexy. Getting captured by
Cronus was a blessing in disguise. Although I
hadn’t discussed my plan with anyone, it unfolded
anyway.

“You stink. You smell like
my dog’s shit,” I spat.

“You are just like your
mother, arrogant and stupid.” As he brought me closer, he opened
his mouth.

“Do you know what happens
when you mess with the Rome and Grand families?”

Cronus scowled and stopped
from taking a bite of me. “Stop talking. I don’t care.”

“But you
should.”

I held up my hand and showed him the crystal
Zara had given me before we entered the Labyrinth. I had taken it
out of my pocket, thinking my plan would be impossible to see to
fruition, but instead, I had been given this opportunity. I had
needed to be captured by Cronus, and there I was. Light glowed,
illuminating us brighter and brighter. Cronus roared and covered
his eyes.

“Put it away,” he
barked.

I did. Mason flung his
hand toward Cronus. His energy enveloped Cronus’s head, causing him to
freeze. I threw the crystal into his mouth. I knew he swallowed it
when his eyes shot wide, expressing terror. Then as I hoped, a few
long seconds later, light emerged from his belly—a straight glowing
light from his belly button to below. The crystal would awaken
Poseidon with the energy it carried. I was sure of it. Then he
would use Zeus’s staff Cronus had swallowed as
well and open him up.

“No!” Cronus touched his
stomach, watching the light shine brighter every second.
“I don’t want to go back to Tartarus.” He lunged forward. His body
thrashed and twisted awkwardly. Cronus roared in pain. He dropped
to the ground on his knees.

“Don’t worry.
We’re not taking you to Tartarus. We have a better place for
you,” I said.

Out popped Poseidon
through the blinding light. He dropped to the floor with the staff.
Hades and Zeus pulled him away. Off to the side, Eris stood on what
was left of the roof with Harmonia by her side. Harmonia had
wrapped magical energy around her so she couldn’t move.

“No, no, no!” Eris cried.
“This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be. Everyone takes
everything from me. I have nothing.”

Her words faded when she became smaller.
Hermes must have spread Monkshead on her too. Cronus too became
small. Zara had been gentle with the other Titans when she had
placed them inside her bag, but with Cronus and Eris, she threw
them in.

It was over! The war was finally over.

“Sky.” Standing a few feet
from me, Mason offered me a huge grin.

“Mason,” I
breathed.

Our bodies collided. He kissed me as our
friends and family gathered around us. We hugged and high fived
each other. Even the gods joined us.

“It’s good to see you
well, Poseidon,” I said.

Poseidon lifted me up and
placed me down. “Thank you for saving me. That crystal woke me up.
When I saw Zeus’s staff, I knew how to
escape.”

Zeus slapped Poseidon on
the back and gazed to his staff. “I didn’t think to have Cronus
swallow it. It just happened. Glad to have both of you
back.”

“Everything worked out,”
Hades added and shifted his attention to Hermes.
“I’ll take that back, and good job by the way.”

Hermes nodded and handed
Hades’s helm back.

I glanced around.
Where are Mom and Dad?

Too caught up knowing
Cronus had finally been beaten, I had lost a sense of reality until
Mason called my name and snapped me out of it. It was a time to
celebrate, a victorious moment, but at the same time I thought of
those humans who had been killed for no reason. This
wasn’t their war. We would have to help re-build this town
again.

Having many hands pulling
me in for hugs, I didn’t realize Mom and Dad were
missing in our circle. I glanced around and gasped to see Mom
wheezing on the ground, straining for air, and Dad beside her. She
had shrunk down to her human size, but she was holding onto her
stomach, trembling. Sweat dampened her forehead, and her eyes were
shut tightly.

“Mom?” I caught
Dad’s concerned eyes. “What’s wrong with her?”

“I warned her she might
have a chance of losing the baby if she changed her body that
drastically. She didn’t listen. She told me you were
more important than the baby, and she needed to help you stop
Cronus.”

“Step away,” Zara
demanded.

I didn’t notice everyone had
gathered around.

Zara ran her
hand over Mom’s body. “We need to get back to
New Olympus. Hermes, get the portal ready.” Zara handed me the
magical pouch holding the entrapped Titans and Eris. “Lock them up
well.” Our victorious moment had quickly turned into a
nightmare.
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The Oracles rushed Mom
into a room and wouldn’t let anyone in. We waited in the
meeting room, except for Hermes. Zeus sent him to inform the gods
in Mount Olympus that all was well. Everyone looked drained. Their
hair was messy, their clothes were dirty, and their weary eyes were
filled with concern. All of us, that is, except for the
gods.

“How’re Colin and Aaron?” I
asked Amanda when she walked in.

“They are stable for now.
Tara had to resuscitate their hearts a couple of times.
We’ll have to wait and see, but I have high hopes they will
recover.” She gave me a faint smile.

I gave her a hug and watched her join the
others.

“Sky, sit with me.” Mason
draped his arms around my shoulders, guiding me to the chair next
to him. I had to pace the room and do something besides sitting and
waiting.

“I need to place the
Titans in their cell.” I released the bag tied to my pant loop.
Unbelievably, it felt light. The bag held six Titans and Eris.
Sometimes, magic was wonderful, but unfortunately, it came with a
price.

“I’ll come with you.” Mason
stood.

“Do you need me, Sky?” Dad
asked. His dull eyes drooped, and his shoulders slumped. He looked
so tired.

“No. You stay here, Dad.
Mom is going to come out of this. When she does, she will need
you.”

Dad nodded, giving me a small grin.

“I’m coming too,” Zeus
said.

“Me too.” Poseidon
followed.

“Oh, hell. I might as well
come.” Hades’s voice trailed behind
me.

We went down, down, down
the cascading stairs. The farther down we went, the cooler it
became. I shivered and rubbed my arms. Mason cuddled me, keeping me
warm. I wasn’t thinking straight. I had the
power of fire, and I could have easily warmed up my body myself.
But I would much rather have Mason keep me warm. Having him back, I
needed to touch him every chance I had.

In the deepest part of New Olympus, Zara had
created a prison. She had cast a spell so not even a god could
escape. Each cell had a divider and a thick, soundproof glass wall
as long and wide as each section.

On the far end,
Hephaestus’s iron cast stood alone. He would
be locked inside asleep for a lifetime. A part of me felt terrible,
but the other part of me knew he deserved his punishment for all
the wrong he had done. It was time for the Titans to have the same
fate. They could have at least had some kind of freedom in
Tartarus, but now they would reside here with no sunlight. They
would remain small for their entire existence.

I placed my hand on the glass door. After it
took my imprint of my hand to identify me, it opened. Opening the
bag, I tossed the prisoners out. I should have been gentle, but
they deserved no kindness from me or any one of us. Dropping to the
hard ground, they cursed, but their tiny voices made me snort.
Everyone else did too.

“Have a nice life,” I
hissed and shut the door.

“Skylar, you
can’t keep me here,” Eris
squeaked. She pounded on the glass, but no sound penetrated from
the glass wall.

I bent down to my knees so
she could see my face. “I can do whatever I want.
You’re lucky I didn’t turn you into gold. Be thankful
for that.”

Mason got down to her
level too. “Be thankful I didn’t place you in a prison box. At
least you have company.”

“Company?
They’re morons. I
don’t want to be here with them. Mason,
come on love. Let me out. I let you out. Don’t you
remember?”

Mason scowled. “I remember
everything, Eris. You’ve taught me so much. To be human
is to err, but to be a god is to take revenge. I am both.
I’m
glad I never have to hear your irritating voice ever
again.”

“Wait! Mason. Please.
Don’t leave me with the Titans. Put me somewhere else. At least
give me my own cell.”

I took a small bottle
filled with gold liquid from my pocket. “I think
I’ll
turn anything I want into gold.”

Eris glared at me.
“That’s mine. Give it to me. You aren’t the goddess of chaos. I
am.”

I shook my head.
“I don’t plan on being you. Who went to the Land of Reverse? Who
fought for the gold water? If you can say that was you, then
it’s
yours.”

Silent.

“Tick tock, tick tock…time
is running out.” I reveled in using her own words back at her. “I
didn’t think so.” I’d had enough of her and walked
away.

“Skylar. Come back.
I’ll
be good. I’ll do whatever you say.
Please!”

My heart squeezed. I knew
what it was like to be in her position, but she deserved it. If I
let her free, and something bad happened again from her doing, it
would be on my hands. I couldn’t allow guilt to eat at me. I
couldn’t take that chance. Eris deserved her punishment. She needed
to think about all the wrong she had done. I should walk away, but
I wasn’t done with her yet, so I got back down.

“What would you do
differently if I let you out?” I had no intentions of letting her
out of course, but I wanted to know what she would say.

Her eyes sparkled in hope. “I-I would go
back to my place and never bother anyone.”

I nodded, pretending to contemplate. “Hmmm…I
see, but those are just words.”

She placed her hands
flatly against the glass as if she could stop me when I shifted my
body to get up. “Wait.
I’ll sign a contract.”

I rubbed my temple and smacked my lips
together. “I recall you signing a contract with me once where you
had to hand Mason to us after I gave you your gold water, but you
never kept your end of the bargain. In fact, I recall you stating
that you lost Mason. That was a lie. You never intended to give me
Mason back.”

Her eyes twitched, and she
pushed out her lips. “That’s not true. And besides, you gave
me fake gold water. I knew you would do that, so what is a goddess
to do?” She let out a weak pathetic giggle. “I
can’t help who I am.”

“I had the gold water. I
would’ve given you the real one if only you’d let Mason go free. In
fact, I would’ve given you anything. You have
no idea the heartache you have caused to his family and to the
human beings you’ve killed. I know they mean
nothing to you. You’re selfish. You
don’t care about anything but yourself. You deserve the company
you’re with. I would say have a great life, but I know you
won’t, so why would I even bother to say it?”

“Come on, Sky.
It’s over. Let’s close this ugly chapter in our
life.” Mason helped me up and took me off to the side.

The Titans on the other
hand kept quiet. They watched Eris get down on her knees and beg.
They were not the begging type, but everyone else besides Cronus
huddled toward the back. Zeus might have the biggest ego out of the
Olympian gods, but it couldn’t compare to Cronus.

“Don’t think this is the
end, my sons,” Cronus said with his chin up. Hearing his tiny
squeaky voice had us chuckling. “We found a way out of Tartarus,
and we’ll do the same here.”

Zeus’s shoulders shook with
laughter. “You should hear how you sound. I can’t take you seriously.
You’re so little.” Then his expression became serious. He pounded
on the clear wall. “I could crush you with one step, but
I’m
not you.”

“Stop mocking me,” Cronus
roared, but it sounded so cartoonish. “When I’m released from this
prison, you’ll be the first one I kill. I am
your father. Do as I say. I demand this of you. You shall respect
me and obey my wishes.”

Zeus rolled his eyes.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You told me that last time. You never kept your
promise anyway, even as a father, for the little time you were. You
are dead to me. I have no father. What father eats their children?
There is one thing I learned from the humans; offspring are the
product of their parents. Teach them love, and then they will know
and show love. Teach them hate, and then they will know and show
hate. You’ve only taught me to hate, to revenge, to have a fat ego, and
to kill before getting killed. I’ve done so much wrong in the name
of all those ugly things. It would take an eternity for me to make
amends. I never knew I was so much like you until I met Skylar and
observed her interaction with her parents. We may be gods, but we
want the same things as the humans. We want love, we want to be
respected, and we want compassion. So the remainder of your life, I
want you to think about what it is to be a better
being.”

Hades and Poseidon placed
their hands on either side of Zeus’s shoulders for support. I felt
the sadness and pain in Zeus’s speech. It never occurred to me
that the gods acted out for the things they craved the way humans
did. Eris acted the way she did because she felt alone and
excluded. It was the only way she could get attention.

“I
don’t need to think about who I am, Zeus,”
Cronus retorted. “I am god, the only real god there ever will be.
You are nothing to me. The only thing I learn from all of this is
how much I’m looking forward to my
revenge.”

“We only wanted to be
loved, that’s all,” Poseidon cut in, twisting
his lips into a frown, and dipped his head in disappointment. “We
could’ve been a happy family. We could’ve ruled by your side—father
and sons. Our lives would’ve been different.”

Cronus smirked and lightly
chuckled in a mocking way. “I
don’t think so. Father and sons rule
together? One of you will eventually try to kill me. And love is
only for the weak. It’s the reason why it was easy to
eat you alive, and I would do it again if I had the
chance.”

“You hate us that much
because of a stupid prophecy?” Zeus roared.

Cronus took a step closer,
obviously not intimidated by his size. “Prophecy or not, I
would’ve killed you.”

Hades released a long
heavy sigh. “This is so messed up. I’m not standing here to hear a
squeaky mouse tell me shit.” Hades opened the door and flicked him.
Cronus flattened against the back wall and then, at a
snail’s pace, slowly slid down. When Hades slammed the door, Cronus
plummeted. “There. I feel so much better. Come on. Our job is done
here. Mother needs us.”
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The Oracles came out of the room with their
heads down. I had never seen Zara look so drained.

“Have you taken care of
the prisoners?” Tara asked.

“Yes,” I replied.
“How’s my mom?”

“We’re doing all we can,
but there’s no progress,” Zara
answered. “We’re going to have to take the baby
out.”

“What? Why?” Dad sighed as
he raked his hair back.

“Her body has been through
too much. Had she been inside her own, she would be fine, but
she’s inside a human one. They are too fragile. And the baby has
grown, taking up more of her energy than before. She is too weak to
balance both. That’s not all. I’m so sorry, but we
have no choice. If the baby stays, Rhea will die.”

“You
can’t help them with magic?” My dad asked in
desperation.

“Magic is not
working.”

The thought of losing
Mother and the baby gutted me. She would be devastated if she
survived and the baby didn’t. When I’d first heard Mom was
pregnant, I wasn’t happy about it. More so because
the baby was part Hephaestus, and there was no guarantee of the
outcome of the baby’s appearance and his or her
personality. Secretly, I didn’t want the baby. A part of me had
wished it was dead. Guilt rushed through me. It
wasn’t fair of me to pass judgment on a child who
hadn’t been born. I wished I could take away all the horrible
thoughts as I recalled Zeus’s words.
There is one thing I learned from the humans;
their offspring are the product of their parents. Teach them love,
and then they will know and show love. Teach them hate, and then
they will know and show hate.

Zeus was a terrible
father; thus, Hephaestus wanted revenge. Malicious and evil
didn’t come close to describing him. Perhaps if this baby knew
what it meant to love and be loved, he or she would turn out fine.
There were no guarantees in life. We had to count our
blessings.

I got up and stepped between Zara and my
dad. They were speaking near the door, and through that door, my
mother lay helpless and unconscious. If I could be of any use,
there was no way in hell one of them had to die. “I think I can
help.”

“How?” Dad
asked.

“I’m the giver of life,
aren’t I? Give Mom my blood. It’s worth a shot. We have to
do something.” I glanced behind me where everyone else sat at the
meeting room.

“She is the giver of
life.” Mason smiled at me.

Zara nodded.
“You’re right. Why didn’t I think of that? If it works,
we can do the same for Colin and Aaron. They’re not making much
progress.”

“Whatever you
need.”

Tara took off when she heard me say blood
and came back with a needle. “May I?”

I nodded and closed my eyes and prayed. My
blood was their only chance.

After Tara poked me, she opened the
door.

Dad stuck his hand out, stopping the door
from closing. “I would like to go in.”

“Mason and me, too,” I
added. Mason had stood next to me with his arms snaked around my
waist the whole time. He didn’t say much, but he silently
comforted me.

“Fine,” Zara said
softly.

I released a long sigh as
I entered. Mom looked so peaceful lying on a bed. A needle jutted
out of her wrist, and the IV bag hung on the monitor. To my utter
surprise, the room had been arranged with modern furniture, with a
cherry wood dresser and desk. It looked similar to
Mom’s bedroom. I wanted to embrace her, but I was too afraid to
touch her.

Dad
didn’t seem to know what to do either. He began to stroke her
hair. “Hey…you’re going to be just fine. Skylar
and I are here. When you wake up, we’re going to celebrate our
victory.” Dad kissed Mom tenderly on her cheek.

The sound of someone
clearing their throat startled me. The door wasn’t closed. Hades, Zeus,
and Poseidon entered.

“We would like to be there
for our mother,” Zeus stated. It sounded more like a command, but
he said it with a smile.

Zara waved her hand, as if to hurry them. “I
understand. Come in.”

“I am in.
I’m
not asking for your permission, Zara,” Zeus muttered. Then he
flashed a smile.

I had to give Zeus credit
for trying to change. At least he smiled. Like the saying goes: You
can’t teach an old dog a new trick, but you can try. Baby steps.
At least he knew he had to work on his ego. Knowing what needed to
be changed was the first step.

Zara paid no attention to
him. “We
don’t have time for speeches.
Let’s get it done.”

Tara inserted the needle while Cara locked
her eyes on the monitor, watching the red, green, and yellow move
steadily. It apparently monitored her heartbeat, pulse, and
something else. There was nothing left to do but wait. And wait.
And wait.

The red line on the monitor jumped and was
then followed by the green and yellow. Was that a good thing? Then
the lines went crazy, moving in big waves. The machine started
beeping.

“Stop that thing.
It’s
making a lot of noise,” Zeus spat. He had no idea what it
was.

“I
don’t think it’s that simple,”
Poseidon mumbled.
“It’s hooked up to Mom.”

“Duh,” Hades
murmured.

It was a laughing moment. To hear a god,
especially Hades, say that word tickled my stomach, but all the
humor in me had disappeared.

“What’s going on?” Mason
asked.

The beeping sound continued. I stared at it,
expecting it to stop any second. None of the Oracles answered. They
were too busy assessing Mom.

“I
don’t think it’s working?” Dad murmured.
His face turned pale and so did mine.

Mason squeezed my hand.
His love and support had been my anchor. My blood had to work. I
didn’t want any negative thoughts to cross my mind, but I
couldn’t help it when the colors and the beeping sound came faster
than before. Then the unthinkable thing happened. The colors
stopped into a straight line, and the sound echoed one long
noise.

No! No! No!
This wasn’t
happening.

Dad grabbed
Mom’s hand. “Wake up,
Rhea.” Dad’s whimper became a full-blown
sob. “I need you. Sky needs you. Don’t leave us. We have a family to
raise together.”

I
couldn’t believe what was happening before me. Watching my dad cry
and then seeing others bow their heads, I lost it.

“Stop it!
She’s not dead.” I raised my voice, my face contorted in anger.
“Dad, stop crying. All of you, just stop.” I cupped my
mom’s cheeks. “Mom, wake up.
It’s
time to wake up.” I bit down hard on my tongue, refusing let tears
pool in my eyes. “You’re not dead.
You’re asleep. Please, wake up.” I glanced at the monitor. There
was no sign of life. “Wake up and show them you’re not dead. My blood
is supposed to make you better. It will.” I gripped her shoulders
and shook her. “Wake up, Mom.”

“She’s in a better place,
Sky. You have to let her go. She fought well, and her bravery
won’t go unnoticed.” Mason’s voice became lost to
me.

My heart squeezed in
agony, and the room spun out of control. My world tilted right
under my feet. You have to let her
go. Mason’s words drilled a hole in my
lungs and trapped my air.

“No. I
can’t let her go,” I snapped.
Then I placed my hand on her chest and shocked it, trying to
re-start her heart. When it didn’t work, I did it again and again,
as memories of my childhood came in flashes. Mom, who had bandaged
my wounds, wiped my tears, taken care of me when I was sick, who
would die for me, who had loved me unconditionally. Nothing could
ever replace a mother’s love.

“Sky.” When Mason placed
his hand on me, I jerked and wrapped my arms around Mom. I
didn’t want to believe it. It felt like a dream. When everyone
else touched her, I became even angrier. “Don’t touch her. She’s not
dead.” I didn’t recognize my voice, nor did I
recognize myself. Suddenly, without warning, my pain and
realization crashed into me.

“Mom!” The ache poured out
of me in sobs I couldn’t control. As my body trembled, I
held on, not wanting to ever let her go. “You can’t leave me, Mom.”

“Sky, what are you doing?”
Mason asked.

I heard his question, but
I didn’t reply. I didn’t understand why he would ask
that question until Mom’s stomach warmed under my touch.
When I peered up, a glowing light enveloped her. At first I thought
it was from her, but it was from me. Light illuminated around me to
her. My energy flowed to her stomach…the baby? I had never touched
her belly until a second before, to silently say goodbye to the
baby. Disgusted by the fact that he or she was part Hephaestus, I
had never wanted to when everyone else did.

“I
don’t know. What’s going on?” I
gasped.

The wind had come from
nowhere. The energy sparkled and sizzled. Beautiful lightning
surged around Mom and me and then extended to the entire room. We
were in a tunnel of a lightning storm, only it
didn’t harm us. It was magnificent and surreal. My gut feeling
told me something good would come out of it.

The flowing lightning came
to a dead stop. Mom’s chest rose sharply, let out a
long heave, and her eyes fluttered open. The monitor danced with
colors and the sound of life came back.

“Mom?” Tears ran down my
cheek, but this time for a happier occasion.

Mom looked dazed seeing everyone around her,
but she seemed less confused when she realized she was in bed.

“I almost died?” she
questioned.

Dad squeezed her hand and kissed the back of
it. “We almost lost you. But a miracle happened. Sky and the baby
saved you, I think?”

“The baby?” Mom
panicked.

“Somehow the baby took in
Sky’s power, and along with Sky’s blood in your system, they beat
the odds. The baby is fine,” Zara explained.

Mom blinked in confusion and smiled. “The
baby will turn out to be good, just like Sky.” She rubbed her
little bump softly.

“You gave us one hell of a
scare, Mom.” Zeus placed his hand on Mom’s feet.

“I’m sorry.” Mom offered a
smile. “What happened to Cronus? Since we’re here, I assume everything
went well?”

“You
don’t have to worry about Father anymore,” Poseidon
muttered.

Hades ran his hand down
his face. Looked like he rubbed tears from his eyes. Hades did have
a soft spot. He cleared his throat. “He’s little now. I
don’t think we have to worry about the Titans anymore.
He’s
locked away underground in New Olympus.

“Good,” Mom sighed. “Everyone
okay?”

The door slammed open. Amanda, Noah, Nick,
and Sarah ran in. Their eyes grew wider at the site of Mom.

“Aaron and Colin are in
trouble,” Nick informed
us.

“Skylar, we need more of
your blood,” Zara said.

“Whatever you
need.”
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Skylar

 


After Mom, Aaron, and Colin were out of
danger, everyone headed home. With one nonstop trauma after
another, it was the first time Mason went home, and thankfully we
were alone. The dogs went crazy. They jumped, barked, and welcomed
Mason.

“I missed you too,” Mason
said, sprawled on the rug in the living room, squirming as he
allowed the dogs to lick his hands and face. When he’d had enough,
he got up, and the dogs continued to follow him.

“I
don’t think they missed you.” I snorted
and turned on the light switch for the hallway.

“Probably not. I
wouldn’t miss me if I had someone like you watching over me.” He
winked.

I placed my hands on my
hips as I watched him slowly make his way toward me with purpose in
his eyes. He wore sweatpants and a T-shirt, but holy Mason, it
didn’t matter what he wore. He had the body of a god, toned in all
the places that counted. “I didn’t miss you either.”

Mason took another step
and stopped. I glimpsed his lightning tattoo I missed touching
daily. “I see. I didn’t miss you, too.”

I took a step back toward the kitchen. “I
never thought of you.”

Mason took two steps and stopped with hunger
in his eyes. “I never thought of you, either.”

I took two steps back. “I never wished you
were home.”

Mason took three steps and stopped. His eyes
sparkled with his power, silvery lights dancing in his eyes. “I
never wished I was home, either.”

“I never cried for you.”
Tears pooled in my eyes. Though we were being playful, recalling
how I wept all those nights alone, wallowing in the gut-wrenching
pain of missing Mason, wondering if he’d been hurt or if he had his
memories taken away, I couldn’t help it. And even though he was
here with me, the ache still lingered.

“I…I…” Mason choked up,
his lips quivering. Tears pooled in his eyes too. “I thought I
would never see you again.” He dipped his head and then looked back
at me.

The playfulness between us ended at that
moment. With all the speed he had, Mason collided into me. My back
slammed against the long cabinet, and he kissed me hard. He kissed
me as if it was our first and last kiss, so much passion and
desire. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held him tighter.

Oh, dear God, how I missed
him. Tears streamed down my cheeks. He was home…he was finally
home. The long, torturous days were over. I went through hell, but
I’d
found heaven again.

“Oh, Sky, I missed you so
much,” he murmured between his lips on my face and down my neck.
His hands ran through my hair and all over my body. A couple of
times he shocked me, but I didn’t jump. I didn’t want what was
happening between us to be interrupted.

Panting, enjoying his hands caressing my
back, I said, “I know. I missed you too.”

As we continued to lock lips, he lifted my
leg and anchored it around his hip. Then he yanked off my sweater
and his T-shirt. The warmth of his toned chest made me combust.
Lust and love filled my body, and I wanted him as much as he wanted
me.

Sizzling, silvery-blue
lights engulfed us. Every time we were intimate, we glowed
together. I wasn’t sure if this happened to other
couples, but I didn’t care and I never questioned. To
me, it was something special between Mason and me, and the pleasure
he gave me through his power was unbelievable. It felt out of this
world.

“Oh, Mason,” I moaned and
gasped.

Electric lights flowed from his fingertips.
He knew exactly what he was doing to me.

“I’m going to make you feel so
good, Sky. It’s been way too long.
I’m
going to show you how much I missed you,” he growled. I loved his
wild, animalistic side. His eyes darkened, simmering with
electricity in his irises.

I waggled my eyebrows.
“And I’m going to show you too.”

Pop! One of the light
bulbs in the kitchen light exploded, but we didn’t flinch. Having to
change light bulbs caused by our passionate exchanges was something
we were used to. Pop! Pop! Two more cracked. The lights
flickered.

When Mason froze, I did
too. “What’s wrong?” I asked, out of breath.
I gazed up to see if we had caused a fire with the light bulbs, but
I didn’t see anything unusual.

“We have observers.” He
grinned.

I had forgotten about the dogs. All twelve
of them were sitting, wagging their tails, and watching us.

“This is so awkward.
They’re staring at us.” Mason
chuckled. “Should I let them out?”

Though Mason and I had
time, I didn’t want to be let go. I had a
better idea. “No. Let them be. Why don’t you take us to our bedroom
in the speed I love you to move?”

He winked and his lips curled wickedly,
melting my panties. “I would love to.”

Mason and I illuminated the whole house.
Even the whole neighborhood felt some dosage of our love shock. We
blew out the circuits. Not only did the block become pitch dark,
they lost their power for hours.

Mason’s love shock! The
things it does to me.
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The Next Day

After a much needed rest,
we headed back to Kayla’s hometown the next day. The town
had been blocked, but there were people cleaning. Zara cast a spell
on the humans to leave so we could clean up the mess. We decided it
would be best to leave the buildings the way they were. It would
have been too much for the Oracles to put everything back to its
original place. The town had been destroyed beyond recognition.
Though we couldn’t bring the humans back to life,
we did our best to bury them. It was easier and faster when magic
was involved.

The news had spread
worldwide that a tornado had hit the town, the reason for the
devastation. It was the only explanation the humans could
understand. As far as the craters the Titans and human giants had
made, no one mentioned those. Sometimes what
couldn’t be explained would never show on the news. The Oracles
fixed the craters so that the humans could re-build faster. Faster?
It would take years.

After we did all we could,
Mason, Nick, Kayla, and I headed to my parents’ house. Auntie Kelly
was already there.

“I’ll bring some tea,” Mom said
and got up.

“You need to stay off your
feet,” Kelly scolded, following behind Mom to the kitchen. “At
least let me help you.”

Auntie Kelly had no recollection of the
incident at her diner, besides the fact that she was there when it
was nearly destroyed. She remembered blacking out and that Kayla
had driven them home before the tornado hit.

“It’s strange to know
everything when Mom doesn’t,” Kayla confessed, sitting next
to Nick on the sofa.

Nick placed his hand on
her leg. “Get used to it, but hopefully there
won’t be another incident where we have to block
Kelly’s memory.”

Dad leaned back into the
sofa and released a sigh. “I agree. I’m getting too old for
this.”

“We’ve been through so
much the past year.” Mason held my hand. “I can’t believe all that has
happened. I feel like it was a dream.”

“I know what you mean.” I
rested my head against Mason’s shoulder.

Mason kissed the back of my hand and
gingerly ran his thumb over the diamond on my engagement ring,
which I had put back on after the battles. “First, you entered my
life. The vultures attacked openly. We had to deal with Alana and
then Hephaestus, and how could we forget the human monsters
Hephaestus created. Then we found out the gods were not dead. We
rescued them, or Sky did.” He nudged me.

“No, we all did,” I
interrupted, nudging him back. Mason always gave me
credit.

“Anyway, we have a lot to
celebrate,” Mason continued.

I intervened again.
“Don’t forget how you were taken from us and how we had to deal
with Eris.” I scowled.

“She’s one crazy bitch,”
Nick chimed.

“She’s got to be the
craziest of all, and I thought Hephaestus
was bad,” Dad muttered.

Kayla gaped between us, staying quiet. I was
sure Nick had told her about all of our adventures, but from her
confused expression I figured he kept her out of it. It was
probably better that way for Kayla. Though she knew about our crazy
world, the less she knew, the better.

“Here you go.” Kelly came
back with a tray full of mugs in her hands. After she passed them
out to all of us, she put the tray on the table, and picked up hers
to take a sip. “So, do we have names picked out for the
baby?”

Dad and Mom glanced at each other.

Kelly frowned.
“Don’t tell me you’re going to wait to find
out?”

Mom released a long sigh and gazed down to
her bump, popped out even more. “This is our last child, and we
want the element of surprise.”

Kelly groaned. “Fine.
It’s
going to suck when planning a baby shower.”

“You’re going to plan one
for me?” Mom’s eyes twinkled.

“Of course I am. Sky and
Kayla are helping too.”

Mason cleared his throat. “Nick and I are
too.”

Mom
smiled. “Thank you so much.”

“I hope
it’s
a girl,” Nick commented. “You know, cause then we can decorate with
a My Little Pony theme. How cute would that be?”

Mom tilted her head, tugging her brows
together, trying not to laugh. “My Little Pony. You know what they
are? How interesting.”
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Mason

 


It felt good to have
things back to normal. Whatever normal meant to us. My life changed
when my father left us, it took a turn for the worse when Nick and
his mom entered our lives, and then it became the worst of all when
my mom died at the hands of the vultures. I had been powerless
then, and there was nothing I could have done, or so I told myself.
But I couldn’t help but wonder—had we listened
to Nick’s mom’s warning, could she still be
alive today? As always, I pushed away those thoughts.

I passed through life like a zombie. Nick
was the only person I trusted wholeheartedly and then eventually
Everett and Amanda. They had been my only family until Sky entered
my life. She had turned my world upside down. I never wanted to
find that special kind of love. I purposely avoided girls and even
dating.

I found out you
can’t help who you fall in love with. Love finds you and sticks
to your heart and won’t ever let go no matter how hard
you try to get rid of it. And when you find it,
it’s
the most beautiful part of you. Love changed me. Made me whole.
Made me a better man. Sky raised the sun on my rainy
days.

“Mason,” Sky moaned,
rubbing her sleepy eyes and snuggling closer to me. “What are you
doing?”

“Staring at you. What else
would I do?” I kissed her forehead.

Her cheeks turned pink as she smiled. “Why?
You know what I look like. You see me every day.”

“Because you make me
happy. Because when I was Eris’s prisoner, the image of your
face and your smile kept me alive. You gave me the strength to
fight whatever I had to face. I knew she was crazy, but I
didn’t know how crazy. Luckily, she had a crush on me.”

Sky pinched her lips together, rolling her
eyes. “I want to say that was a good thing, but at the same time,
it makes me mad.”

I had told Sky about my
experience being locked up as Eris’s prisoner, but I
didn’t tell her about all of it. She didn’t need to know how depressed
I had been or how Eris had kissed me when she had placed me under a
spell.

I caressed her cheek and changed the
subject. “We need to discuss something.”

Just then Mason jumped between us and
started licking the both of us.

“Mason,
that’s enough.” I chuckled, petting his head. It felt strange to
call an animal my name, but Sky insisted we had to call this one
Mason, since he was her favorite.

“Good morning, Mason,” Sky
cooed, sitting up and then rubbing Mason’s belly.

I grazed my finger down
her arm. “I’m glad Mason was here for
you.”

“He was, but Hades was
too. I mean of course my parents, Nick, Amanda, Kayla, and Everett
were too, but I found the most comfort from Hades and Mason. I
don’t know why.”

“I’m glad you had everyone to
help you through it.”

“But you
didn’t have anyone.” Sky frowned.

“I had you, not
physically, but mentally. I held onto those thick eyebrows.” I
traced her eyebrows. “I held onto the cute bunny nose.” My finger
slid down the bridge of her nose. “I held onto these delicious lips
I pretended to kiss.” My thumb slid across her bottom lip, making
her close her eyes and moan. “And I thought about your beautiful
smile.” I caressed her cheeks. “You were with me, Sky, every single
second, minute, hour, day.”

Sky leaned her face into the palm of my hand
and sighed. “I have to confess. In some ways, Mason replaced you. I
mean, he reminded me of you. He slept with me every night.”

“Lucky dog.” I winked,
making her giggle. “I think I’m jealous.” I creased my
brow.

Sky stroked my biceps,
feeling the bump of my muscle, and then brushed my lightning tattoo
with her finger. “Don’t be silly.” Her tone softened.
“You’re the only Mason I love.”

“I better be,” I playfully
demanded.

Sky giggled, throwing her head back onto her
pillow. “You said we needed to discuss something.”

“Huh? Oh.
Well…” I glanced at Mason, who sat on the
edge of the bed with his head down on the blanket, two paws under
his chin. Was he pouting? With that expression, he could get away
with murder. My gaze turned back to Sky. “We should get married
soon.”

Sky’s lips curled to her
ears. “We
don’t have a date.”

She sat up again, then I did, cross legged,
our knees touched. “We will have one now.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow?” she
squealed.

“Okay, how about next
week?”

Her tips twisted as she
thought. “I need a dress. We need to find someone to marry us. We
need to find a place to have a reception. Unless you want something
really simple. We can go to a city hall and get married. I
don’t think my parents will like that, though.”

I took both of her hands
in mine. “We do what you want. If we had it my way, we
would’ve been married already.”

Sky smiled. “You want to marry me that
badly?”

“I wanted to marry you the
day we met. I immediately fell in love with you, but I
didn’t know it then. You drove me crazy. When I finally admitted
it to myself, life became simpler. I became happier. I became
whole.”

Sky’s eyes filled with
tears. “I feel the same, Mason. I hope you know that.
You’re saying so many beautiful things. I feel like
we’re getting married right now.”

I chuckled lightly. “I
guess I’m going to have to remember what I said and say it again when
we exchange our vows.”

“Nah,
you’ll have to come up with new ones. It won’t have the same
effect.”

I wiped her tears before they fell. “You
drive a hard bargain.”

“I do. I expect nothing
but the best from you. So, where should we get married?”

“I already have the place
settled.”

Sky arched her eyebrows. “What do you mean
you have the place?”

“Hades and I came up with
a plan. All you need to do is pick the date.”

“What? You and Hades? I
thought you didn’t like him.” She crossed her arms
and bit her bottom lip.

I tugged on her bottom lip.

She frowned.

“Don’t do that.
I’ll
do stuff to you that will blind Mason.”

She perked her lips,
trying not to smile. “You didn’t answer
me.”

I got off the bed. Mason
flew off the bed too. “Hades is growing on me.
We’re not best friends or anything. I knew he would be there for
you. There is something about Hades. I favor him over his brothers.
Maybe he’s more relatable. I have no idea.”

Sky slid off the bed,
revealing her long legs and my T-shirt she wore to bed. I licked my
lips and eyed her body lustfully. She blushed. It
didn’t matter how many times I had seen her without clothes, her
cheeks turned red. It was one of the things I loved about
her.

“Why are you out of bed?”
she asked, brushing her sexy, messy hair away from her
face.

I opened the door. “To make us breakfast. We
have to practice getting up early if we want children.”

“Children? How
many?”

“A dozen. Each dog should
have an owner. Of course we can start after we get
married.”

“Maybe we should wait and
take a vacation around the world.”

“I would love that,
soon-to-be Mrs. Grand.”

Sky smiled, showing me her beautiful teeth.
“I love the sound of my name on you.”

“So do
I.”

Mason barked.

“Do you want breakfast,
Mason?” I asked.

Mason barked again.

“You can come help us or
sleep more if you like,” I said.

“I’m
coming.”

I
couldn’t help myself. “That’s what you said last
night.”

Sky threw a pillow at me.

I used my power to stop it in midair. Mason
barked at it. “Do you want to play rough, Sky? Or are you going to
be nice?”

Sky crisscrossed her arms
and took off her T-shirt. “I think I’ll be rough and then nice. What
do you want?”

Sky had changed into
someone confident and a lot more playful than before. I picked up
Mason’s toy ball and tossed it down the hallway.
“You can’t be in here.
It’s
time for Mommy and Daddy to play.” Then my body sizzled and lit up.
“I’m
going to light up every inch of the sky for you, Sky. And not only
am I going to short circuit the neighborhood, it’s going to happen to
the whole freakin’
city.”
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A Month Later

“Sky, you look so
beautiful.” Mom choked up, rubbing the teardrop that had fallen
down her cheek.

I had already told Mom how gorgeous she
looked. With a long, lavender dress hugging her bump, a pregnant
woman never looked so hot.

“Thank you, Mom.” I
smiled, taking in a long deep breath, holding back the tears.
“Please don’t cry. You’ll get me started.” I
caressed her arm.

She wiped more tears. “I
can’t help it. I know I’m not losing a daughter but
gaining a son, but this is one of the most important stages in your
life, and I’m so grateful that
I’m
here, that’s all. This pregnancy hormone is
making me sensitive.”

I knew what Mom meant. She
had almost lost her life. We’d all been in danger from Eris and the
Titans.

“You’re here.
That’s all that matters to me. You don’t have to stand with me. Why
don’t you sit on the bed or the loveseat and get off your
feet?”

Mason had instructed me to
get dressed and stay in our bedroom. He also told me Zara would
come get me when it was time. We had agreed not to see each other
for a week. Mason stayed at Nick’s, and I got the house to myself.
I was also instructed not to show up at Bella Amore. The restaurant
had finally opened, but Mason struggled to get back to the swing of
normal life.

“I think
I’ll
do that.” Mom sat on the sofa and stretched her legs. The morning
sickness had dissipated and she was feeling better.

I gazed back at my
reflection in the mirror. The white dress was strapless, elegant,
yet simple. Hera had loaned me the gold bracelet that snaked around
my upper arm, and the baby’s breath adorning my up-do hair
made me look spectacular, I had to admit. I looked like a true
goddess.

“Skylar.” Kayla rested her
arm around my waist, trying not to touch my long veil. “I just need
to make sure. Something borrowed is Hera’s bracelet. Something new is
your dress. Something blue is?”

“My garter.” I
winked.

“The one I got
you?”

I nodded.

Mom, Kelly, and Kayla had
thrown me a bridal shower a week before at a small, quaint
restaurant where many bridal showers were held. Though I
didn’t have many friends to invite, some of the goddess were
there, including, Hera, Athena, and the Oracles.

Kayla assessed me in our
reflection. “Mason won’t be able to handle himself
around you. He’s going to want to rip of your
clothes…” She stopped, smiling sheepishly at my mom. “I meant
he’s
going to love your dress.”

Mom waved her hand. “Oh,
Kayla. You’re free to say whatever you want.
I’m
not going to judge you. I was a teenager once. If you knew half the
things I did, you would be shocked, but you’ll never find out. And yes,
I do know Mason and Sky are active.” She cleared her throat. “So,
he better want to
rip off her clothes, the way she looks.”

Kayla and I giggled with
our eyes locked on each other and jaws dropped. Her long, strapless
purple dress swayed a little with her laughter. The
bridesmaids’
dresses looked identical to mine. I had never
seen Kayla look more beautiful. She too had baby’s breath on her up-do
hair.

“Do you know where the
wedding is taking place?” I asked.

“Of course I do.
I’m
the mom.” Mom snorted.

“And I know you do,” I
said to Kayla.

Kayla shrugged and pressed
her glossy red lips together. “You can’t ask me anything. I promised to
keep it a secret. Besides, it’s your special day. You should be
surprised.”

“Most—wait, I take it
back. All brides
know where their weddings will be taking place.
I’m
the only one in the entire universe who doesn’t. So is one of you
going to let me know?”

“I will.”

I flashed my head to the sound of the voice
coming by the door. “Zara.”

Zara wore a fluffy, purple, queen-like
dress. With a high collar, shaping her upper curves, and glitter
all over, she looked like she always had, like a fairy tale come
true.

“Skylar, you look
absolutely dashing. I’ve never seen you look more
spectacular.”

“Thank you, Zara. Is it
time?” My heart skipped a beat. It was happening.
Oh my God! I’m getting married to the most
amazing man. Even with my dress and my
makeup and hairdo, it hadn’t hit me, but once we were going
to the ceremony, I froze. Sweat dampened my palms and my frenzied
heartbeat wouldn’t relent no matter how many
breaths I took.

“Sky.” Mom placed her hand
on my back. “Are you okay? Take deep breaths.
You’re just excited, nervous, and happy. It happens to all of
us.”

Kayla placed her hand on
my back too. “We’ve got you.”

“And I’ve got all of you. You
all look nervous. I’ll get the portal open,” Zara
said.
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It hadn’t crossed my mind that
Mount Olympus was one of the possibilities. Hades must have brought
it up. Mason would never have asked. Regardless,
Olympus’s beauty before couldn’t compare to how it looked for my
wedding. I nearly fainted from the transformation.

Zara allowed me to take a
peek, as I promised I wouldn’t let anyone see me. The center
fountain let me know we were in the garden, but a statue of Mason
and me holding hands
replaced the statue of the gods. I choked up at
the sight. Lavender flowers drooped from the weeping willow trees
to line either side of the long white cloth, marking the walkway,
filling my heart with serenity. When the instrumental music filled
the air, my heart soared.

“Everyone is seated.
It’s
time.” Zara guided me through a door to my dad.

“Dad.” I greeted him with
a smile, my hands trembling.

“Sky. My beautiful Sky.”
Dad embraced me and let go. Then he linked his arm to mine. “I
can’t believe we’ve come to this moment. I had
faith one day we would reunite and you would forgive me for all
those missing years, and here we are. I couldn’t be happier. I have
my family back.” Dad’s eyes glistened with pooled
tears under the sunlight. “It would have killed me to have missed
this special day if I wasn’t in your life.
I’m
thankful for happy endings.”

Please
don’t cry, Dad. I’m going to lose it.
I kissed his cheek and rested my head on his
shoulder. “I’m so glad you’re back, Daddy. I love
you so much.”

“I love you more, my baby
girl. And that’s heart’s
honor.”

“Heart’s
honor,” I repeated.

Zara cleared her throat. “Are we having a
wedding today?”

Dad and I smiled. Then the wedding song
rang. One step at a time, my lacy train brushed over the red roses
scattered on the white cloth. A huge archway decorated with gold
trimmings, and all sorts of flowers awaited.

About halfway, faces
became clear and recognizable—Aphrodite, Ares, Athena, Tara, Cara,
and others I hadn’t had the pleasure of getting to
know better. Mona and Jack winked at me. Auntie Kelly looked
beautiful but overwhelmed. The gods would make her think the
wedding reception was at a hotel. In the front row sat Hera,
Poseidon, Persephone, Hades, and Mom. Mom’s tears were contagious. On
the other side sat Aaron, Colin, Sarah, and countless descendants
whose names I had yet to memorize.

In front, by the podium,
stood Nick and Everett, the groomsmen, and Kayla and Amanda on the
bride’s side. Then my eyes rested on Mason. Too afraid I would
burst into tears, I avoided looking at him until it was time.
Mason’s eyes beamed, and his smile warmed the depth of my soul. His
love for me poured out from his expression, and no ounce of
nervousness showed on his handsome face.

Mason took a couple steps
down. Sporting a black tux and purple bowtie, he was anything but
short of hotness. He’d slicked back his dark hair, and
his ocean-blue eyes glowed at the sight of me.

“Sky forever belongs to
you now. Her life is yours. Your life is hers.” Dad gave me a kiss
on the cheek and guided my hand to Mason.

The instant we touched, a
spark flashed between our hands. I picked up the side of my dress
as Mason guided me to the arch where Zeus and Zara awaited us, side
by side. Zeus and Zara had the power to hold the ceremony according
to the gods’
law; however, Mason and I would have to marry
again in the human realm.

Unlike Poseidon and Hades, who sported dark
suits like humans, Zeus wore his long, white toga, embellished with
intricate gold designs, and Zara wore an elegant, white toga
decorated with crystals that sparkled like diamonds.

Zeus opened his arms.
“Fellow gods, we’ve gathered to celebrate the
union of Mason Grand and Skylar Rome.”

As Zeus and Zara did their
speeches, Mason and I lovingly gazed into each
other’s eyes. All the memories from the moment we met fluttered in
my head. I loved this man who had shown me what love meant.
Depending on what Zeus and Zara said, Mason would arch his brows,
twitch his lips, wrinkle his nose, or simply nod with a smile. We
weren’t paying attention. Mason and I were in our own little world,
going through the motions. In body, mind, and heart, we were
already married.

Mason and I lit the two candles, and then
together kindled the bigger one in the center of the table between
Zeus and Zara. We stepped back and watched the flame in the center
candle ignite the other candles around Mason and me, symbolizing
protection and unity.

After we exchanged rings,
Zara snaked a white ribbon between Mason’s and my wrists. “In the
eyes of witnesses, you have proclaimed your love. May no being or
gods break this seal. Let it be known to all from this day forth,
Mason and Sky are one, even in death. You may kiss the bride to
make it official.”

Mason dipped me and planted his lips on
mine. Every one cheered and whistled.

“Introducing Mr. and Mrs.
Grand.”

The sound of clapping slowly faded as Mason
and I strolled farther down the white cloth and under another arch
to a room. Mason yanked me into his hold and seized my lips
passionately.

“What was that for?” I
murmured, feeling the ground tilt as I pulled away.

“A proper kiss, Mrs.
Grand. The kind of kiss I reserve for my wife in
private.”

“Well, then.
I’m
glad you’re my wife.” I shook my head. “No, I meant
I’m
glad I’m your wife.”

“Hey, are you trying to do
something naughty here?” Nick showed up with his arms around Kayla.
“If you know a good spot, let me know.”

Kayla smacked him lightly.
“Don’t be a bad influence. But I go where you go.”

“That’s my girl.” Nick
winked, nipping at her neck, making her squirm.

Everyone else made their way to us.

“Congratulations, little
one.” Hades smacked Mason, knocking him forward.

Mason frowned, but shortly his expression
softened. Then Hades picked me up, twirled me around, and put me
down.

“Congratulations, little
sis.”

“Thanks,” I said. “And thanks for
helping Mason.”

He wrapped his arm around
Mason’s shoulder. “Anything for my little sis. We had fun,
didn’t we?”

Mason chuckled. “We sure did. Remind me
never to drink with you again.”

“Drink?” I
questioned.

“You should know by now,
little sis. The gods love to drink and celebrate.”

“Bachelor party.” He
shrugged. “It really wasn’t a bachelor party but more of a
get together.”

Regardless of what it was,
I didn’t mind. I was glad they were getting along.

“Ready for dinner?” Mom
asked, Dad beside her.

I didn’t have a
chance to answer. The grand double door opened.

“You enter when the music
starts.” Hades gripped my shoulders lightly. “You stay. We go
now.”

“Yes, caveman.” Mason
chuckled, holding my hand, staying behind as instructed.
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“Wow,” Skylar exclaimed,
walking in hand in hand with me when the music began.

We had never been to that
dining hall before; in fact, we’d never officially had a tour of
Mount Olympus after it had been remodeled. We had only been in the
garden where the portal was. When Hades had told me he would take
care of the reception with the help from his brothers and the
Oracles, he wasn’t kidding, and he had outdone
himself. Darkness covered the room. White lights hung from wall to
wall. Sparkling lights dotted the ceiling, making them glow like
the stars.

Everywhere I turned, red, purple, and white
roses were not only scattered on the linen-covered tables, but on
the floor as well. Red represented love. Purple represented
forever. And white meant unity. Lacy, purple net-like material
draped around the circular tables, producing an elegant look. Thick
white candles glowed in the center of the tables.

As Sky and I wove around the tables already
occupied by our guests, we approached the center of the room where
a table had been set for two, and a spotlight had shone upon
us.

I raised my hand to hush
the music, and everyone fell silent. “Sky and I would like to thank
you for celebrating our union with us. It wouldn’t have been the same
without you. We’re humbled by all the time spent
planning and hard labor work to make this day special for us. We
definitely felt the love from all of you.” I raised my glass filled
with wine, and then others followed. “To family and
friends.”

“To family and
friends,” everyone
echoed.

Nick stood, raising his glass. “To Mason and
Sky.”

“To Mason and Sky,”
everyone sang.

I clinked my glass with
Sky’s, and we took a sip. After the delicious buffet style
dinner, the couple dance was next in line. I took
Sky’s hand and led her to the dance floor.
Everyone’s eyes locked on us as we swayed to the soft instrumental
music. I twirled Sky away from me and then brought her back to me.
This unexpected move surprised her.

“You continue that and I
might have to give you my love shock,” Sky said with a playful tone
just as the song ended.

“I can’t wait.” I winked.
“I’m
already envisioning you doing it in my head.”

Sky blushed.

Everyone clapped.

“Time to cut the
cake,” Zeus suggested.
“I’ve been waiting.”

Laughter vibrated through the room.

I took Sky to the tall,
beautiful cake set on the table. With white frosting and purple
roses decorating the top, it looked too pretty to eat. Zara handed
us the cake knife. Sky and I held it together. Looking into each
other’s eyes, we sawed the top layer. Sky took a small piece and
fed it to me. I smeared a bite size morsel on her lips and greedily
ate my piece off her. She blushed, but everyone else sang with “ooh
and ah.” After we had cake, some went to the dance floor, while
others stayed at their tables to mingle.

“Your wedding will be a
tale to tell,” Hera said, tracing her long gold bracelet snaking up
her arm. Wearing a red dress showing off her womanly curves, she
was stunning.

Zeus placed his hand on
Hera’s waist. “I thought ours was.” He kissed her
cheek.

She twitched her lips. “It was, once upon a
time. We are ancient after all. They are the descendants. Their
stories will be written, passed down to generations and
beyond.”

“We will never be
forgotten.” Hades patted Zeus on his arm. His other arm held steady
around Persephone’s waist. “Did you know they have
many books written about us?” He snorted. “And when you search our
names on the internet, they have pages and pages of information
about us. It’s kind of spooky and fascinating
at the same time.”

“Maybe they remember some
of us more than others,” Poseidon added with Kelly by his side.
That was a shocker. I had a feeling he would fill her in on his
secrets. It was only fitting, since Kayla knew. They seemed to get
along, talking and laughing the night away.

I gave Sky a nudge and gestured at Poseidon
and Kelly. She shrugged with a smile. My eyes shifted to the
ceiling, admiring the fake stars that seemed so real.

“So where are you going on
your honeymoon again?” Victor asked.

Hades and Zeus moved over to allow Rhea and
Victor to join our circle.

Sky gazed at me.
“We’re going to travel around the world. First
we’re going to Asia, Europe, Canada, and we have a long
list.”

“Sounds like a great
plan,” Rhea said. “You should enjoy yourself before starting a
family.”

“We’ll be back before the
baby is born,” Sky assured her mother.

“I have no doubt you
will,” Rhea said.

“Did I hear someone is
having a baby? Skylar?” Kayla appeared with Nick from behind
us.

“No,” Sky said. “Mason and
I are waiting. Besides, I need to finish college. And
I’m
still very young. We have things to do.”

“Okay,” Nick drawled. “I
want a nephew or a niece soon.”

I arched my brows and
leaned into Nick so only he could hear. “I want a sister-in-law
soon.” Sky zapped my arm lightly with her power. I jerked. She had
overheard our conversation. “I meant when you’re ready. No
pressure.”

Nick waggled his brows and curled his lips
just enough to let me know something was up. “Anyway, why are you
picking on me? What about this guy?” He elbowed Everett who had
been quiet, gazing toward the dance floor at Sarah. “He needs a
woman.”

Everett blinked and then
finally caught on to what we were talking about.
“I don’t need a woman.” He shyly turned away. That big teddy bear
had more love to give than any one of us.

“I can’t believe Hades pulled
it off.” Victor glanced around. “When Rhea told me what Hades had
planned, I couldn’t believe it.”

Hades pulled back his
brows. “What? You don’t think I’m
capable?”

Victor took a sip of his wine. “No.”

Everyone around our circle chuckled.

“I’m capable of a lot of
things. Though sometimes if I don’t feel like doing something, then
I pretend I can’t,” Hades confessed. “How did the
almighty Hades pull the reception off, you ask? I checked the
internet on the computer and…” He pulled out a cell phone. “I have
one of these. All I have to do is research. All human information
is in the palms of my hands. And I also had
Persephone’s and the
Oracles’ help. I give credit to all of us.”

Poseidon’s eyes widened. “You know how to
use the computer?”

“Nick has been teaching
me.”

“You have a phone?” Zeus
narrowed his eyes at it. “Who are you going to call?”

Hades wrinkled his nose.
“Don’t worry, Twinkle Toes, I got one for you.” He took one out of
his suit jacket pocket and gave it to him. Shifting his attention
to Poseidon, he handed him one too. “This one is for you, Pinkie
Pie. You can reach me any time. Except the phone
doesn’t have reception here.”

Poseidon chuckled,
admiring the phone. He grazed his finger along the keypad. “I guess
if I want to blend in with the humans, I better start learning
their ways. And why did you call me a My Little Pony name?
I’m
not anything like Pinkie Pie. I’d say I’m rather more like Rainbow
Dash. Not only is he beautiful, but he’s the smartest of them
all.”

I blinked in surprise.
“You’ve been watching My Little Pony?”

Poseidon’s cheeks flushed. “I was curious.
And I’m not the only one.”

We all looked at Zeus.

“Only once.” Zeus
shrugged.

Hera patted his mountain bump bicep. “Only
once, my love?”

Zeus pressed his lips
together and opened them. “Maybe more than once,” he grumbled.
“They’re sort of cute. The ponies that can fly are my favorite.
They remind me of Hermes and Pegasus. I also wanted to keep him for
myself.”

“Does this mean you want
to live in the human world?” Nick asked.

Persephone gently placed
her hand on Hades’s arm, probably wondering the
same.

“No.” Hades lifted his
chin boastfully. “We—” he glanced at his brothers “—will visit our
home the Grand boys have graciously bought for us, but our true
home is Olympus. We can’t survive in the human world.
Truthfully, I hate work. Zeus and Poseidon hate to cook. Everett
wants to fire us.” He winked at him. “We’re too old to be bossed
around. We’re officially, what do humans
call it…retired.”

Just then Hermes appeared with the
Oracles.

“Did I hear my name?”
Hermes had taken off his hat with wings and slicked his golden hair
back. I almost didn’t recognize him.

“No, nothing,” Zeus
answered.

“Pegasus,” Hermes muttered
with a smile. “He’s
Zeus’s favorite.”

We let out a chuckle while Zeus turned red.
I had never seen him so embarrassed.

“Now we know what to get
them for Christmas.” Sky giggled.

Zeus’s eyes beamed. “They
have all the little figurines.” He paused and cleared his throat.
“I mean…they showed them on the television screen.”

“Sure, whatever you say,
big bro.” Hades elbowed him on the rib with a wink.

Zeus jerked back, his staff sizzling.

“Whoa, children.” I stood
between Zeus and Hades, not wanting to ruin our special night. “The
night is still young. Why don’t we hit the dance floor?” I
gestured everyone to move it and took Sky to the dance floor. Hades
and the Oracles had done an outstanding job planning a reception,
but I had something up my sleeves.

“Did I tell you how
amazing you look today?” I embraced Sky closer as we swayed to the
soft music.

“If you did, I
wouldn’t have remembered. I was too busy staring at my hot husband,”
she said.

“I guess
you’re trying to tell me how handsome I look?” I hummed to the
music.

“Maybe?” She lit up a huge
smile, her eyes twinkling. God, how I loved her smile. She outshone
the lights in the banquet room and expanded my heart so full I
didn’t know if I could bear any more happiness without exploding.
No room, for she had filled it to the limit.

We continued to sway to
the music. It was nice to see happy smiling faces and everyone
getting along. We finally got our happily-ever-after ending. Of
course, there would be trouble ahead. Life wasn’t perfect. But it was
good to have family and friends through good times and
bad.

“Was this your dream
wedding?” I asked. “Were your wishes fulfilled?”

Sky lifted her head from
my shoulder to look at me. “I’m happy because
I’m
with you. My dream wedding is you. My wish is you. As long as
we’re together, my dreams and wishes have been
fulfilled.”

“My wishes have been
fulfilled since the moment I saw you, Sky. Thank you for showing me
life can be great again. Thank you for agreeing
you’ll live the rest of your life with me. This is how you make
me feel when I’m with you.”

Sky’s adoring expression
turned to confusion. Her eyes grew round, taking in the soft,
slow-moving lightning glowing around the room, filling every wall,
every corner, every inch of the floor and ceiling. Blue silvery
lights glowed like magic, sizzling and flashing, engulfing us.
Everyone stared in awe, feeling the gentleness of the power I
possessed.

“Mason.
It’s beautiful. You’re
beautiful,” Sky exclaimed, hypnotized by
the lights traveling along her arms and down her body. “What are
you doing?”

“Taking you in Mason
style.” I winked. “We’re getting out of here so I can
give you more of what I’m showing you.”

Sky smiled wickedly as the lights swirled
around her, lifting us up.

“Thank you for coming.
We’re tired, and we’re going home.” Sky waved, and I
did the same.

Some of our friends waved back with smiles,
and the others looked baffled. My power pushed us forward. The door
opened automatically. Then Sky and I flew out together, still in
the bubble of light I made. I loved having powers. I loved being a
descendant more than I ever thought I would. Never had I imagined
the intensity and the strength of my power would grow so much. It
was all because of Sky.

The twinkling lights below from Olympus grew
dimmer and dimmer the farther I took us away. Olympus had been
beautifully remodeled, but I believed the sight of it in the dark
showed its true beauty, glowing against the darkness, showing that
light always shined through the dark. Good would always prevail
over evil.
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Five Months Later

“Sky, have a seat.” Mason
patted the empty space next to him.

“I can’t.” I continued to
pace behind the sofa as I admired the painting of the three gods on
the wall. Instead of wearing their white robes, they sported suits
and ties. I smiled at the fact.

We waited in a room at New Olympus for my
mom to give birth. Mom was in the hands of the Oracles, and Dad was
with her. We had been waiting at least an hour.

Nick leaned back into the
other sofa and dropped his arms behind his neck. “Sky, if you pace
faster, it’ll force the baby to come out
quicker.”

“No, it
doesn’t.” Kayla lightly smacked Nick on his thigh.

“Just trying to make
Skylar relax.”

I released my finger from my mouth. The pain
caused me to realize I had been biting it. “I am relaxed. This is
me relaxing.”

“Eating your finger?” Noah
chuckled. Amanda sat by his side, quiet for once.

Mason frowned.
“She’s not in the mood for stupid comments.”

Amanda glared at Mason. “His comments are
not stupid.”

“Okay,” Nick drawled,
sitting straighter as if to get ready to stop a fight.

“Here, have some wine. It
should help all of you relax. The tension is rather hot in here.”
Zeus passed out glasses filled with wine.

When he got to me, I shook my head. “No,
thank you.”

“What’s taking them so
long?” Auntie Kelly looked worried too. “Should I go and see if I
can do anything to help?”

Poseidon held
Kelly’s hands in his. “There’s nothing you can do. The Oracles
have got this.”

Poseidon and Kelly had
been dating for the past three months. It took some time for Auntie
Kelly to soak in the gods’ world, but eventually
she’d come around. She had been mostly shocked to know her sister
was Rhea, and that Kayla had known about the gods before she had,
but once everything was open and the secrets were out, we were one
happy family…sometimes.

“The Oracles have been
delivering babies for ages. You need not worry, little one,” Hades
said, taking a sip of wine.

I
halted. “I’m dying to know if I have a
brother or a sister.”

“I think
it’s
a boy,” Hera commented, crossing her legs and leaning her head on
Zeus’s shoulder. No matter the occasion, she always dressed her
best.

“How can you tell?”
Persephone stood next to Hades by the table, glancing at the
various wines.

“I just have this feeling.
Call it gut intuition or women’s sixth sense or what have you,
or maybe it’s from having so many
children.”

“Do you know if
they’ve picked out names for the baby?” Zeus asked.

I plopped next to Mason
and snuggled into his arms. Warmth, comfort, love. What the heck
was I thinking, pacing like a fool by myself? “Nope. They never
shared. Even when I begged. It’ll be a surprise for
sure.”

“I personally
don’t care about the name as long as the baby
doesn’t turn out anything like Hephaestus.” Hades finished his last
drop of wine, placed it on the table, and caressed
Persephone’s braided hair.

Everett had remained
quiet. “The baby won’t be like Hephaestus. The baby
will have all the love and attention. All we need to do is create a
loving and supporting environment.”

Zeus dipped his head low.
“Gods are not perfect. I’ve always wondered, had I treated
Hephaestus better, would he have turned out
differently?”

Hera stroked
Zeus’s arm. “You
can’t think like that. What’s done is done. Cronus
didn’t treat you well, but you didn’t turn out crazy like Hephaestus.
I believe we can only do our best in a given situation, and then it
depends on the child to do what’s right. They do have a mind of
their own after all. We can’t control them.”

Zeus rested his hand on
Hera’s. “I guess you’re right. I defeated Cronus
because he tried to kill us. At least I didn’t try to kill
Hephaestus.”

The room became silent. Whether they agreed
with Zeus or not, their faraway gazes showed they all turned over
the question in their minds.

I twitched. Others snapped
their focus to the double doors. The crying sound of the newborn
infant had me in tears. I gripped Mason’s hand tighter. Then the
door opened. A blue blanket had been wrapped around the baby in
Dad’s arm.

“It’s a boy,” he exclaimed
proudly.

I rushed to him. Dad placed the baby in my
arms. The smell of something euphoric filled my nose. I could
breathe him in all day. Happy tears rolled down my face. As I
admired his small face, I took in his beautiful features. It was
hard to tell who he looked like, but he was perfect in every
way.

“Hi there, little one,” I
cooed. It was the first time I held an infant, and I
couldn’t believe how natural I was. “What’s his name?”

“Alexander.
He’s
named after my father, your grandfather you never had the pleasure
to meet.”

“Hi,
Alexander,” Mason whispered.

Then everyone stared
quietly with a smile. They had been as captivated as I had been.
This little one would bring happiness, love, and hope to our lives.
It was funny how a small person could hold such power over us. He
would have all the love and attention he needed. His family would
make sure of that. We didn’t need another Alana, Hephaestus,
Eris, or Cronus in our lives ever again.

“How’s Mom?” I asked,
unable to peel my eyes off of my little brother’s face. It would take
some time for me to get used to the fact that I had a brother.

“She’s doing just fine. She’s sleeping.” Dad too
couldn’t look away. “He’s perfect.”

“He is.” I peered up and
met Mason’s eyes and mumbled, “I can’t wait to start our own
family.”
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Two Years Later

“Why is he constantly
moving?” Zeus pointed his staff at my little brother. Standing
under a tree, he glared.

“Zeus,
he’s
only two years old.” Hera clipped a pink rose off the bushes and
placed it in her hair to match her long pink gown. Surrounding her
were other types of flowers—tulips, orchids, daffodils, and various
kinds I had no name for.

“Just look at him.
He’s
making me dizzy.”

“You
don’t have to look at him,” Nick suggested, sounding agitated,
sitting on the bench with Kayla.

Kayla leaned over to feel
the petals of the roses. Her diamond engagement ring sparkled, catching
my eye. They had been engaged for almost a year, and their wedding
was to be held in New Olympus next week.

“Fly horsey, fly.”
Alexander ran in circles around the fountain, raising his My Little
Pony Pegasus in the air. His dark brown hair glistened lighter
under the sunlight, and his beautiful topaz blue eyes, the color
only gods and their descendants possessed, twinkled with
happiness.

After the wedding, the
statue of Mason and me holding hands had been replaced by the three
gods. Our statue was delivered to our house. It had been planted
inside a fountain we had installed. It wasn’t as grand as the one in
Olympus, but it was just as beautiful.

Hades and Persephone
appeared, her arm linked around his. The white gown she wore hugged
her bump. Hades, determined to have descendants of his own,
persuaded Persephone to have children. They looked so happy. It
saddened me when I reflected on how long Hades had been in the
underworld and how Persephone visited only six months out of the
year. Mason had been gone for a month and it killed me, so I
sympathized with Hades’s anger. But the past was the
past, and the future seemed bright for everyone.

Hades guided Persephone to
the bench. “I
don’t know how Mom does it. Alexander is
adorable, but he’s so full of energy.”

“He’s a thief too,” Zeus
spat, frowning.

“You’re calling that little
one a thief because he’s playing with one of your My
Little Pony toys?” Hades chuckled, his chest bobbing from laughing
so hard.

“No, no, no,” Zeus
groaned, watching Alexander dunk Pegasus inside the fountain. He
ran his hand down his face. “Now it’s all wet.”

“You can buy another one,
you know?” Hades
said.

Zeus rubbed his hand along
the ridges of the tree. “You don’t understand.
It’s
a special edition. It’s one of a kind.”

I smiled at the fact that
a grown man, no a god, cared so much for a toy. It goes to show
that there is a child in all of us, even when we’re older.

“Time for a bath.”
Alexander drove Pegasus in and out of the water. Then he jumped in,
splashing water out of the fountain.

Mason and I jerked and ran
to Alexander. The fountain was about three feet deep, and Alexander
hadn’t learned to swim yet.

“No swimming, Alex.” Mason
pulled him out, cradling him. Water dripped down both of
them.

Alexander coughed,
spitting water out of his mouth. “No swimming,” he repeated in the
sweetest voice, looking innocent with apologetic puppy eyes.
Alexander’s strong grip around Mason’s shoulder showed he had been
scared.

“That’s right.
I’ll
teach you to swim tomorrow. We’re going to the lake house.”
Mason brushed Alexander’s hair back to wipe away the
wetness. Mason was going to be a wonderful father.
I’d
had no doubt, but he proved it from his interaction with
Alexander.

“I want Mommy,” Alexander
whispered.

I gave Alexander a peck on his cheek. “Mom
and Dad will be here soon. Remember, you get to have fun with
us.”

Mom and Dad took a week vacation with
Poseidon and Kelly to Europe. I had assured them Alexander would be
in good hands. And he was, but he was a handful.

Alexander reached out his arms to me.
“Sky.”

As I embraced my brother,
I thanked the heavens he didn’t look anything like Hephaestus.
Not that I would love him any less, but I hated Hephaestus, and I
didn’t want any reminders of him to haunt me for the rest of my
life.

I almost fell inside the
fountain when Alexander jumped off me. Boy that kid was going to be
the death of me. Zeus was right. Alexander never stayed still, but
I didn’t want to admit it. Besides, I didn’t like the way Zeus attacked
my brother. At least it felt that way. He was just a child who had
a lot to learn.

Alexander ran in circles around the fountain
again.

Mason shrugged. “At least
he’s
drying himself.”

I snorted.
“True.”

Alexander halted to examine his fingers. His
eyebrows drew together in confusion. Then he dashed around the
statues of gods lined along a pathway. Taking a turn, he zig-zagged
around the patches of flowers and stopped in front of Zeus.

“You
don’t like me?” Alexander
asked.

Zeus looked uncomfortable.
He pulled his staff behind him. Perhaps trying to appear less
intimidating. “Of course I like you. You’re my half-brother or
something.” He rolled his eyes.

“Half-brother,” Alexander
repeated. Raising his hand, he pointed at Zeus.

Mason and I exchanged puzzled glances.

“What’s he doing?” Mason
asked, keeping his voice low.

“I
don’t know.”

Zeus jumped back. “That hurt, you…little…”
He pointed his staff at him.

Hera reprimanded Zeus
before we could get to him. “No. He’s just a child.”

Everyone chuckled quietly.
Alexander had discovered his power. Sizzling lights had flickered
out of his fingertips just as he touched Zeus. I had no idea if he
knew the kind of power he had, but I could assume since he went to
Zeus to release his power that he’d already known.

Hades smacked
Zeus’s back. “He’s just like you. You should be
proud.”

Zeus growled. “These descendants drive me
crazy.”

“Your fault for creating
them. But then again, we wouldn’t be here if it
weren’t for Sky and the others.”

Zeus twitched his nose. “Maybe.”

“Where’s
Alexander?” I panicked when I
didn’t see him.

Nick pointed to the
walkway on the other side of the fountain, where the portal stood
still. “He’s there.”

“At least
he’s
not in the water. He’ll be fine,” Hades
muttered.

“Don’t worry, he
can’t go through the portal,” Zeus added.

I inched closer, ignoring
their comments, Mason along with me. “Alexander, come here.
Let’s go buy more of that toy you have in your hand. You want
more horsey?”

Alexander tilted his head as he continued to
pace faster. Something caught his attention. Then he raised his
hands, fingers wired with energy. He pointed to the portal. The
portal spun and wind blew through, pushing Alexander back.

My heart raced. Unable to
decide what to do, I knew I could catch him with my super speed. “I
thought you said he can’t open the portal?”

Zeus’s jaw dropped. It was
the first time I had ever seen him so stunned.

“Alexander. Look at me.” I
tried to sound loving, afraid he would bolt through if I made a
sudden movement. Mason on the other hand moved closer to the portal
hidden behind the trees.

Alexander finally looked
at me. His lips curled mischievously, and his eyes darkened.
“Bye, bye.” He moved with speed I hadn’t known he possessed. Either Mom
had forgotten to let me know, or that was the first
time.

“Alexander!” I dashed, standing
where he’d stood a second before.

Before I could say a word,
Mason grabbed my hand. “Don’t worry. I know where he went.”
Then he led me through.
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Three Years Later

Skylar:
I’m almost there.

Kayla: Where are you?

I waited until my next
stoplight to text her back. My cell had been propped upright on a
gadget supporting the phone. Bing!
The sound alerted my attention.
Crap! The gas light came
on. I turned into the nearest gas station and smiled. That
particular one held a special memory. It was there where I had
first met Mason in his officer uniform, pretending to be Officer
Doug. He was smoking hot and still is.

Skylar:
I pulled over at the gas station. Same place
where I met Mason.

Kayla: Awww. The moment that changed your life forever.

Skylar: How are the twins?

Kayla and Nick had twins a
year before, shortly after I had my son, Mason, Jr. They had bought
a home closer to her mom’s house, where Poseidon sometimes
resided. I left early from home to meet Mason at
Kayla’s house. I had asked Mom and Dad to watch over Mason,
Jr.

Kayla: Finally taking a nap.

Skylar:
You should take a nap too.

Kayla: I can’t. I’m excited
you’re coming.

It had been a couple
months since I’d seen her.

Skylar:
Me too. Crap! A cop. He’s probably going to ask me
why I’m just sitting in the car texting. Bye. My heart hammered against my chest. Something about facing a
cop had me on edge.

Tap, tap, tap.

I started the engine to slide the window
down and turned it off again. “Good afternoon, officer.” I squinted
from the brightness of the sun reflecting into my eyes, even with
sunglasses on. Raising my hand to block the light, I caught a
glimpse of his nametag—Officer Doug. My lips stretched to my ears,
reminiscing again to the past. But I knew better. This was not my
Mason.

“Skylar Rome,
you’re under arrest.”

When his deep voice
rumbled, I didn’t register the tone until I
shifted to get a better view of him. Holy Cow! It was my
Mason. No! It can’t be. My eyes took in the stubble along his chiseled jaw and then
down to his fine, toned six-pack abs, the uniform sculpturing his
body.

“Well, hello there,
Officer Doug.” I flirted with my most seductive tone. “What can I
do for you?”

He didn’t wait for me to
answer. He opened the door, unbuckled my seatbelt, and pulled me
out in one swift motion. Then he carried me to his police car.
Glancing around before opening my side of the car door, like he
always had done to make sure we weren’t being followed, he imprisoned
me and kissed me hard.

“Mason,
you’re bad,” I murmured between kissing him back. Thank goodness
we were the only two cars at the gas station.

“I’m just doing what I wanted
to do the first time I laid eyes on you.” His greenish-blue eyes
sizzled and shimmered.

“Really, Officer Doug?” I
drawled, pulling back, panting.

Mason twitched his lips, waggling his
eyebrows. “Officer Doug is on vacation. I have full access.”

I gulped. “Holy Mason,” I whimpered.

The door opened from the back door, and Nick
jumped out.

“Nick?” I yelped in
surprise.

“I’m driving your car home. See
you later.”

I
laughed. “How did you know where I would
be?”

“Kayla of course. If you
didn’t pull over, I would have turned on the siren and forced you
to do so. You’d been texting her, right?” He
scowled. “I told you not to text.”

“I-I was very—”

“No excuses,
Mrs. Grand.” Mason changed his role.
“You’re going to the naughty corner. No more talking.
I’m
kidnapping you for a secret rendezvous. It’s been a while since we had
a getaway.”

“How about Mason,
Jr?”

“Your parents know
everything.”

“I see.”

Mason helped me in and closed the door. He
moved in the speed I loved to his side and turned on the ignition.
When Nick drove my car off the lot, Mason followed.

“Where are we going,
Officer Doug?” I asked, leaning back and smiling, trying not to
giggle.

Mason
didn’t answer my question. He asked me his. “What is that?” He
pointed up through the dashboard window. The blue painted the sky
and not a cloud floated.

I leaned closer, hoping to get a clear look.
A black dot stood out from the blue backing. “Is that a bird?”

“No, I think
it’s
a plane?”

I
blinked. “OMG! It’s Pegasus, but
how?”

The pure white Pegasus gracefully soared
across the sky, flapping its wings like an angel. Such a marvelous
sight, so surreal that it was difficult to look away. I glued
myself to the dashboard, not wanting to even blink.

“I
don’t know, but I think someone is on
Pegasus,” Mason mentioned. He too couldn’t keep his eyes away. Having
super powers, he drove just fine.

Mason and I shouted at the
same time. “Alexander!”

“I thought Hades and Zeus
had him for the next two days?” Mason said.

“How…how could he? What do
we do?” I stammered.
“He’s only five years
old.”

Mason made a U-turn and
punched it. “We go get him first. Then we continue where we left
off.” He let out a frustrated groan. “It’s always one thing after
another.”

“The life of
gods’
descendants,” I added.
“There’s always something.”

“Good thing we have each
other and wonderful family and friends.”

“Yup, I
couldn’t agree with you more.”

Mason squeezed my hand, and my arm
twitched.

“Sorry, babe. Just got too
excited. Sending you my love shock, baby.” Mason waggled his
brows.

Mason never ceased to amaze me.

“Sending you one right
back.” I sent a soft jolt of my love. “Should we call my
parents?”

“I
don’t think that will be necessary.
We’ll catch him and bring him home. I think you should call
Hades and Zeus since they were supposed to be watching him. Maybe
they’ll know something we don’t. Besides, what could go
wrong?”

Mason glanced at me before he looked
straight ahead. “Never mind what I just said. Here we go
again.”
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