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For Madeline. Don’t let anyone take your wings.





CHAPTER ONE



I MOVE MY SHOVEL, PUSHING the mud back and forth at a glacial pace. Next to me, my friend Cass moves just as slowly. They have a saying down here in Tartarus: There’s no need to hurry when you’ve got forever to get the job done. The saying is just one of many. It’s easy to be clever when you’re staring eternity in the face.


I’ve just dumped a load of dirt on top of my steadily growing pile when Cass speaks.


“I think you got a visitor,” she says, looking past me toward the guard shack at the far edge of the plain. We work on the line with a few hundred others, digging a ditch the same way we have every day since I got to the Pits. The lowest point in the Underworld, the Pits of Tartarus is a bleak place. A muddy plain edged by a forest of black trees, the sky a constant twilight, it’s a place reserved for criminals and lowlifes. All we do here is dig, moving the mud into long rows. I’m not sure why we dig all the time, since no one ever tells us anything except when to work, when to rest, and when to eat. I’m not even sure the work serves a purpose beyond keeping us from killing each other, and we still manage to do that just fine.


Cass elbows me hard in the side, and I wince. My ribs are still bruised from our most recent attack. A couple of Fae who thought kicking me to death would get them out of Tartarus or at least get them some respect. Thanks to Cass, all it got them was dead.


She nudges me again, and this time I groan. “That hurts.”


“It’s the Messenger this time,” she says, jutting her chin toward the figure at the far end of the line. “They’re getting serious.” I don’t look up. The last thing I need is the guard taking his whip to my back.


Panic rises, tightening my chest. I take a deep breath and force it down. I cannot freak out. “You don’t know that he’s here for me,” I tell Cass. The words are more for me than for her. One of the guards, who are all minotaurs, starts to move in our direction, and I lower my voice. “If he’s here for me, they’ll let me know.” I hold my breath until the half-bull, half-man creature heads back the other way. I don’t want to get in trouble for talking. Cass doesn’t really mind the punishments the bulls hand out. I do.


I’m not as strong as she is.


“Mourning!”


The bull’s voice echoes across the plain, carrying down along the line of prisoners toiling in the dirt. I keep my head down and my shovel moving, not bothering to acknowledge the shout and buying some time to compose myself. It starts to rain, and I sigh. It’s the least of my problems, but the downpour gives me something to focus on besides my visitor.


Rain in Tartarus means a lot of different things. Today it’s a fine mist of excrement falling from the sky. It’s like having an outhouse upended over your head. Cass keeps telling me that at some point I’ll get used to it, but she’s been here longer than anyone else. There’s no time in the Underworld, but from what I can tell of her penchant for togas, she’s been here a while. Like, centuries. I don’t think I’ll be kicking around here that long. Too many people want me dead.


And the weather sucks.


The best way to keep the muck out of my eyes and mouth is to keep my head down and wait until it passes. I’m a smart girl, so that’s what I do. Deep down, I’m hoping that the guard won’t call me again.


“Mourning. Zephyr Mourning. Get your lazy carcass down here, Godslayer.”


I wince at the tone in the guard’s voice. I’ve waited too long to answer, and now I’m in for it. The bulls down here are no better than the prisoners, just as violent and rude. What do you expect from a minotaur? I’m not very good at taking a punch, and I have no desire to provoke the guard any further, so I plant my shovel in the mud and jog in the direction of the shout.


I slow down to a walk when I see a familiar figure walking beside the bull, a whip-thin man with a shock of white-blond hair. The “Messenger” Cass called him. But she’s old school, and most vættir these days refer to him by his given name, Hermes. The Messenger of the Gods. He carries an oversize golf umbrella and picks his way around the larger muck puddles. The wings on his ankles flutter in agitation. His blue eyes glow in the constant dusk of Tartarus, their metallic blued-steel sheen denoting his Æthereal blood and causing the other prisoners to subtly shift away from him. There’s too much shine to them for him to be anything but Exalted, and even the dumbest vættir knows better than to cross paths with one of the favored sons and daughters of the universe. Their powers are so vast that they are gods among gods.


Still, all the æther in the universe can’t keep the rain from splattering Hermes. His impeccably tailored dove-gray suit has several dark spots. It serves him right. Only Hermes would wear couture to hell.


A few feet still separate me and Hermes when a fight breaks out on the line. A couple of Fae grapple, their wrestling match carrying them right into our path. The scent of their rage pushes away the stink of the rain, and for once I’m grateful for my ability to smell emotions. Their anger is the acrid aroma of burning flesh, which is better than the bathroom scent of the rain. Whatever they’re fighting about, it’s clear that the Fae hate each other. This is more than a normal Tartarus scuffle.


The Fae are more intent on their fight than on the Æthereal walking toward them. They go down a couple of feet away from Hermes, landing in a deep puddle. The contents splash up and across the legs of Hermes’s pants, soaking them with crap and mud. I swallow the hysterical laugh that threatens to bubble up.


This can’t end well.


Everyone freezes for a moment, even the fighters on the ground. They’re all waiting for Hermes’s wrath, for the outpouring of æther that follows any Æthereal temper tantrum. But this is Tartarus, and there’s no æther here. Hermes is as powerless as the rest of us.


That doesn’t stop him from closing the umbrella and swinging it at the nearest Fae. The fiberglass snaps as it catches the slim man across the face, snapping his head back with an audible crunch. The other Fae tries to scramble away, but Hermes is much faster. With one hand he hauls the Fae up by the scruff before slamming him face-first into the soft mud. Then, with the detached expression of a man buying groceries, Hermes holds the flailing Fae down until he no longer moves.


Bile burns the back of my throat, and it’s hard to breathe. I push down the fear that makes me want to run away, to keep running until I can forget the coldness in Hermes’s eyes as he killed a man.


Cass appears next to me with a sigh. Even though I can smell the mixed fear and relief from the rest of the vættir, I get nothing from her. Cass’s emotions are always a mystery. “Great, now I’ll never get that food ration he owes me.” She’s serious. Cass never jokes about anything.


Life is cheap in Tartarus.


A couple of bulls run over to haul away the two Fae. Their bodies will be thrown beyond the tree line so that the unseen things that live in the woods can feast on them instead of on us. I relax so my expression doesn’t reflect the horror I feel. Hermes straightens, tossing away his ruined umbrella. “Hey, Zephyr,” he says as he adjusts his suit.


Cass slides back into the work crew as I cross my arms. It feels like a lifetime since I last saw Hermes. Time passes differently in Tartarus, so I have no idea how long it’s actually been. A month? A year? Some days it feels like it was just yesterday that I landed here. Others, it feels like I’ve been here my entire life.


No matter how long it’s been, I can’t forget that he’s the one who put me in Tartarus. I thought he was more than just my sister’s boyfriend. I thought of him as family, the big brother I never had. And he turned me in to the Æthereal High Council. That’s what I get for trusting an Æthereal.


Never trust the gods.


Reminding myself of his betrayal centers me. “Hey, Hermes. If it isn’t my favorite psycho . . . pomp.” My voice is even. I’ve learned a few things down here, especially from Cass. I won’t let him know how his presence fills me with a burning rage that blurs my vision and makes me want to scream.


He gives me a wide smile, his chiseled cheekbones looking even sharper. “Funny. Did you think of it yourself?”


I sigh, feigning boredom. “What do you want? Can’t you see I have a very important ditch to dig?”


Hermes’s lips twitch. At least he still appreciates sarcasm. He clears his throat. “I’m here to speak with you on behalf of the Æthereal High Council.”


I shrug. “Okay.” I’m not sure what else I’m supposed to say. I was never important enough to garner the High Council’s notice before they sent me to Tartarus. Not many of the vættir are. We’re second-class citizens, lucky to avoid the gods’ notice.


“This is a private interview,” Hermes says. He eyes the nearest bull. The minotaur straightens, steam puffing out of his bovine nostrils as he snaps to attention.


“You may use the nearby gatehouse, Exalted, if it suits your needs.” The minotaur executes a clumsy bow, muck flying off one of his massive horns and landing on Hermes’s pants.


Hermes sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose before he remembers that his hands are covered in crap. Rage tightens his mouth as he gives the half-man, half-bull creature a limp-wristed wave to lead the way. We follow the guard to a nearby outbuilding in silence. Only the set of Hermes’s shoulders belies his utter disgust.


This would be hilarious if I wasn’t sick with dread.


We make our way through the steady rain to the gatehouse, where the bull remains outside while we go in. The room is small. It’s little more than a shack, really. Rough-hewn boards keep out the storm, and the floor is made of hard-packed earth. Dark fire flickers in the hearth, casting no light but warming the room nonetheless. A rickety table and chair lean against the wall opposite the fireplace, and a handful of pixies sealed in glass globes cast the only light in the room. The pixies emit a sickly yellow glow when they see us, one of them tapping on his prison insistently.


“Hey. Hey! Let me out before the bull comes back. I’ll pay you.” I ignore the bug. Anyone foolish enough to try to bribe me must be new to hell. He must not know who I am, or that I don’t care about his money, because there’s no way I’m ever leaving Tartarus.


Godslayers don’t get parole.


I try to scrape as much of the sludge off my face as I can, before I see the well in the far corner of the room. The water has the same sulfurous rotten-egg smell as all the water here in the Pits, but at least it doesn’t smell like an outhouse in August. There’s a grate near the well, and I upend the bucket over my head while standing on it. I repeat this two more times before I’m satisfied I’ve gotten the worst of the mess off. No sense in trying to get completely clean. This is Tartarus, after all.


I hold a full bucket out to Hermes. He shakes his head in distaste before thinking twice and dipping a lemon-yellow pocket square into the water. He gingerly wipes the dark streaks off his pale skin. I dump the rest of the water over my head before tossing the bucket back in the corner.


“The Underworld seems to agree with you,” he remarks as he starts to put away the handkerchief, thinks twice, and throws it on the sad-looking table.


I squeeze the excess water out of my blue, ropy locks and snort. What does he see? The front I keep up so the weaker inmates won’t mess with me? Just because I’ve learned how to hide my fear doesn’t mean I’m not scared. “It’s hell, H. I don’t think it agrees with anyone.”


He purses his lips. “No æther, which means no real magic, it’s perpetually dark, the sky rains excrement, and there are monsters waiting for a chance to devour the unwitting. I honestly don’t see what your problem is.”


His sense of humor is still as dry as the Sahara. It’s too bad I don’t find him funny anymore. I extend my talons and growl. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t turn your face into confetti, Betrayer.”


Hermes’s blued-steel gaze flashes. “Because it’s the last thing Whisper would’ve wanted you to do.”


Agony arcs through my chest, and I look away so he won’t see the pain of my loss in my gaze. Whisper. I can’t think of my sister without remembering the last time I saw her, her chest a gaping wound, her blood soaking into the concrete of the patio. She was my best friend and now she’s gone. My talons slide back under my fingernails. I wasn’t really going to attack him, anyway. “She loved you, you know. Even though she knew you’d eventually leave her.”


He clears his throat and looks away. I’m glad that I’ve managed to make him uncomfortable. Some of the water from my hair has managed to find its way into my mouth, and I spit onto the floor. “You didn’t come here to discuss my sister. What do you want?”


He sighs. “Still just as ladylike as ever. The High Council has sent me down here to inquire how it was that you managed to kill an Æthereal.”


I smirk. This is the third inquisitor the Council has sent down since I got here. The first two left with nothing, and Hermes will too. Just because he used to screw my sister doesn’t mean I owe him anything. “Just lucky, I guess.”


His lips thin in irritation before he sighs. “I bear this message for you.” He takes a shining white rock from his pocket, and I take a step back in surprise. He holds an æther stone, a magically charged rock that would fetch a good price in the Pits. Before I can ask what he plans to do with it, he drops it on the ground between us. Light surges upward and snaps into sharp focus. I can’t help the hitch of breath in my chest.


Standing before me is a too-real image of my mother. The last time I saw the form before me, she was leaving for a battle, her claymore propped on her shoulder. Ruby-red hair knotted into locks that reached her waist, skin the color of midnight, and wings of deepest red and black. “Blood on coal,” Whisper used to call them when we’d watch her fly off to battle. I know that it isn’t really her. She’s dead, her shade somewhere in the Elysian Fields, enjoying eternal happiness. The projection is the Æthereal equivalent of Princess Leia’s plea to Obi-Wan. Still, I can’t stop myself from reaching out to her like I’ve always wanted.


My mother’s voice cuts through my mind after all these years, an unwanted phantom. You’re the daughter of an Æthereal, Zephyr. Try to stop being such an incredible disappointment. I can even see the way her dark face would scrunch up at me, as though I was the one problem in her life that she couldn’t solve.


The memory is the opposite end of the emotional spectrum from the woman gazing at me lovingly from the projection. “Zephyr, I know you probably aren’t happy to see me, but I need you to answer Hermes’s questions. It is of the utmost importance that the High Council be able to understand how you killed Ramun Mar.”


I swallow dryly. Who is this woman? There’s love shining in her eyes, and she seems gentle and affectionate. This stranger is nothing like my mother. That Mourning Dove once flew me up to ten thousand feet and then dropped me, all to teach me how to fly.


“There’s no room for mistakes in battle,” she called as I fell, screaming until my sister, Whisper, flew up to catch me. It’s amazing I ever learned to fly after that terrifying introduction to the sky.


The message plays, but I’m finished listening to the lying image before me. I fight back angry tears before I kick the æther stone toward the corner. It falls into the well with a wet plunk. I fight to keep my words steady. “If you think that’s going to get me to talk, then you don’t know me at all.”


“Do you think that’s what your mother would want?”


I turn around once my eyes have stopped burning, the threat of tears avoided. “That woman doesn’t exist. Never did. I don’t know how you did it, but it’s a pretty sad attempt to get me to talk. Why don’t you just tell me what you want from me?” The words come out as a plea. I bite my lip, my eyes sliding away from his all-too-knowing blue ones.


“Aw, Peep,” he whispers, and the pet name cuts through me, the pain sharper and fresher than the ache of his betrayal. He reaches for me but at the last moment draws back, and I know he’s thinking about our last meeting.


He’s remembering that I might not have been caught by the Æthereals if he hadn’t tricked me.


I hate him even as I love him with all my heart. He made my sister so happy, and that made me happy. Deep down I’d always hoped he would stay with Whisper, marry her like people do on television. I had this idea of a huge wedding, one that everyone in the Aerie would attend. There’d be cake, and I’d be Whisper’s maid of honor. It would be just like a movie.


I made the mistake of telling her that one time, and she just laughed, the sound high and brittle like glass breaking. “Zeph, you know that Æthereals don’t marry vættir. Especially not Exalteds like Hermes. I’m just grateful for the time that we have together. One day you’ll understand that.”


Hermes sighs and leans back against the wall of the gatehouse, drawing me out of the memory and putting a physical distance between us that’s a match for the emotional one. “The High Council needs you to cooperate because a war is brewing over you, kiddo. The kind of war that the vættir might not survive.”


“Why me? What did I do?”


A bark of laughter escapes from him. “What, besides kill an Æthereal? No big deal there, Godslayer.” He shakes his head, a small smile playing around his lips before he turns serious again. “You killed one of the unkillable. People want to know how. They want to know if it can happen again. And if they’re next.”


I smile tightly. “Sounds like Hera’s been working overtime.” At my trial she’d advocated for my death more than any of the other gods.


Hermes nods slowly. “That’s putting it mildly. She’s been on the warpath since you were sent here last year, and things are only getting worse.”


The air whooshes out of my lungs. I feel like I’ve been punched. “A year? I’ve been here a year?” I imagine all the things I’ve missed in a year. If I’d been in the Mortal Realm, I would’ve finally gone to high school, a real school with norms. Homecoming, prom, football games, all the things regular people get to do. That’s what I would’ve spent the last year doing. Not digging ditches and fighting to stay alive.


After I failed my Trials, I thought a normal life was finally in my reach. Harpies who cannot pass the Trials are either given menial positions or expelled from the Aerie, forced to spend the rest of their lives trying to blend in among the norms, full-blooded humans. Most Harpies dread the modern world and opt to work in the Aerie’s laundry or kitchens, but I dreamed of the day when I’d no longer have to live in the Aerie. Freedom seemed like a blessing, not a curse.


But then I accidentally killed an Æthereal and ended up in Tartarus, ruining all my plans. And now I find out that I’ve lost a year in what felt like a few months.


Hermes’s eyes dart away from mine, and he shrugs in response. “Time passes differently down here.”


“You think?” I begin to pace as his words sink in. I’m finally realizing that my imprisonment is permanent. I’m not going to go to high school, or college, or anywhere else in the Mortal Realm. I’m going to be forever stuck here in Tartarus, covered in sludge and pretending to be brave. A year has passed, and I feel just like I did the last time I saw Hermes. Desperate, confused, and incredibly lost.


I stop pacing and cross my arms, trying to school my face to blankness. Arrows are useless without a bow. It’s an old Harpy saying. No sense wallowing in might-have-beens. “Are we finished?” I snap.


Hermes startles, my sharp tone unfamiliar. “What?” he asks in surprise. I’ve never raised my voice at him. I’ve always given him the deference that the Exalteds demand, even as he snuck into the house late at night to meet with my sister. But now I’m not thinking about class structures and the proper forms of address, or even the way my sister lit up when she saw him. I’m just thinking about the year of my life that I lost.


“Are you done with me or what? I have to get back before someone steals my shovel.”


His expression goes from shocked to sad, and I have to turn away from the pity on his face. “What happened to you, Peep? You’re different. I almost didn’t recognize you when I arrived. You’re rougher now.”


I sigh and sit in the room’s only chair, leaning my head back against the wall’s rough wood. “Tartarus happened to me, H. That’s all. Just Tartarus.”





CHAPTER TWO



HERMES CONTINUES TO QUESTION ME, but it’s halfhearted and I’m uncooperative. Down here where the æther is nonexistent he’s powerless, and there’s no reason for me to give up the answers he needs. I may be depressed, but I’m not suicidal.


If he finds out the truth, my life sentence in Tartarus will be exchanged for a death sentence.


After a while the Exalted stands with a sigh. “Stay here. I’ll be back in a moment.” Then he flashes out of existence.


I should wonder where he’s going, what he’s doing. But I don’t. Instead I’m just grateful for the chance to get a few minutes of shut-eye. As soon as he’s gone, I close my eyes and doze off a little. But I’m not really asleep. Instead I’m remembering.


I’d been on the run for a couple of weeks, running from safe house to safe house as I tried to avoid Hera’s Acolytes, a band of minor Æthereals and vættir vigilantes who work on behalf of the gods. The vættir in the Acolytes weren’t any different from the rest of us vættir. We all had the misfortune of having a little human blood mixed in with our Æthereal lineage, keeping us out of the Æthereal Realm and firmly stuck in the Mortal Realm. Being a vættir is a bum deal. Kicked out of paradise all because one of our ancestors got frisky with a mortal. But after a while you get used to being treated like crap, especially since the trade-off is a magical ability of some sort.


The Acolytes were hunting me down because I’d killed one of their own, a low-level god named Ramun Mar. I’d only killed Mar because he’d killed my sister, Whisper. Death is the punishment for vættir who mess around with Æthereals, but the Acolytes are the only ones who enforce such archaic beliefs. After I killed Ramun Mar, the Acolytes wanted me dead too. I had other ideas.


I was standing in the middle of a farmer’s field in upstate New York with a shredded wing from my latest attempt to outrun the Acolytes. Dark pressed in all around me, the night ominous as I waited to be attacked again. The Acolytes had been chasing me for two weeks, a game of cat and mouse that had left me tired and injured. I didn’t think they’d stop now, but my busted wing needed time to heal. Time I was sure I didn’t have.


A sudden rustle of the grass was the first sign that I wasn’t alone. I spun around, a knife waiting to be thrown balanced on my fingertips. I wasn’t going to die easily.


Hermes raised his hands in surrender. “It’s me, Peep. It’s me. Relax, okay?”


I put the knife away at the sound of the nickname and sagged a little in relief. Fresh tears pricked my eyes. “Hermes?”


He nodded, and I launched myself into his arms. He was stiff and unyielding, but I didn’t care. I sobbed into his shoulder. “Whisper is dead. The Acolytes killed her.”


“I know.”


“Why, Hermes? Why would they kill her? She was a good Harpy. She did whatever they told her to do. Why would the Acolytes kill her?”


He hesitated, and at first I thought he wouldn’t tell me. But then he sighed and looked away. “Because of me. Someone found out that she was seeing me,” he said, his voice low. He gently pushed me away from him and straightened his suit jacket, fussing over invisible lint on his shoulders. He’d always dressed up, and even that night he wore a stylish lime-colored suit that made me feel even dingier than I was.


“Oh gods, what do I do now, Hermes? Every time I run, they find me. And now my wing is ruined, and I have no way to go on.” I began to shake as it sank in. I was a sitting duck, one with a broken wing and no chance of survival.


“Don’t worry, Peep. I promised Whisper a long time ago that I’d keep you safe, and I will.” He tilted his head at me and pursed his lips. “You haven’t made it easy, you know.”


I wiped away my tears and snorted in disbelief. “Hera’s Acolytes have shown up everywhere I’ve gone. I was supposed to wait patiently for you while they tore out my heart?”


Hermes didn’t respond, he just sighed and adjusted his cuffs. “Well, let’s go. I don’t have all millennium.”


“Where are we going?”


“Somewhere safe.”


My mother and Whisper were both dead, so the only place that would be safe for me was the Elysian Fields. I’d heard of people fleeing to the Underworld to escape being punished by the Acolytes before, but that usually involved suicide. However, Hermes could take me there without the inconvenience of my death.


I reached for his hand, and a split second before I took it I wondered why he was so fidgety. But then we were soaring through the realms in a beam of light. The stress of the past couple of weeks melted away in an instant. Hermes would keep me safe. He loved my sister. He’d keep a promise to her.


We settled, my eyes still dazzled by the light of our passage. I blinked to clear my vision. The Elysian Fields were even more perfect than I’d imagined. White marble columns rose into a too-blue sky, like everything had been built in the clouds. Birds soared and butterflies flitted, and my heart felt light. It was impossible to be afraid in such a beautiful place, and for the first time in weeks my fear ebbed away. All I had to do was find my sister, and everything would be fine.


Before I could thank Hermes, he clamped a damper on my wrist.


I stared at the silver bracelet, the contrast between the bright metal and my brown skin taking a long moment to sink in. The enchanted bracelet on my wrist was a relic from a time when Æthereals owned the vættir as slaves. There was no way I could protect myself with it on.


“Hermes,” I said, my voice a pained whisper. “What have you done?” I yanked my hand back and reached for power, any power, but it was too late.


“This is the best place for you right now,” Hermes said. I reached out to strike him, but my hand was caught by a large minotaur. His bull’s head looked strange atop his human body. I realized with a start that he wasn’t wearing a glamour to hide his strange nature, but he was wearing a silver collar of servitude. I knew where I was.


Out of the frying pan and into the fire. I was in the Æthereal Realm, the land of the gods.


“I thought maybe you’d smell the lie on me before I got you here,” Hermes said. His expression was agonized, but it didn’t help the anger eating away at my middle.


“I can only smell the emotions of humans. And you aren’t human.” I hurled the words at him like an insult as the minotaur dragged me away. The gods tell us the vættir are the ones who are flawed, our human blood compromising us. But it’s the gods who betray the ones they love without remorse.


“Aren’t you afraid the bulls will find you napping in their guard shack?”


I open my eyes, pulling myself out of the memory. Cass slinks through the door, almost quieter than a mouse. I still heard her though. “I’ll wake up long before they enter, the way they clomp around everywhere. Besides, the psychopomp told me to wait here.”


“An Exalted here to visit you. That can’t be good.” She goes to the well in the corner and uses the bucket to wash off like I did earlier. Her shoulder-length blond hair clings to her neck, and for a moment I wish I had hair as straight as hers. But Harpies have hair that easily tangles, and mine is a shocking royal blue that hangs down my back in snarled locks. I should cut it short like Cass’s, at least to my shoulders. But a Harpy’s locks are second only to her wings in importance. Since I no longer have my wings, I’m reluctant to give up my hair.


I run my fingers over the twisted hair nervously, wondering what it looks like. It feels longer, and I wonder if it’s changed somehow. I wish I could see it. There are no mirrors in Tartarus.


“You didn’t answer my question.”


“What question?” I lean forward and meet her flat gaze. Cass has the best poker face, ever. Her emotions never show in her eyes, not like so many others here. I think it’s why she’s so deadly. No one ever sees it coming.


“Hermes, Messenger of the Gods. What’s he doing flitting around Tartarus?”


I shrug. “You know why I’m here. Why do you think he’s here?”


It’s a rhetorical question, but Cass answers anyway. “To question you. To figure out how you snuffed out an Æthereal.” She plays with the ragged end of her hair for a moment before releasing it. “You must really scare them if they’re willing to send Hermes down to the Underworld to question you directly.”


“Maybe.” I sit back, thinking hard. “There’s something else going on, something I don’t understand. Hermes was talking about a war, and he seemed really concerned about it. But I always thought Æthereals enjoyed their wars.”


Cass shrugs. “Of course the Æthereals love wars. How else are they supposed to break up the centuries? Sex and killing are their primary amusements.” There’s no trace of bitterness in Cass’s voice, but maybe that’s because she’s just speaking the truth. Wars are as common to the gods as manipulating the lives of others to suit their whims. The history lessons we had in the Aerie were filled with nothing but the Exalteds vowing to kill one another, usually after an Æthereal slept with someone they weren’t supposed to. I think they actually like fighting. It must be pretty lame to be immortal after the first few thousand years. A nice war would be a change of pace.


But that doesn’t explain Hermes’s shiftiness. I know he’s hiding something, but what? I wish I could smell Æthereal emotions; it would be a big help. Assuming they actually have them. “I can’t understand why the Æthereal Council would pull out all of the stops to figure out how I killed one of Hera’s low-level thugs.”


“I know. It would make more sense for them to just kill you and get it over with.”


I snort. “Gee, thanks.”


“Well, you’re a Harpy. What would you do if faced with an enemy?” Cass sits on the edge of the table, hands held out toward the dark fire. Sitting is a luxury in Tartarus. There’s no idle time here. Days are marked by work punctuated by meals and rest. Hanging out in the shack without worrying about getting killed is a pretty nice change of pace.


I shake my head. “I’d run. That’s what I would do. But then again, I’m not technically a Harpy.”


“Is this about your wings again?”


I shake my head and bite back a laugh. On the way to Tartarus my wings were ripped from me, the price for my passage to the Underworld. Everyone down here has lost something, even Cass. Although I’m not sure what she lost. I’ve never been brave enough to ask.


“No, Cass, this isn’t about my wings, thanks for asking. I’m a coward, Cass. Harpies are brave, and I’m not.”


“Says who?”


I shift in my seat. “The Matriarch. I failed my Trials.” I’d tried to explain to Cass what a big deal it was to fail such an important test before, but she wouldn’t listen to me.


Cass tilts her head and studies me. “So just because some woman who isn’t even here says you aren’t a Harpy, you’re not a Harpy? Even though you have the hair and the talons and used to have the wings? That doesn’t make sense. A dog is still a dog, even if it doesn’t bark.”


“It’s complicated. Let’s not have this argument again,” I say. Because when she puts it that way, it does sound silly.


I rub my hands over my face, trying to push aside the sting of my past failures and figure out what I’m missing. There has to be some other reason that Hermes came to question me, and not just the fact that I killed Ramun Mar. I can’t believe that’s all there is to it. Otherwise the Exalteds would’ve just killed me. Why keep me alive? Just to continue questioning me?


What is it I’m missing? What could make a lowly vættir interesting enough that the Æthereal High Council gets involved?


Before I can figure it out, the room explodes with light. I blink, and the spots clear to reveal Hermes standing a few feet away. Cass is already gone, the swinging door the only evidence of her hasty flight.


Hermes doesn’t notice, just grabs my arm and hauls me out of the chair. “Hey! What are you doing?” I ask.


“Taking you to see Hades.”


I yank my arm free and take a step back. “Why?”


Hermes sighs and grasps my arm, this time more gently. “Because there are questions that need answers, and if you won’t answer them for me, maybe you’ll answer them for the King of the Dead.”


Before I can respond, the world falls away in a burst of light, and when my vision clears, I’m standing outside a massive building. It’s not a castle. More like a temple, or at least the bastard love child of a temple and a castle. Hundreds of steps lead up to darkness framed by black marble columns rising into towers. The structure is carved into the mountainside, like the land is vomiting forth Hades’s domain. Massive bowls of dark fire flicker in between the columns, their midnight flames casting no light but making the structure more ominous. The twilight sky beyond makes the place look like something from a horror movie.


I take a step backward and damn near fall off the cliff behind me.


Hermes steadies me and sighs. “You should’ve answered my questions, kiddo. Now they’re bringing in the big guns.” He shoves me toward the entryway, away from the sheer cliff face behind us. “Trust Hades. He’s honest, not like the rest of the Æthereals.”


“You mean like you?”


He doesn’t answer my question, just straightens his suit, which is once again brightly cream colored. He must’ve gone home and changed in between popping back and forth around the realms.


“Hades has no love for the High Council. Right now he’s going to be your best ally.” Hermes takes a step back, and I frown.


“You’re not coming with me?” I want to take the words back as soon as they’re out of my mouth. They’re the words of a child, not an inmate of Tartarus.


Hermes’s expression softens, and he pushes his hand through his hair. He spends a lot of time in the Mortal Realm, and it shows. From the old stories he’s always been the most human of all the Æthereals. “I’m afraid not. Just answer his questions, and you’ll be fine, Peep. Go ahead, he’s expecting you.” He swallows and gives me a slight smile. “By the way, I also keep my promises. Even if it doesn’t seem that way.”


I look at the black marble columns carved out of the mountain in front of me and heave a sigh. “That’s not exactly comforting.”


But when I turn around, I am completely alone.





CHAPTER THREE



I ENTER THE TEMPLE/CASTLE thing slowly, expecting to be attacked at any moment. My boots echo loudly on the marble floor of Hades’s mansion. Everything here is dark, darker, darkest. A long hallway stretches before me, and the sight reminds me of a haunted house my mother took us to when I was a kid. Mom thought it was important for Whisper and me to mix with the human kids who lived in the town near the Aerie. She thought it was good for vættir to remember that we were both human and Æthereal, and not some flawed version of one or the other. Not everyone in the Aerie agreed with her, and most of our trips to town we made by ourselves.


It was something Whisper carried on after Mom was gone, but I don’t remember any of the trips with her being as stressful as the ones with my mom.


It was Halloween, the only day of the year when we were allowed to go into town without a glamour, a kind of magic spell, to hide our massive wings. The town had set up a haunted house, and while Whisper was eager to go inside, I was terrified. Mom wasn’t hearing any of it though. “Go with your sister, or you can walk back to the Aerie by yourself. I won’t have a coward in my line.” I cried and begged her not to make me go, while Whisper watched with a blank expression. Six years older than me, she had mastered the Harpy way of hiding emotions by the age of twelve. At six, I hadn’t.


And I never would.


I had nightmares about that haunted house for years. And every night when I would wake from sleep, my throat clogged with a scream, I would see my mother and the disappointment in her eyes.


Now, in this place so like that haunted house of memory, I swear to myself that I will not show my fear. I hold tight to the thought and study my surroundings. Randomly placed fire bowls warm the space with their dark fire, and decorative columns that glow silver light the way. I hold my hand up to one and recognize a familiar tingle. Æther. Somehow Hades has brought æther down to the Underworld and sealed it away. I wonder why the King of the Dead would need æther. All of the lords of the Underworld use erebos, which is plentiful here. A dark power made of shadows, erebos is the opposite of æther, which derives its power from light. It seems like a wasted effort to bring that much æther across the Rift, the nothingness that divides the worlds, just to light up a room.


Unless, of course, Hades keeps it to remind his visitors how powerful he is. All that trapped æther has certainly put me on my guard.


I square my shoulders and march down the hallway. I won’t let Hades intimidate me. I’ve spent the past year in the Pits of Tartarus. There’s very little I haven’t seen or done to survive. I’m not telling the High Council how I killed Ramun Mar. Not even the King of the Dead. Especially not him.


Because if I say I struck down an Æthereal with dark lightning, I’ll be dead before I finish the story.


At the end of the hallway is a door that glows with a welcoming light. I figure that’s supposed to be my goal, so I head toward it. Halfway to my destination there’s a strange noise. Breathing, a heavy chuffing sound that makes me pause and turn around.


I immediately wish I hadn’t.


The breathing comes from a giant, three-headed hound. A cerberus, one of the watchdogs of the hells. This one’s a Rottweiler the size of an elephant, with glowing red eyes and slavering jaws. Right now he’s sniffing the ground with one of his heads, while the other two scent the air. I have no doubt it’s my scent that’s intrigued him.


Aw, hells.


I take a slow step backward toward the glowing door. Maybe it’s my breathing; maybe it’s my pounding heart. Whatever it is, all three of the heads snap in my direction, and growls issue from each of the beast’s throats.


Fear freezes me for a split second before I turn around and run like my life depends on it.


Behind me the demon dog takes off as well. The scrabbling of its nails echoes throughout the hall, and I look over my shoulder to see how close I am to becoming puppy chow. The thing crouches, preparing to leap. My feet tangle around each other and I go down just as the thing springs at me. I land on my belly with an oof, skidding forward a little on my face while the cerberus leaps over me. The marble is cool against my cheek, but there’s no time to enjoy the sensation. I push up and climb to my feet. A little ways away, the cerberus turns around within the small space between the columns that line the hall. I frown, because it looks like the thing’s gotten bigger.


That can’t be good.


The beast takes a slow step forward, growling in stereo. I want to say something inane like “Nice puppy,” but my throat is frozen in fear. I take a deep breath and try to push away the terror that makes me clumsy. I roll my head around, shake out my arms, and stomp my feet, hoping to get the adrenaline flowing. There’s no way I can just jump over the damn thing to get to the illuminated door, which is so close that the demon dog’s tail whaps the doorframe. But maybe I can go under it. There are a few inches between the beast’s belly and the ground, and marble is slippery.


I take a deep breath. “It’s just like sliding into home,” I mutter to myself. This is probably not the time to think about how I always got picked last for sports.


Before I let myself consider the many ways this could go wrong, I take a couple of steps backward then run forward as fast as I can. The ginormous dog lets loose a surprised bark and runs toward me. When I’m close enough to smell the thing’s sulfurous breath, I throw my arms up and kick my feet out like I’m about to score the winning run in the World Series.


The demon dog gives a yelp, and I think maybe I’m going to make it, until the thing’s leftmost head snaps at me. I throw my arm across my eyes rather than have the thing chew my face off. Long teeth sink into my right arm, and I can’t swallow my cry of pain.


Looks like the home team just won.


The cerberus yanks me backward and up into the air, my feet dangling above the ground. The massive head shakes me back and forth, tossing me around like a chew toy. I swing my legs away from the other heads, which snap at me. The agony in my arm is crippling, and it’s hard to think about anything else but the teeth grinding against my bones. Tears burn a hot path down my cheeks, and my cries of pain are almost as loud as the demon dog’s growls. Blackness threatens to overtake me. I shake my head, chasing it away. I didn’t spend the past year fighting off the dregs of vættir society just to let some overgrown mutt eat me for lunch.


I will not die today.


In desperation I extend my talons and try to claw out the beast’s eyes, but they’re too far away for me to reach. My razor-sharp nails skitter off the side of the massive head. The creature’s hide is too thick for my talons to penetrate, and all I succeed in doing is pissing off the beast a little more.


Bummer.


I swing left and then right, trying to work up enough momentum to wrap my legs around the thickly corded neck. I try this several times without success, all while the other two heads are snapping and snarling. Every time I try to lift my legs up, the head holding me gives another shake, and I don’t do anything but moan and kick the beast weakly in the side.


My abs ache with the effort, and I realize it’s time for plan B. Or is it C? I think hard, trying to force my brain into gear. It’s not easy with the way my arm hurts, but I remember watching a dog-training show with Whisper, and the trainer mentioned the sensitivity of a dog’s nose. I’m not sure why I remember that, but I do.


Figuring it’s worth a shot, I pull my fist back and punch the cerberus in the nose. It’s weak and awkward. Even months of toiling in the Pits hasn’t improved my left hook. The punch is somewhere between sad and pathetic.


The cerberus gives me a playful shake in response.


I cry out as a muscle tears in my upper back. There’s a popping sensation and my arm throbs. The fresh pain in my shoulder makes me think it’s dislocated. Thankfully, the adrenaline surging through my veins will keep the worst of the pain at bay for a little while longer. But I’m not sure I even have that much time left.


I’m getting a little desperate. My talons are no use against the creature, and I have no other weapons. I can’t keep swinging my legs out of the way of the other heads. I’m too tired. And if one of the other maws locks onto my legs, I’ll be torn apart.


I close my eyes and begin to summon my forbidden power. It’s dangerous, and using it in Hades’s hall is a stupid move. But I’m out of options.


I’m just not ready to die.


“Daisy, drop her right now.”


The mouth locked on my arm releases, and I fall to the ground, rolling around in misery. When I try to move my arm, agony runs up the limb. Yep, definitely dislocated. The first time I dislocated the thing was back in the Aerie during one of our hand-to-hand combat lessons. My partner was a much better fighter than I was, and she wanted to make sure everyone knew it. I ended up with a dislocated shoulder and a few cracked ribs. She got ranked first for our class.


“Are you well?” Persephone’s voice rolls over me, and I prop myself up with my good arm. Pain makes my vision swim. In the Mortal Realm I would’ve started healing by now, but the lack of æther in the Underworld means that I’m on my own. There’s no way I can fix this right now. Cass is going to have to pop it back into place when I get back to the Pits.


The old training from back in the Aerie kicks in. I hurriedly dash away my tears and stand, ignoring the screaming from my shoulder. My breath catches as I climb to my feet, and I force myself to exhale normally. Never let the enemy see you in pain. “Yeah, just peachy. Shouldn’t you have that thing on a leash?” My voice is just the right amount of sarcastic and bitchy. I’m pretty proud of myself, since nausea clutches at my stomach, and I just want to sit down and bawl.


The cerberus sits next to Persephone, and she strokes him idly as she studies me. “I wanted to see if Tartarus taught you how to survive.”


A bitter laugh bursts from my mouth before I can stop it. I have to fight back a moan. Even laughing makes my arm hurt. I hold my right arm close to my body with my left, trying to immobilize it. It’s better than nothing. “Well, it looks like I haven’t learned anything down here. Your puppy almost ate me alive.”


A slight smile curves her lips. In the dim light of the hall I can’t see the color of her eyes, just the Æthereal shine of them. “You learned how to not give up, to keep trying even in the face of overwhelming odds. That is something many never learn, vættir and Æthereal alike.”


Standing here in Hades’s hall, it’s easy to remember the last time I saw her. Persephone was one of the Exalteds on the High Council during my trial. It was her vote, the tiebreaker, that sent me to Tartarus rather than to my death and oblivion. Then I was grateful to her. Now? Not so much.


“Exalted, thank you for your help. But the King of the Dead is expecting me.” I take an experimental step toward the door. The motion makes my stomach heave. How am I supposed to present myself to Hades when I can barely stand? I lean against one of the nearby pillars of æther. By touching the pillar of untapped power I should be able to draw enough out to chase away the pain a little. But I feel no different. My shoulder throbs and doesn’t heal any. I want to cry.


Persephone sighs and walks over. She digs her fingers into my injured shoulder, and I can’t bite back my scream. I fall to my knees. “Harpies do not show fear. But you do. So if you are not a Harpy, then what are you, Zephyr Mourning?” I can’t ask her what she’s talking about. All I can do is make little whimpering sounds as her fingers knead my injured shoulder.


Without warning she grabs my arm and lifts it up, popping the shoulder back into place. My scream echoes down the hallway, and the cerberus lies down with a whine. Then she plunges one of her hands into the pillar, the other still on my shoulder. The pain is replaced by a gentle warmth. The warmth changes, going from soothing to a deep burn. I gasp and Persephone’s eyes go wide. She pulls her hand away and takes a hurried step back. I moan, my stomach churning and my head pounding. For a little bit I think I’m going to puke all over Hades’s hall. But then the sensation passes, and I’m able to climb to my feet.


Persephone watches me, the amusement gone. I suddenly feel like an ant under a magnifying glass. “What are you?” she asks me again, her copper eyes intense.


“Nothing. I’m just a vættir.” I stand as straight as I can, my hand still resting against the pillar.


“Yes, of course.” She considers me a moment longer and then steps aside. “You are a strange bird, Zephyr Mourning.”


I don’t say anything, just nod in acknowledgment. As I walk past her, the black leaves in her blond hair stretch toward me with a rustle. The movement creeps me out, and I walk a little faster.


I hate Æthereals.


“Zephyr Mourning?”


I stop and turn around at Persephone’s call. “Yes?”


“What was that power you were reaching for before I arrived?”


Fear stabs my heart with a sharp sliver of panic. I swallow and can’t help but remember the first time I used my forbidden power.


I was ten and practicing for my casting final. I couldn’t seem to get the mage light to dance the way it was supposed to. It was a simple spell, a calling of æther into an orb, one of the most basic magic spells ever. It was easy for everyone else in my class, but not for me. I could barely summon the æther. Every time I managed to manipulate it into a ball, it would promptly explode. Not only that but summoning the power hurt, like inadvertently biting my tongue while eating. Not a huge pain, but enough that I didn’t really like my magic sessions.


The teacher clucked and told me to practice at home. “You’re doing everything correctly. As far as I can tell you’re just not putting forth enough effort,” she said with her gray eyebrows drawn together. After class she called me over to her desk and handed me a sheet of homework. “Here are some exercises to practice at home. A proper Harpy can summon at least enough æther to light her way during dark nights. If you can’t manage that, I’m going to have to fail you.”


Her words left me cold. A failing mark in a basic magic class was suicide. My mother was a Harpy of the Enigma line, the most skilled fighters our Aerie had. Fail a class? I might as well tell my mother I was a pacifist.


At home I followed the exercises to the letter, but I felt like I was doing something wrong. Pulling the power to me felt unnatural, like writing with my foot. So I closed my eyes and tried it again, this time feeling the power rather than pulling it as I had been. It felt much more natural, and when I opened my eyes, the orb before me glowed silver and black, but mostly black. I stared at it with wonder until Whisper came into the room and batted the thing away with a birdlike screech.


“You can’t ever do that again. Do you understand me?” she said, shaking me to emphasize each word. The fear in her face scared me more than the panic lacing her voice, and I nodded.


“They’ll kill you for using erebos,” she whispered, as though she was afraid someone might overhear us.


“But I can’t summon the orb any other way. I’m going to fail basic magic,” I wailed, on the verge of tears. I could already imagine my mother’s rage.


Whisper watched me for a long moment before going to her chest and digging around in the bottom. She was much older than me, only a year away from the Trials we all take in our seventeenth year. I felt like she knew things that I didn’t, mysterious things that made her seem so much more adult than me.


She pressed a small, bright stone into my hand. “Here. This will give you a boost.”


“What is it?”


“Æther stone. Just pull the magic from there instead of yourself. Wear it in your boot the day of your test and you should be fine.”


I passed my magic exam, and that was only because the æther stone helped me through the thing. I made sure to never enroll in another spell-casting course. All of my instructors thought that I was just terrible at using magic, the same way I was bad at everything else. But magic was less important than my lack of skill with a sword, or my hesitation when it came to killing. As far as the Aerie was concerned, I was a huge disappointment, and my lack of magical ability was just one more reason I sucked.
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