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      Richard did not—did not—want to walk into the room. Very few people ever entered this room, and Richard had considered himself blessed before. After what happened in Miami? He thought entering this room might actually be a curse.

      He’d told those two witches in no uncertain terms how important it was to not fuck up. After what had happened in Boston, they could have no more mistakes.

      And what did they do? Richard thought to himself. They fucked up. Badly. One of them is dead, and one of them is detained by the FBI.

      Now he was here, called before the Five to report on what had happened in Miami. He’d had to report after Boston, and that had been bad. But this…

      This was worse.

      Because Miami was still overrun with ghosts, yet neither the Five nor the minions in the Following controlled the city. It had simply turned into a ghost town, and that was the problem, wasn’t it?

      Because what exactly did Richard plan on telling the Five? As the door before him opened, he still didn’t know.

      Richard didn’t take in a deep breath, nor did he show any nervousness. Before joining the Following, he’d been in situations that any normal human would consider beyond perilous. He knew how to remain calm, or at least, to appear calm, and that’s what he planned on doing here.

      Whatever else happened, he couldn’t show his fear. The rest of the world didn’t yet know what these people were capable of. Richard did. He’d seen their power, even if he didn’t understand where it came from.

      Richard wore his suit and tie, everything perfectly tailored. His motto was that if he died, he’d do it looking good.

      The twelve-foot high solid oak double doors swung open, revealing a servant standing on either side. Richard didn’t look at them as he walked forward, and they didn’t glance at him either. Their eyes remained on the floor.

      This organization survives on fear, he thought. I fear those above me, and those beneath hold that same feeling toward me.

      He reached the center of the room and stopped. He listened as the doors swung shut behind him, the servants now on the outside. This conversation would only be heard by six people.

      The Five were an odd group, to say the least. If you did not know them, you would not think they should be feared—certainly not as individuals.

      Bill, Mike, Jess, Octavia, and Andrew. If they had last names, Richard didn’t know them. His former line of work gave him great access to information about people’s pasts, and to their current personal lives. Before starting this endeavor, Richard had spent a lot of time and effort to figure out who these five people were.

      He’d failed.

      Their pasts were cloaked with curtains so black and heavy that no one could see through them or lift them.

      And still, Richard had joined, because while he didn’t understand their pasts, he did understand their power. He didn’t know where those powers came from or how it was even possible, but he’d witnessed them with his own eyes.

      Bill was a short man with blonde hair parted to the side. He wore glasses with thick, coke-bottle lenses that magnified his eyes and made him look perpetually surprised.

      Mike wore shirts that were too tight and had a belly that was too big. He suffered from alopecia, a disorder that meant he had no hair—no eyebrows, no eyelashes, nothing. He laughed with a squeal that was almost insufferable, and he always seemed happier than anyone had any right to be.

      Jess and Octavia were odd in their own right. Jess had bright red, frizzy hair (and never call her Jessica) while Octavia was black with straight hair. Jess was white, Octavia black, but the two swore they were twin sisters. Outside their thinness—Richard sometimes wondered if they ever consumed calories at all—they looked absolutely nothing alike. Still, if you asked them, they were identical twins.

      Andrew might have been the oddest of the group, though in a different way. He looked the most normal, dressing like any modern-day businessman. Button up, collared shirt, slacks, black or brown shoes. The problem was, and what really made Richard nervous was that he always spoke to someone who didn’t exist.

      Andrew said she was real. Andrew would kill someone if they said anything that even hinted that she might not exist. But, if existence meant anyone else could see or interact with her, then she didn’t exist.

      Richard honestly didn’t know what Andrew was doing, only that he talked to this imaginary person like they were best friends.

      Richard stood ‘in front’ of these five people. The ones who founded the Following and controlled all the offshoot sects and factions. Whatever else these five might be, they certainly had foresight.

      Mike, Jess, and Octavia all sat at a wooden table. Andrew leaned against a wall to the side of the room while Bill sat cross-legged on the floor, playing solitaire.

      Andrew’s arms were crossed over his chest. “So, Richard, it looks like our plans have been foiled again.”

      Bill didn’t look up from his card game. “Foiled, foiled, foiled.”

      Andrew raised a finger and pointed to his left, at the imaginary person. “She doesn’t like it.”

      What the hell is her name? Richard thought but did not ask.

      “We called you here to find out what happened,” Octavia informed him.

      Jess nodded. “My sister and I are very curious about that, given the last time you spoke to us, you said things had been taken care of in Miami.”

      Bill flipped a card onto the floor. “Taken care of. That’s what you said.” He looked at the card. “Son-of-a-bitch.”

      Mike squealed his pig-like laugh. “Bill’s a riot, ain’t he?”

      Richard waited for the Five to stop speaking—this was how it always went. They always talked like this, but eventually quieted down enough to let him answer their damned questions.

      Richard cleared his throat. “It appears that our colleagues in Miami underestimated the FBI and the university’s students.” His voice was clear and loud, spreading out across the chamber.

      Andrew turned to his left. “I know, I know.” He looked back at Richard. “She says that’s obvious, and not what anyone here is asking. We want to know what happened.”

      Andrew didn’t take his arms off his chest, and Richard felt that was a good thing. Any movement by Andrew could mean Richard’s painful death.

      A month had passed since the disaster in Miami. Richard had spent that time trying to figure out what had gone wrong, which wasn’t easy, given Miami was effectively controlled by ghosts.

      “The two women’s names were Marilyn and Tina. They trapped the leprechaun who assisted in the Boston cult’s demise and used him for bait to lure the FBI down to Miami. There was a battle at the witches' choosing, which they lost. Marilyn is dead, killed by the students’ leader. Tina was wounded but not killed. She’s in an FBI black site right now. Miami is still evacuated, with the government working on plans to eradicate the ghosts.”

      Richard grew quiet. He’d been succinct and to the point.

      Bill flipped another card down. He smiled broadly. “Jess, can you ask him why in the name of the Wizard-of-fucking-Oz he allowed those two psychopaths to operate down there?”

      Jess nodded, obviously not going to repeat the question.

      Richard kept his eyes on the three sitting at the table. “I reported back after my last conversation with them. Everyone here agreed to let them operate under the assumption that they would create chaos, and that we could expand in other areas of the country while they worked. Unfortunately, their chaos did not last long enough.”

      Andrew shook his head. “No. It didn’t. What can this Tina witch tell them about us?”

      “Not a lot,” Richard responded. “She’s seen me, but that’s all. Original communications, some terminology, but not much else.”

      “Can you kill her?” Octavia asked.

      Mike squealed, his fat belly jiggling beneath his tight green t-shirt.

      “I would need to enter the FBI black site, which is possible. But I’m not sure killing the witch is in our best interest.”

      “She wants to know why?” Andrew asked. He glanced to his left. “You don’t have to keep repeating the question. I heard you the first time.”

      Despite their power, Richard knew more about what was happening on the ground. The answer was obvious. “If Tina dies, our stranglehold on Miami dies with her. Most of the ghosts, if not all of them, will disappear. It’s the spells they cast that are keeping the ghosts active there, and if neither of them is alive to maintain it, then the spell vanishes.”

      Bill finally looked up, his coke-bottle glasses magnifying his face. He stared at Richard, though he spoke to Jess. “Jess, ask this diddly-fuck pea-brained dope if it’s better to have them interview the witch or lose Miami.”

      Richard kept his gaze on Jess as she nodded at him. Not for the first time, he wondered if Bill had Tourette’s syndrome. “I don’t think Tina knows enough to hurt us. There is a chance the ghosts could spread out from Miami, thus creating more terror and diverting more resources. In my professional opinion, I think we should leave the witch alone. Let her rot in the FBI cell.”

      “Rot!” Mike screamed. He put his hand over his belly as if that could somehow stop the thing from its monstrous shakes. “In his professional opinion! Let her rot!”

      Bill shook his head and looked back down at his cards. “Fat boy loves to laugh.”

      Andrew uncrossed his arms and shoved his hands into his pocket.

      Richard kept watching from the corner of his eyes. Andrew’s hands were dangerous.

      “She says to tell him about the Midwest,” Andrew instructed.

      Mike’s laughter subsided. “The Midwest, yes, yes. There’s stuff going on in the Midwest. Nebraska.”

      “Well, that should solve every-fucking-thing,” Bill mumbled as he flipped another card down. “Jess tell this diddley-fuck what’s happening in Nebraska. Fat boy isn’t saying anything.”

      Mike laughed silently, though his belly still shook.

      It wasn’t Jess who spoke this time, but Octavia. “The Veil is tearing in the skies. Only at night. It started a few days ago, and it hasn’t been reported on in any wide scale yet. Much of the world is too concentrated on Miami to deal with anything else. Do we have any operatives in Nebraska?”

      Richard shook his head. “No. The state’s population is too dispersed for maximum effect.”

      “Do you have any idea what might be happening?” Octavia asked.

      “No,” Richard replied. “This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

      Octavia stopped talking, and Jess picked up without missing a beat. “We believe the FBI is aware of this tearing, and are, or will be, sending agents out there to view it. We want you to do the same, and if possible, kill the FBI agents. We don’t know how large of a cohort they’re sending, but the more you can kill, the happier we all will be.”

      Bill shook his head, his lips twisting into a look of disgust. “Jess, tell this poophead fuck that he hasn’t made me very happy lately. Not very happy at all.”

      Andrew glared. “You haven’t made her very happy, either.”

      His hands were still in his pockets, so Richard was fine with that.

      Mike sat up some. “I’m happy. Happy as a clam in shit.” He was smiling, though Richard didn’t understand his reference at all.

      It didn’t matter. Richard had his marching orders.

      “I’ll go see what’s happening in Nebraska and report back. If I can, I’ll kill any agents I come across.”
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      Grassy land stretched as far as Remington could see.

      Lance sat next to him, staring out of the car’s window. “Sometimes I think it would be nice to move to a place like this. Somewhere away from the city. Quieter. More peaceful. Then I get here, and all I can think is it’ll take me an hour to find a McDonald’s and that I should forget about any real entertainment.”

      Remington chuckled but said nothing. The sun was falling and night coming down across the Nebraska prairie. Remington and Lance had arrived this afternoon, dropped their bags in a twin bed motel room, then checked up on email and other work matters. They were here for one reason, to observe what the whispered rumors were about.

      Both Remington and Lance were nervous about this particular assignment, not because the danger was obvious, but because of how this apparent tear was occurring. Things crossed through the Veil on a regular basis. The Internet was full of videos showing such things happening.

      What didn’t happen was the Veil tearing but nothing coming through, and now the Veil was tearing night after night in one spot, but no Mythers crossed over.

      All the FBI’s information said that no cults existed in Nebraska—so why would the Veil open in this one particular spot?

      Neither of them knew what the hell was actually happening out here, and more, neither had time to deal with it. They still had Miami to deal with, which was a growing shit storm if Remington had ever seen one, plus their recruitment duties, plus the possibility of the western university being taken underneath the FBI’s aegis. Not to mention the various Veil crossings.

      There was also some kind of new mythical video game causing problems in California.

      It gave Remington a headache just thinking about it all.

      Lance spoke from the car’s passenger side. “I’m worried about Frank.”

      Let’s add more to these headaches, Remington thought. “Why?”

      “He’s not talking to anyone. Not even Claire. No contact with her at all.” Lance glanced at Remington. “Have you heard from him?”

      Remington kept his eyes looking out the front window. “You’d know if I had. He did this last time, though. He disappeared.”

      Lance shrugged. “Yeah, but last time we knew his whereabouts. Now he’s disappeared. We don’t even know what state he’s in.”

      Remington smiled. “If I didn’t know better, Agent Lance, I’d think you actually care for our green Myther.”

      Lance rolled his eyes. “I know he’s okay physically. I just wonder about his mental state.”

      “You wonder if he’s mad at us, you mean?” Remington asked.

      Lance shrugged. “That, and if being held by those witches messed him up. He didn’t let any of our psychiatrists look at him. Just took off as soon as everyone got back to Boston.”

      “He’s fine. If not, he will be. Frank isn’t one to let the world get him down. Plus…” Remington shook his head. “We’ve got enough to worry about. Like sitting out here all night and waiting for the sky to change.”

      “They should have sent somebody else,” Lance remarked.

      Remington didn’t disagree. “Depending on what we report back, they probably will. Low men on the totem pole, and all that.”

      Lance grumbled, “Low men my ass. Someone else should be out here.”

      The car grew quiet then, and hours passed in silence. Remington and Lance had been partners for a decade, and they didn’t need to fill the silence with needless chatter.

      The night grew darker, and Remington pushed his seat back. He rolled the window down and let Nebraska’s summer air into the car. Only the stars dotted the sky.

      “What if it’s just a rumor, and nothing is real about it?” Remington asked, already knowing what Lance would answer.

      “Then we wait all night and go report that tomorrow.”

      Remington grinned.

      At three in the morning, all the grinning stopped.

      Remington had been popping caffeine pills every hour on the hour to keep him awake, but now he needed nothing. His eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open. Neither he nor Lance said anything, they both simply opened their doors and stepped out onto the prairie, their eyes turned upward.
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        * * *

      

      Richard was lying in the grass a hundred feet away from the FBI vehicle. He wore tactical gear and had night vision binoculars. He watched the FBI agents get out of their vehicle and stare up at the sky. Richard looked as well, though that wasn’t his first concern now. The two agents in front of him were the recruiters —he knew them and their importance. They’d been involved in Boston and Miami.

      Killing them would be a huge win.

      He could deal with the sky once they were dead.

      Neither knew he was here. He’d arrived before them, knowing the precise location of the Veil tearing, and simply waited. He’d been lying in wait like a predator for hours. Now his prey was distracted, and he could do what he came to do.

      Richard could have used a rifle with a scope to kill them, but he didn’t want this to look like a professional hit. He would use his blade and then take their wallets and watches. The news would write it up as a robbery.

      Richard rose to his feet but remained low. He darted through the night, his blade out.
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        * * *

      

      Remington didn’t turn to Lance as he spoke, his eyes remaining on the sky. “This doesn’t look like anything we’ve seen before.”

      “No. This is different,” Remington responded.

      Streaks of lightning flashed across the sky at a rapid rate, despite no rain clouds anywhere around. Even weirder, the lightning wasn’t touching the ground. Remington was no meteorologist, but he thought it odd, to say the least.

      And that wasn’t even the most amazing part.

      The sky was…

      Deteriorating was the only word that came to Remington’s mind. It looked as if the very fabric of reality was fading, like an ancient, threadbare sheet.

      Goosebumps rose on his arms, but he hardly felt them or the chill that ran down his back.

      Remington didn’t like what he saw. The sky was still there, but wherever lightning flashed, he could somehow see through it. Massive caverns filled with flowing rivers existed just beyond the starry landscape above him. He saw people wailing and others laughing maniacally. Red-tinted darkness reveled in that place, and shadows and flames danced everywhere.

      “What is it?” Lance whispered, though his voice traveled in the silence of the prairie.

      “Somewhere beyond the Veil,” Remington answered. “Part of whatever exists beyond, at least.”

      Remington reached into his pocket and pulled out his FBI issued cell phone. He needed video—when the FBI sent others out here next, they would use professional equipment.

      He turned the camera up to the sky and pressed record. Remington felt like he could stare at this forever, its majesty was so grand, but part of him thought he might also go insane if he did.

      Lance’s voice ripped through the majesty. “Watch out!”

      Remington turned, dropping his phone and reaching for his pistol. There wasn’t time. All he could do was try to avoid the blade slashing at his throat.

      He moved backward, slamming into the car.

      Lance slid over the front of the car, his own gun out and ready to fire.

      The man attacking Remington kneed him in the groin before turning his attention to Lance.

      Lance raised the pistol to fire, but the assailant slapped his hand upward. The bullet sang into the distance, and the gun fell to the grass.

      Remington looked up from the ground, still moaning and holding his crotch. The attacker moved like the wind, almost unfathomably fast.

      Lance was backing up and trying to defend himself from the blade. “A little help here, partner!”

      Remington groaned but got to his feet. The world swayed around him, and he felt woozy.

      “Any time now!” Lance shouted as he dodged a slice at his gut. The assailant came in with an uppercut next, which connected with Lance’s jaw.

      Remington pulled his pistol out and aimed at the attacker’s back. It was tough to see in the darkness, and the man was moving so quickly, he wasn’t sure he could fire without hitting Lance.

      The assailant swept at Lance’s leg and brought him to the ground. “Gonna pull that damn trigger?” Lance screamed.

      The foe looked over his shoulder. His face was painted black, and Remington could see very few details of his features. “Everything you know is going to end,” the man told him.

      Remington froze, his finger not pulling on the trigger though it should have. In this enemy’s eyes, he saw death personified. Lance was scrambling for his pistol, but Remington was held by the man’s eyes and unable to move.

      The man whirled, his movements faster than Remington or Lance’s would ever be. He threw his knife, and it sailed end over end. Remington dropped to the ground and barely missed being impaled. He didn’t pause this time, though, and immediately aimed his pistol where the man had been standing.

      No one was there. He jumped to his feet and scanned the area, but it was as if the man had simply disappeared into the darkness.

      Lance was up on his feet again, his weapon scanning just as Remington’s did. “What the fuck was that?” he whispered. “Where did he go, and who the fuck was he?”

      Remington’s groin felt like a bunch of munchkins were inside his pants playing volleyball with his nuts. Unable to stand up straight any longer, he bent over and placed his hands on his knees. “We’ve got to get out of here. We’re sitting ducks if he’s got a rifle.”

      Both agents got into the vehicle and sped off across the prairie. They heard no shots ring out, but Remington couldn’t stop thinking about the man’s eyes.

      About how deadly the enemy was.
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      Jack thought he would enjoy his two-week summer vacation, but it was only three days in, and he couldn’t wait to get back to the university.

      It wasn’t simply that he didn’t like being home—although, he didn’t—but he also missed Claire, Marissa, and… Well, and Samantha. He found himself thinking about her a lot, plus the fact that she’d spurned most of his advances only made him want her more.

      Regular life was just so…

      Boring.

      He watched his parents wake up each morning and go to work. He watched them sit down at dinner in the evenings and discuss their day. He listened to their conversation and wondered, How do people live like this?

      Jack wanted to get back to the university, but he had another eleven days before that was possible. The ghosts in Miami hadn’t scared him away, but rather, it had left him even more enthralled.

      “You’re becoming an adrenaline junkie,” Marissa had told him before they left for their short vacation.

      Perhaps he was, but at this point, he couldn’t help it. He should have died up there on that roof—twice—but he didn’t care. He should have scars across his body from the third-degree burns, yet Claire had forced the remaining witch to heal him using her spells.

      Maybe that’s why he was so obsessed. Because he hadn’t faced a whole lot of consequences for his endeavors.

      Ehhh, he thought, pulling up his shirt sleeve to see the scar he still wore from the vampire. Maybe not.

      Given his boredom and inability to quit considering school, Jack did the only thing he could think of: he grabbed his iPad and scrolled through the news. He didn’t care so much about what was on TV. The major news networks were still sending reporters to Miami to talk about the ghosts. It was stupid, really, like when they send reporters into hurricanes to talk about the wind and rain.

      “Yeah, Chet, there’s a lot of rain, and it’s super windy down here. I would not recommend anyone standing here in this, even though I’m doing exactly that.”

      The ghost reporting was pretty much the same.

      To get any new news about the Veil, you had to search the web. It didn’t take Jack long to find something interesting.

      “Holy shit,” he exclaimed, jumping up from the living room couch. He whipped his head around to see if his parents were here, but then quickly remembered it wasn’t a weekend, and both were at work. He sat down and turned back to the video playing on the iPad.

      Some kids had recorded it, and they were yelling expletives the entire time. Jack turned the volume down to focus on the actual video.

      The sky was dark, yet in a single section, lightning was streaking across it. No clouds. No storms. Just white lightning shooting to and fro with no true origination point.

      But that wasn’t what caused Jack’s heart to pick up speed. It was what he saw…

      Behind the sky, he thought. There’s no other way to put it. I’m looking at something behind the sky.

      Rationally, he knew that wasn’t true, but that was what it appeared to be. The sky was thinning, and he saw a world behind it—a hellish looking place, with shadows and cliffs and long rivers with a boat paddling through them.

      Jack watched the video until it ended, then looked down at the name of it.

      THE SKY IS RIPPING APART—VEIL, OR CONSPIRACY THEORY?

      “Stupid hoaxers,” he mumbled. They were constantly trying to say Mythers and the Veil were some kind of government conspiracy.

      Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. He found Claire’s number quickly.

      She answered it on the second ring. “Someone had better be dying. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to talk to you until I got back.”

      Jack deadpanned his respond. “Marissa’s dead.”

      A silence stretched out over the line for a few seconds. Jack let it ride, smiling on his side of the call.

      “Fuck you,” Claire replied.

      He laughed. “Gotcha! You should really be nicer when I call. No, no one’s dead, at least not as far as I know. But, do you have an iPad or a tablet around you?”

      Claire sighed. “Jack. You’re calling a landline right now. It’s the only phone in my house. I don’t even have a cell phone. Do you think I suddenly got an inheritance and a tablet?”

      Jack smiled. “I forget that I’m talking to the poor. It’s always grand when I come down from my tower and frolic amongst the proletariat. Well, if you did have a tablet, you’d see that the sky is tearing apart.”

      “The what?” Claire asked.

      Jack hit play again on his tablet. “Yeah. I’m looking at a video right now that’s showing the sky ripping apart in places, and to be honest, it looks like hell is on the other side.”

      Another pause came across the phone, and then Jack heard Claire’s leader voice. He didn’t think she knew it existed, but it definitely did. The voice that said she was in charge, and people should start listening or else.

      “Is it on the TV?”

      “Do you have a TV?” he asked jokingly.

      “Careful, Jack-ass. Is it on TV?”

      He heard voices coming from her side of the call, probably because she’d went ahead and turned on the television.

      “I don’t think so,” he told her. “They’ve only been covering Miami for a month. This looks like some kids out in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Damn it,” she cursed. “I’ll have to ride my bike to the library, but no, I haven’t seen anything.”

      “I mean, I wouldn’t worry about it unless Remington and Lance show up. We’ll be back in school soon, but I just wanted to see what you thought.”

      He could picture Claire rolling her eyes when she spoke next. “I’m gonna worry about it. Gotta see if my bike’s tires are pumped up, or else I’ll have to take the bus. Wish freakin’ Frank was here and he could just teleport me.”

      “You heard from the green maniac?” Jack asked.

      She sounded sad when she answered. “Not a peep.”

      “I’m sure he’s just relaxing. All right, I know you have to go scrub kitchen floors and toilets, or whatever it is the wretched poor do, and my butler is about to bring me caviar and champagne before I head out for some tennis and eighteen holes of golf. I’ll see ya in a little over a week, Captain.”

      “Thanks for calling, Jack-ass. I’ll let you know if anything changes on my end,” Claire answered, probably rolling her eyes again.

      Jack hung up and discarded the phone on the couch. He wouldn’t call Marissa about this. She would only worry unnecessarily. Instead, he restarted the video and watched it again, getting more excited with each passing second.

      What in the hell does this mean? he wondered, and then, I don’t think this summer semester is going to be boring.
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      The witch lived in a glass cell, more or less. It had a bed, an area sealed off with a toilet and sink. She had a couch, a chair, and they brought her books once a week.

      In some ways, life in her cell was better than most prisoners had it. In other ways, it was worse. The witch had no cellmates to talk with. She never went outside. Never saw the sun. She didn’t have exercise time, and she had no access to lawyers.

      She’d technically been designated an enemy combatant, thus due process didn’t apply to her.

      Doctors came and went, psychologists, scientists, and FBI agents, too—all of them trying to understand more about her, the cult behind her, and of course, Mythers.

      What kept her trapped more than the doors and locks were spells. One of those students who’d beaten Tina and Marilyn had learned enough from the Book of Shadows to cast a spell across the entire building, rendering Tina’s magic useless. She’d seethed at this realization, but there was nothing she could do.

      The two main FBI agents rarely went to see the witch anymore. They’d interviewed her early on, but she hadn’t given them anything, and everyone else who visited her was getting just about the same.

      Yet, they needed to talk with her about the sky in Nebraska. Neither Remington nor Lance thought she’d tell them anything, but they had to check.

      Tina had chains attached to her arms and legs when they entered her glass cell—protocol anytime there were visitors.

      They’d entered moments before, and now she sat in her chair and them on the couch. A little, circular table that was bolted to the floor sat in between them.

      Lance looked around the cell. “It’s not a bad set up you got here. Spacious for jail.”

      Tina only stared at them.

      Remington reached forward and placed his phone down on the table. “This is a video I took two nights ago.” He pressed play.

      The witch looked down at the phone, watching the images unfold. When the video ended, she simply looked back up, her eyes showing nothing.

      “What is it?” Remington asked.

      The witch didn’t answer.

      Lance again looked around the room. “You know, we could make life a lot harder for you here. These chairs, that bed, this large room. It could all disappear.”

      Still, the witch remained silent.

      Remington leaned back in his chair and studied her. “You haven’t said a word since we woke you up, Tina. Not to us. Not to anyone else. Tell me, why are you so loyal to this cult? Have they attempted to break you out of here? Have they tried to set you free? No. You’re here, stuck, and never going to leave. We can make things harder for you, or we can make them easier. It’s really up to you.”

      The witch only raised an eyebrow, her message clear. Why are you still talking?

      “Someone else was there,” Lance continued. “We didn’t get a video of him, unfortunately, but he was…formidable. Someone you might know?”

      Tina leaned back in her chair and yawned.

      Remington chuckled. “I would have killed you, just so you know. It’s only because Claire has a soft heart that you’re still alive. But, Tina, there’s still time. Accidents happen.”

      Lance stood. Remington took his phone from the table and then followed suit. This is what they figured would happen, but they had to try.

      Next stop, the university.
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        * * *

      

      Tina watched the agents leave while holding her silence. The glass doors shut automatically, and she was alone once again.

      That was a part of Tina’s life she was coming to know well—being alone.

      The FBI fuck-sticks were right. The cult wasn’t coming to help. She was stuck here, perhaps forever. Or at least until this war was over, which Tina was counting on. Because when the war ended, she knew which side she was on, regardless of what happened with Marilyn or this current predicament.

      At least, that’s what she had thought.

      Then the fuck-sticks showed up and showed her that video.

      They’d asked her what it meant, but she wouldn’t have been able to tell them if she wanted to.

      Because she had no idea.

      All Tina really knew was that seeing beyond the sky—beyond the Veil—frightened her. That place, wherever and whatever it was, looked like nothing she’d ever witnessed.

      Tina remained sitting in her chair, staring after the FBI fucksticks and wondering one thing. Can the Five handle this, or is this out of even their control?
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      “I really can’t believe I let you two sons-of-bitches live after all this shit.” Sally didn’t turn around as she spoke, just shook her head and focused on the bowling lane in front of her. She pulled the ball back and then let it fly. It rolled straight down the lane and nailed the pins.

      Strike.

      “Nice one,” Al commented sheepishly. He lifted his beer to his mouth and took a sip.

      Sally was turning back to the table when Frank spoke. “Scared of her, are ye, Al?” He nodded toward Sally the fairy. “Ye couldn’t kill me if ye tried. Maybe this one next to me, but I’m safe.”

      Sally came back to their table and sat down. She and Frank had bowled together down in Miami before the whole place went to hell.

      She was pissed about being in South Carolina. “We don’t even have a bowling league anymore. Just you two and me.”

      Frank shrugged. “I don’t know what ye want from me. I pretty much saved the city, and so I think I deserve some credit for that.”

      Sally laughed. She reached for the pitcher of beer with a wide smile. “Saved the city, huh? Then why are we here off the coast of South Carolina? If you saved Miami, shouldn’t we all be fucking bowling with a group of Mythers instead of by ourselves out here?”

      Sally was a foul-mouthed fairy, and Frank liked her. He wouldn’t ever tell her that, of course, but she was fun to be around.

      The three of them had ventured here after Frank finally got freed from the FBI entanglements. Al, the ghost, had come because there wasn’t anything left for him in Miami. The beaches were deserted except for his ghostly brethren, although most of them were psychotic. Sally had come this way instead of heading out west because “I’m not trying to hang with a bunch of fucking hippy-wannabes.”

      Frank didn’t know what that meant, and he didn’t care. He’d just shrugged at the comment, and the three of them set up base in Myrtle Beach. It wasn’t like Miami—or at least how Miami used to be—but it beat crazy ghosts, evil witches, and the FBI.

      That’s what Frank was trying to avoid now. The FBI.

      “You gonna bowl or what?” Sally asked. She wasn’t as big of a drinker as Frank or Al; she was a slow sipper.

      Frank grabbed the pitcher and pulled it closer to him. “Don’t be taking Al’s and my beer if you’re not even going to drink it. That’s alcohol abuse, and we don’t appreciate it, do we, Al?”

      The ghost only shrugged. He was no longer wearing the linen clothing he’d worn in Miami. Right now, he had a blue shirt on that said Y’all Need Jesus and a pair of flip-flops. He’d taken to not wearing any pants or shorts because he liked the breeze.

      “You’re lucky I can’t see your tiny gonads,” Sally had told him.

      “You’re lucky I’m a ghost, or else you wouldn’t be able to see anything else. That’s how big they are,” he’d responded.

      Sally had acted like she was going to hit him, and Al shrank away. For someone who had nearly killed Frank, he was scared to death of the lady fairy.

      Frank stood up from the table and walked to the bowling balls. He found his ball, picked it up, and was just about to bowl when Sally spoke.

      “I’m hearing some weird stuff from the west.”

      Frank’s ball went wild, veering to the right and going into the gutter. He clamped his teeth down and turned around. “Ye got to be kiddin’ me. Close yer trap!”

      Sally smiled and looked at the scoreboard. “While I don’t need to distract you to win, Frank, playing like this certainly isn’t going to help your chances.”

      Frank ignored her, marched over to the balls, and waited for his to return.

      Al spoke up. “Whatcha hearing?”

      Frank reached down for his ball. “It doesn’t matter, and I don’t want to hear it,” he grumbled.

      He walked over to the lane and waited, figuring Sally was going to try to make him mess up again. She was quiet, so he pulled his ball back and let it fly.

      “Son-of-a-bitch!” he yelled. The ball had veered right and gone into the gutter again. He whipped around and glared at the two Mythers. “We’re not talking about that stuff anymore. Ye hear me? No more.”

      He marched over to the table, took his beer, and then downed the remainder of it. He slammed the glass onto the table and sat down. “Ye know what ye were doing,” he growled, glaring at Sally.

      The fairy only smiled in return. “You should be able to bowl even with distractions if you’re as good as you think you are.”

      Al turned toward Sally. “What are you hearing? Frank and I live in a bubble. We don’t hear anything but ocean waves and pins falling, although less of that today.”

      Sally’s face grew serious. “There’s something happening to the Veil in the Midwest. I haven’t heard a lot because our crew of people pretty much fell apart after Miami, but it’s something different than what usually happens.”

      “And what usually happens?” Al asked. “All I know is the spells that brought me over.”

      Sally shrugged. “There are different things. I sorta fell through a hole in it, but I’ve heard that there is a machine that can help open it, too. There are a bunch of ways, but this time, humans aren’t involved.”

      Al placed his beer on the table. “Who is then?”

      “Enough,” Frank exclaimed sharply. “I don’t want to talk about this stuff. I don’t want anything to do with it. I’ve done my part in helping these humans, and all I’ve gotten is pain and near-death experiences. If ye all want to talk about it, do it on ye own time. Have a meetup and ye two can talk about it until ye jaws fall off, but I want nothing to do with it.”

      Sally raised an eyebrow as she slowly turned her head toward him. She remained quiet.

      Frank felt slightly embarrassed at his outburst, but he meant it. “Look at Miami. It’s a ghost town. I nearly died there. I don’t care anymore what happens with the Veil. I just want to live me life bowling, drinking beer, and enjoying the beach. What is so bad about that?”

      “What about Claire?” Al asked. “She’s still involved, isn’t she?”

      “We all make our choices in life,” Frank responded. “She’s made hers. She wants to be involved trying to save this planet, then so be it. I won’t stop her, but it doesn’t mean I have to do the same.”

      Al’s beer rose from the table, although he didn’t put it to his lips. “And if she gets hurt?”

      Frank stood and looked at the bowling lane. “Then that’s her choice. Not mine.” He shook his head. “I don’t feel like playing anymore. Ye two have fun. I’ll see ye when you get home, Al.”
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        * * *

      

      Al opened the door to their apartment and walked inside. He turned the lock once the door was closed and looked into the living room.

      Frank had a twenty-four pack of Budweiser sitting on the couch next to him, with one opened and on his lap.

      Al knew Frank wasn’t in a good mood to be drinking that type of beer. He referred to it as swill, and only drank it when he was pissed.

      Al walked to the couch and sat down on the other side of the beer. “Mind if I have one?”

      Frank shook his head.

      Al grabbed a beer and popped it open, taking a sip and staring at the television. Frank had grown obsessed with ghost television shows since they moved in here. They’d only been living in this place for a week, but if Frank was inside and not sleeping, he had some kind of ghost hunter program on.

      Those witches had done a number on him, for sure.

      Al was quiet for a few minutes, just watching the nonsense on TV. Frank didn’t even look at him. He grabbed a fresh beer when he was finished and discarded the empty on the floor.

      Al finally ventured a question. “That really upset you? What Sally was talking about?”

      “Yeah, it did,” Frank mumbled. “She knows I don’t want to talk about the Veil or the war or anything else, but she keeps bringing it up.”

      Al took a sip before responding. “She hardly ever brings it up, Frank. In time we’ve been living here, I don’t think she’s talked about it at all.”

      Frank’s jaw flexed involuntarily. “Whatever.”

      “She thinks it’s important, and I’m inclined to agree with her right now.”

      Frank hit mute on the remote, and the television went silent. “Let me reiterate what ye don’t seem to be understanding. I don’t want to talk about it. Under any circumstances. Do ye see the Veil opening in this room right now?” Frank leaned forward and looked around the room. “Nope. Nothing. So until the Veil’s opening here, in front of me, me green ass just wants to watch TV. Got it?”

      He fell back on the couch and turned the sound back on.

      “Frank, I can pick up some Midol if it’s that time of the month,” Al quipped.

      “Hardy-har-har.”

      Al took another sip of his beer. Some guy on the TV was walking through a ‘haunted’ house and talking about readings on some kind of meter. “What do you know about the gods, Frank?”

      “Zeus and them?” he responded,

      Al nodded. “Yeah. Zeus, Hades, Poseidon.”

      “What did I just say, ye stupid ghost?” Frank shot back. “I don’t want to talk about ‘em. We should have killed that other witch and been done with ye.”

      “Just hear me out,” Al continued. “Do you know them?”

      Frank didn’t glance over as he spoke, but he wasn’t yelling at Al to shut up either. “I’ve met Zeus a few times. Never seen Hades and don’t want to. Poseidon lives in the ocean, and I’m not a sailor.”

      “Well, I know Hades well,” Al told him. “He’s the one that ran the shop where I worked, the ghosts and all. The gods, they play like they’re nice guys and gals, but they aren’t, not by a long shot.”

      Frank gestured with his remote toward the TV. “What does that have to do with my television show?”

      “Not a lot,” Al admitted. “But based on what Sally told me, that’s what I think is happening. I think the gods are maybe taking notice of all this finally, and maybe wanting to come over.”

      Frank downed the rest of his beer and then belched. “That’s what I think of the gods. They didn’t run things over there, and they don’t run things over here neither.”

      Al looked at the leprechaun. “They didn’t run things over there?”

      Frank shrugged. “Ah, maybe for ye ghosts they did, but not for the leprechauns. They didn’t have any say over us.”

      Al sighed. “You just didn’t know what power they had over you, but trust me, those gods run everything. You have the greater gods and the lesser ones, and every single one of them had their hands in everything that happened on the other side of the Veil. Trust me on that.”

      “I trust ye like I trust my arsehole after eating Taco Bell,” Frank retorted. “Either way, they can come or stay, so long as they leave me out of it.”

      Al took a long sip of his beer. When he was finished, he stared at the ghost show and said simply, “I don’t think they’ll be leaving any of us out of it.”
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      Claire looked around the classroom and knew that everyone had seen the videos. She’d done exactly what she’d told Jack she was going to do: gotten on a bike and ridden down to the library to use their Internet. Living at home for two weeks had been a real drag, especially after being at a university that allowed her nearly everything.

      Plus, talking with her parents hadn’t been easy. Claire wasn’t able to tell them anything besides that she went to class and learned. She couldn’t even tell them what she was learning, let alone anything about the missions or that her classmate was actually becoming a witch.

      Which was weird, to say the least.

      And kind of cool.

      Now, though, the class felt abuzz. Everyone was whispering inside their units. Claire sat in the middle of Jack and Marissa. Jack kept glancing down to where Samantha was sitting. He still hadn’t given up hope of making something work between them. Claire kind of hoped he could, but he’d have to change his approach for sure. Samantha wasn’t into the cocky, bad-boy routine.

      Marissa leaned over and whispered. “I learned a new spell. I’m going to use it on Jack later.”

      None of the other students knew Marissa possessed the Book of Shadows, or that she was learning how to use it. Dean Pritcham had okayed the continuation, as pretty much everyone thought it would be necessary for the coming battles. The powers that be just didn’t want everyone knowing about it.

      Dr. Byron turned around from his desk and looked at the class. “I hope your summer break treated you well.”

      “Not long enough!” Jack shouted, getting a few chuckles from the class.

      “Believe me, Mr. Teams,” Dr. Byron responded. “A thousand summer breaks would not be long enough away from you. However, as always, I must soldier on in my constant battle to educate and civilize you.”

      He stepped closer to the rows of seats. “Last year was admittedly odd for most of the class. The Veil and those who serve its continual tearing didn’t seem to care that we were trying to learn, and so much of the time, some of our classmates were out doing the work of angels. The rest of us continued learning, and so that puts them ahead in our educational travels. However, there’s been silence on the Veil front recently, and hopefully, that means we all can learn as much as we can during this summer semester.”

      Jack raised an eyebrow, finally no smile across his face. “Umm, Dr. Byron, did you live under a rock the past two weeks?”

      No one looked back at him because the entire class knew what he was talking about—the video. There had been more showing up online, though the last one Claire had seen focused on FBI agents actively keeping people out of the area.

      The major news organizations still weren’t reporting on it, though. The eyes of the nation and the world were still on Miami. Mirages in the sky didn’t compare to dead souls whipping around a deserted metropolis.

      “While I may not be as rich as the Hiltons,” Dr. Byron responded, “I do not consider my house to be a rock. Why do you insist on interrupting, Mr. Teams?”

      Jack raised his hands in protest. “Not trying to interrupt this time. For real. But the videos. You have to have seen them?”

      Dr. Byron shoved his own hands in his pockets and looked at the floor. “I know what you’re talking about, yes. I also know that I work for the FBI, and the FBI sponsors this university, and there has been no mention of any Veil activity in the Midwest.”

      “Did you watch the videos, though?” Jack asked.

      Dr. Byron nodded. “I did.”

      “Well.” Jack paused briefly. “What did you think?”

      “I think that the northern lights have caused a rumor mill for decades,” Dr. Byron answered. “I think that with modern technology, any number of images can be manipulated to make people think almost anything. I think, also, that to focus on unproven and unverified phenomena could derail our class. May I pose a question to you, Mr. Teams?”

      Jack had put his hands down and now leaned back in his chair. He smiled. “Sure. I was wondering when you were going to get around to asking my opinion on the subject,” he replied smugly.

      “Have you, or anyone else you know, been asked to do anything about those videos, or the things they purport to show?”

      Jack opened his mouth to say something smart, but clearly realized he didn’t have anything.

      Dr. Byron smiled. “Has the proverbial cat got your tongue, Mr. Teams?”

      Checkmate, Claire thought. Plus, he’s right. We’re all obsessed with those videos, but what does it have to do with anything until we’re told to act on it?

      Dr. Byron addressed the rest of the class. “Since Mr. Teams suddenly lost his ability to speak, we shall continue onward. Who can tell me what this class is about?”

      Samantha spoke from the front. She’d been placed in a unit last semester, but she was still sitting in the front row. Claire didn’t know if the girl was some kind of goody-two-shoes or what, only that it was a bit odd she didn’t sit with her unit.

      “Myths from antiquity,” she answered.

      “And what is antiquity?” Dr. Byron asked.

      “The ancient past,” Samantha answered.

      “Great ‘dictionary-dot-com’ answer,” Dr. Byron quipped. He looked up to the rest of the class. “For our purposes, antiquity will mean Ancient Greece. We’re going to be talking about the Titans and the gods, both of which I hope we never have to meet on the field of battle.”

      “Why not?” Claire asked. She didn’t know a thing about Greek gods.

      Byron smiled. “Ms. Hinterland, what do you know of antiquity?”

      Claire grinned. “It was an old antique shop in my town. They sold poorly-made furniture for outrageous prices.”

      The students chuckled, and she even got a slight rise out of the professor.

      “Well played, Ms. Hinterland. Unfortunately, public education isn’t everything we hope it would be, and your teachers failed you. Or, more likely, you failed them and didn’t pay attention in class.”

      Dr. Byron looked at the floor and started his usual pacing. “There have been a tremendous number of words written about the Titans and their offspring, but given that Mr. Teams is illiterate, I shall not make you all read them.”

      Claire cracked a grin, and the rest of the class laughed. Jack even smiled slightly at the jab.

      Dr. Byron continued. “We’re not going to dig too much into the history of these deities. More, we need to focus on what they’re capable of, what they might want, and how we would attack them. However, a brief history is necessary.”

      Bryon reached the end of the room and turned around, continuing his slow walk. “First, this group of people is incestuous. They all have relations with their brothers, sisters, even their mothers and fathers.” He shrugged. “Perhaps their godly bloodline allows them to breed without the genetic repercussions us mere mortals would be faced with. Either way, I’d advise you not to think about it too much, or you will probably have nightmares. The Titans originated from two beings. One Titan in particular, Cronus, killed his parents.”

      Byron smiled. “You will come to see that’s a thread throughout this narrative. Now, one thing about Titans and gods, is that they really like to…fornicate, would be an appropriate word. Much like college-age kids, if my memory serves me correctly.”

      “You’re too old to remember anything of the sort,” Jack called out.

      Dr. Byron shrugged, reaching the other side of the class. “Perhaps. Either way, Cronus began by siring children on his sister. However, while he’s having all these children, he hears of a prophecy that says his children will kill him, just like he did his parents. So, he does what any normal parent would do who wants to protect their power. He ate them whole.”

      More laughter. Claire was enjoying this, and it certainly beat reading it all in some dusty book.

      “All the way up until the last one. His name was Zeus, and the mother of these eaten children ends up saving him. Zeus was hidden in a cave, and Cronus was given a rock to eat instead of Zeus. Cronus didn’t notice this, so we can deduce that newborn babies taste like rocks, in case any of you young scholars were curious.”

      “No, they don’t! They taste like chicken,” Jack called.

      Dr. Byron only rolled his eyes and otherwise ignored the interruption. “Zeus grew up and decided he didn’t like his dad and that he was going to kill him. First, he freed all of his brothers and sisters from Cronus’ stomach, which must have been causing the Titan quite a bit of indigestion. Once freed, these new gods wage a ten-year war on the Titans. Cronus didn’t become a father killing, child-eating brute by being weak, and the battle was at a stalemate. No one could win. Zeus realized that he needed some firepower.”

      Dr. Bryon shook his head in frustration. “I forgot. I should have told you a little way back. Cronus’ father’s name was Uranus. Now, Uranus had some children who were cyclopes, meaning they had one eye, and also children who were hundred-armed monsters. Uranus thought all of those children were really ugly, and to be honest, who can blame him? So he locked them away inside the Earth. That’s why Cronus killed Uranus to get vengeance for locking away the monsters and cyclops, although, for some reason, Cronus never let them out.”

      Once more, Byron reached the end of the room and did an about-face. “So, Zeus goes down to the cyclopes and monsters and makes a deal. He says he’ll let them out if they granted him the power of the skies in return, thunder and lightning. After being locked inside the Earth for untold amounts of time, the monsters all agreed. Zeus got his powers, and Cronus—as well as the other Titan—were defeated.”

      Dr. Byron stopped walking and faced the class. “Zeus banished the Titans to a place called Tartarus, which is basically a stinking pit at the end of creation. Then Zeus splits up Earth amongst his siblings. Given that he freed them, he becomes the greatest of the gods. Poseidon was given the oceans, and Hades was thrown into the underworld. The monsters were sent to guard Tartarus, and the Titans are still imprisoned there, according to legend.”

      Bryon looked directly at Claire. “Now, after that brief and wholly inadequate recantation of the gods of antiquity, do you have any idea why they might not be something we want to face?”

      Claire nodded. “Besides the fact that they can throw lightning bolts, I think anyone who will kill their parents might be willing to kill others.”

      “Yeah, not to mention bang their sister,” Jack commented. “They don’t have a whole lot of morals going on.”

      Byron nodded. “Exactly. Plus pretty much unlimited power.” He looked down at his watch. “Time’s up, and I know Dr. Tharos won’t want you to miss his class. We shall talk more tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Dean Kristin Pritcham did not want to see the two men coming to her office, although that was nothing new since she rarely did. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Agents Remington and Lance, only that they never brought good news. She hadn’t seen them in six-and-a-half weeks, and for her, it had been a time of great peace and tranquility.

      But of course, they’re going to destroy all of that, she thought from behind her desk.

      They’d called her last night and said they had to talk.

      “Class is starting tomorrow. Can’t it wait? We’re beginning the summer semester.”

      “Can’t wait,” Lance replied shortly. “See you tomorrow morning.”

      Kristin glanced at the clock on her wall.

      One more min—

      The knock on her door interrupted the thought. The two agents were impeccable with time. Kristin didn’t move from the desk, but simply called, “Come in.”

      Remington entered first, followed by Lance, who closed the door quietly behind him.

      “Howdy,” Remington greeted her with a small smile.

      Dean Pritcham stood up from her desk, shock falling over her when she saw the sorry state of the agents. “What the hell happened to you both?” The right side of Remington’s face was badly bruised, and Lance’s eye was nearly swollen shut.

      Remington moved slowly across the office to the couch. “You should see the other guy.”

      Lance snorted as he followed. “Yeah. Not a scratch on him.”

      Dean Pritcham was still behind her desk. “Is this what couldn’t wait?”

      Lance took longer to sit down on the couch, his lower back obviously hurting from how he lowered himself.

      Remington waited until they were both seated before talking. “Yes, and no.”

      The dean smirked. “You’re moving like old men.”

      Remington leaned forward, the light overhead showing his face clear. “All jokes aside, we need to talk.”

      “Have you seen the videos online?” Lance asked.

      Kristin shook her head. “No, although I got an email last night from Dr. Byron that it’s something I’m going to want to see. I’d planned on doing it this morning, but then you two showed up.”

      Remington slowly stood and walked to her desk. “Don’t worry. We’ve got you covered.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and placed it in front of her, then pressed the screen.

      Kristin watched, and the shock from seeing the FBI agents so battered was immediately replaced by the scene on the phone. The sky, the lightning, and the way the atmosphere appeared to be thinning in places. A horrible, horrible scene unfolded where she could see through the sky.

      It looks like Hell, she thought. That’s what I’m seeing—a glimpse into Hell.

      The video suddenly shifted as the person recording it dropped the phone. Remington looked at Kristin. “Right about then is where all of our bruises came from.”

      The dean’s eyes widened as she looked at the two agents. “I shouldn’t have made jokes. Are you both okay?”

      Lance spoke from the couch. “Bruised up, but we’ll be fine. What you just saw is more important.”

      Kristin pointed at the phone. “What is it?”

      Remington slid the phone toward him and put it in his pocket. “I’ll send you a copy of the video later, but that’s the newest tear in the Veil. We think it’s going to replace the Miami situation in the eyes of the media very soon. We’re doing a decent job of containing the ghosts down there, so the news stations will start heading to Nebraska shortly. Probably by the end of the week.”

      Kristin raised her eyebrows. “What’s it mean, a tear that size?”

      Remington turned and walked back to the couch. Kristin sat down in her own chair, although it didn’t lessen the sheer shock of what she’d seen—Hell. Her mind couldn’t shake that interpretation.

      Once seated, Remington answered. “We don’t know. Right now, we have the area quarantined, although that won’t stop people from seeing it, obviously. The cult is aware of what’s happening, too. We know that’s why we’re banged up. They sent someone to kill us, but he didn’t finish the job. Personally, that man was as dangerous as anyone I’ve ever seen. Right now, though, we need to talk to Frank.”

      Kristin’s face grew quizzical. “You two realize he isn’t enrolled in the university, right? I haven’t seen Frank, or Al, for that matter, in over a month.”

      “Yeah, well, then we need to talk to Claire,” Lance responded.

      “Why don’t you have a tighter leash on Frank?” She didn’t like this at all. “These kids haven’t had a normal semester yet. The summer semester is shorter, and I was hoping, almost praying, that we could have a few weeks of just school without putting their lives at risk. Now you’re coming here wanting Claire to help you find someone when you should already know his whereabouts.”

      Neither of the two FBI agents showed any emotion in return at her frustration.

      “The leprechaun isn’t easy to manage,” Remington responded. “Also, I’m pretty sure you remember the conversation we all had when we tried to keep a tighter leash on him?”

      Kristin sighed. She remembered. Claire, Marissa, and Jack practically revolted. Frank had made it clear he was done and wanted to be cut loose. He’d been paid for his efforts—monetarily, not with beer—and simply wanted to be left alone. When the agents had pushed back, the three students said they would quit the university if Frank was forced to do something he didn’t want to do.

      The dean shook her head, exasperated. “I just mean, you’re the FBI. You have to have some other ways of tracking people besides them checking in with you.”

      “Sure, we do. We can know almost anything we want about a United States citizen with a few phone calls and clicks of buttons.” Lance shifted awkwardly on the couch before continuing, his arm obviously uncomfortable. “However, Frank isn’t a US citizen, nor an Earthly citizen. If he wants to disappear, short of trailing him, we won’t be able to find him. No cell phone. No bank accounts. No nothing.”

      Dean Pritcham closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair. “And so you want to call Claire in and get her to help find Frank.”

      “That’s right,” Remington answered.

      Kristin kept her eyes closed. “Because you think he might know what’s happening out west?”

      “Don’t let anyone tell you that you’re not a genius, Kristen,” Remington quipped.

      She ignored the barb. “Have either of you two considered that this nearly the exact same situation that happened last time, when Frank was kidnapped and put under spells, then nearly killed?”

      Remington leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “Yes. We understand what we’re asking. But there isn’t any other choice. Something is happening out there, and the cult knows it. We almost died. We need to talk to Claire, and we need you to get her for us.”

      Kirstin opened her eyes and stared at the two FBI agents for a moment. You came here to run a school, she thought, but you’re doing whatever the FBI tells you, she thought.

      “Okay,” she conceded. “Let’s bring her in.”
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        * * *

      

      Claire stood next to the window. She stared out of it, doing her best not to let her hands ball up into fists.

      “Do you know how to get in touch with Frank?” Remington asked from behind her.

      Claire had seen both agents’ bruises, but she didn’t ask any questions about them. She’d been curious at first, but now she was only angry.

      She didn’t turn around to face Remington. “What don’t you understand about what Frank told you? He said he was done, and I’m going to respect that. He’s done enough for humanity, especially given that he’s not one of us. What about Griff? Did you go to his apartment?”

      “Yes,” Lance replied softly. “We went, but it’s empty. The griffin and his minions are gone. We’ve inquired about where they went, but the apartment complex manager doesn’t know. We have tried every avenue we know of to understand what’s happening out west, and everything is falling flat.”

      Claire heard Remington stand up, although she kept looking out the window.

      “I understand your concerns, and I understand Frank’s,” he told her. “But let me ask you, what don’t you understand about what we’re saying? There’s never been any recorded episode of the Veil tearing like this. The cult knows about it. Something very unique is happening out there, and Frank’s expertise could very well be the key to stopping it before it starts.”

      Claire looked down at her hands. They weren’t fists yet, and that was good. “I don’t care. We can’t make Frank do something that he doesn’t want to do.”

      Lance’s voice was as hard as iron. “Do you know how to get in touch with him?”

      Claire finally turned to them. “If I did, I wouldn’t tell you.”

      Remington was facing her, his face deadly serious. Dean Pritcham sat quietly behind her desk, but Claire knew she wasn’t in charge. The FBI agents were, and now Claire had pitted herself directly against their wishes.

      Lance was still seated on the couch. He crossed a leg over the other and adjusted his arm slightly. He looked at his hand as he spoke. “You realize that you’re not a student, right? We call this a university, and you go to class, but this is boot camp. You’re in a war, and you’re a soldier in that war. Not a general. A foot soldier. An important one, no doubt about it, but a soldier all the same.”

      He looked at her. “Soldiers take orders. They don’t disobey them. Agent Remington, Dean Pritcham, and I aren’t asking you to give us Frank. We’re telling you to. Are you going to disobey the order?”

      Claire felt a moment of complete disbelief. Hours before she’d been on the field with Dr. Kilgore, practicing jiu-jitsu. Everything had been as normal as it could be, given they were at a paranormal university. Now, she was facing down the dean and two FBI agents as they demanded something of her that she wouldn’t give.

      The world had shifted beneath her in barely a few moments.

      Claire shrugged. “Yeah, Lance, I guess I am disobeying it.”

      Dean Pritcham spoke from behind her desk. “You realize something like that is grounds for expulsion? It’s clearly stated in the document you and your parents signed before coming onboard.”

      Claire realized her hands weren’t going to turn into fists. She realized at that moment how free she was, and that there wasn’t any need to get angry at these people. They’d recruited her for a multitude of reasons, one of them being her determination. They liked it when it suited them, but not when it didn’t. Oh well, she thought.

      Claire shrugged again. “You don’t have to expel me. I quit.”
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        * * *

      

      Claire heard the dorm room door open, but she didn’t look up to see who it was.

      Jack stepped through first. “What the actual fuck, Claire? We just heard. You’re leaving?”

      “Hush, Jack,” Marissa chastised sharply. She stepped in front of Claire. “What happened?”

      Claire’s eyes were full of tears, and she couldn’t help it—couldn’t make them go away. All she could do was hope they didn’t spill over. “Remington, Lance, and Pritcham all wanted me to give them Frank because of whatever-the-hell is happening out west. I refused. They told me that if I refused, I was expelled. So I did the only thing that seemed, right, I dropped out.”

      Jack stepped around the other side of her, passing and moving to the chair against the window.

      Claire didn’t look at Marissa or him, she just stared at the floor.

      Jack sat down and leaned back, but for once, he didn’t place his feet up on the desk. “They told you that you were expelled if you didn’t give them Frank?”

      Claire nodded, still in disbelief at the whole thing.

      “Do you know where he is?” Jack asked.

      Claire shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not doing it. Frank is free to do whatever he wants. He’s my friend. I’m not bringing him back into this if he doesn’t want to be involved.”

      Jack growled. “This is fucking bullshit.” He turned the chair so that it faced Claire and Marissa. “You can’t quit. It’s bullshit what they want you to do, but you can’t quit.”

      Claire met his eyes then. He wasn’t angry at her. He was frightened.

      “I don’t have a choice,” she responded. “I’m not giving him up.”

      “Then we quit too.” He looked at the floor. “If you’re not here, I’m certainly not staying, and I’m pretty sure Sissy feels the same.”

      Marissa nodded. “There isn’t a university if you’re not here. At least not for me.”

      “Me either,” Jack agreed.

      Claire went to her bed and sat down. She still had to pack, but when she’d entered the room, she hadn’t been able to. She was having a tough time processing this all—heading back home to her mom and dad, trying to explain all of this to them.

      She realized, though, that her job as a leader wasn’t done yet. “Neither of you can quit,” she told them.

      “More bullshit,” Jack responded. “We can quit just as easily as you can.”

      Claire shook her head. “No. If they told you to reveal Frank or they’d expel you, then I’d say yes. But neither of you were faced with that. This war is still going on, and you two have to stay in it. Without the three of us, this place will struggle to get along. There certainly won’t be anyone to help if shit does go down. If the two of you are here, then I can at least leave knowing there’s someone left fighting.”

      Marissa went to her bed and practically collapsed onto it. She lay down and stared at the ceiling. When she spoke, Claire heard the emotions behind the tears welling in her eyes. “What do we do without you? You’re our leader.”

      “We can’t stay if you don’t,” Jack commented. “We’re a team.”

      “You two have to remain a team,” Claire instructed. She looked at Jack. “You two have to be the leaders now. I don’t know what’s going to happen, and maybe they’ll come to their senses and let me back in. Maybe not. But we joined this place to help save the world. That’s still your job.”

      “I don’t want to,” Marissa whispered. “Not if you’re gone.”

      Claire stood, doing her best not to cry. “Come here. Both of you.”

      Jack got up from the chair and Marissa rose from the bed, and they both walked to the center of the room. Claire put her arms around both of them. “I love the two of you. I trust you, and I need you to stay. You’re going to be fine. Promise me that you’ll stay?”

      A long silence followed.

      “I promise,” Marissa conceded.

      “I’ll stay for now,” Jack agreed. “But the moment those two assholes try to put me in a similar situation, I’m moving down to that podunk town you live in and managing the Kickin’ Chickin.’”

      Claire laughed, the tears flowing now. “That’s a deal.”
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Byron burst into Dean Pritcham’s office. “What the hell is going on?”

      Remington rolled his eyes. “Here we go.”

      An hour had passed since Claire left Pritcham’s office, no longer a student at the university. Remington didn’t know how word had spread so quickly, but it apparently had.

      Byron didn’t look at Remington or Lance. He kept his eyes on the Dean. “Claire Hinterland just quit? Everyone is talking about it, and I had to disband class early. What is going on?”

      Lance sat on the couch, appearing unperturbed. “We told her to give us Frank, or she was expelled. She chose to quit. We will make sure that’s on her transcript, instead of expulsion, as it will probably help her get jobs better.”

      Byron whipped around, his eyes alight with anger. “Go to hell, Lance. I don’t need your bullshit responses right now.” He turned quickly back to Dean Pritcham. “You let her just quit? And you let these two bully you into it?”

      Dean Pritcham raised her hands in exasperation. “What do you want me to do, Patrick? She disobeyed a direct order, and you know as well I do that she’s not allowed to do that. She was given the choice, and she decided to leave. Would you prefer I chain her up here in my office?”

      Byron shook his head in disgust. “She’s the best student we have. The most capable. She’s done more to keep the world safe than all of you combined, and she’s done it at the age of nineteen. Now you forced her to quit because she has the moral fiber that apparently everyone in this room lacks.”

      He turned and looked at Remington, his disgust with Lance still palpable. “What’s your plan now? Because I signed onto this university with the understanding that we would have a fighting chance. You two idiots just insured that we do not.”

      Lance looked at his fingernails and pretended to clean them, showing that he wasn’t impressed at all with Byron’s anger.

      Remington looked at the old man. He knew Lance was putting on a show. Both agents cared about Claire, Frank, and the rest. They were as dedicated as anyone to saving Earth from this invasion. “Dr. Byron, you were a soldier in Vietnam. Did you take orders you didn’t agree with?”

      “Don’t answer my question with a question, young man,” the old professor snapped back.

      Remington smiled slightly. He liked Byron’s spunk. Claire had a lot of it in her, too. They had chosen well, despite the way current circumstances looked. “Yes. We have a plan. We were just discussing it with Dean Pritcham before you decided to barge in.”

      Byron’s eyes narrowed, and he held his ground. “You’re lucky I’m the only one here now. We’ve got four professors at this place, and all of them know Claire well. They all know the value she brings, and you might have a mutiny on your hands in a rather short time.”

      Lance glanced at Dr. Byron. “She’s not gone for good. We understand that we need her. We also understand that we need Frank right now. Our personality profile on Claire is deep, and she has only two places she can go.”

      Remington nodded. “Home, or to wherever Frank is. She’s not going home, not yet. Whatever else Claire’s feeling, she is definitely feeling like she failed. She can’t stand it, and to go home and tell her parents, well, quite frankly, she won’t do it yet.”

      Lance picked up the conversation. “So, she’ll go to Frank. We know that she has some way to contact him because of how upset she got last time when he left with no way for them to speak with each other. She’ll go to where he is, and then we’ll go too.”

      “Dr. Byron,” Dean Pritcham interrupted in a much softer tone. “It’s the only way we can get to Frank. We need him quickly because we don’t know how much longer the sky is going to keep behaving like that. The cult is aware of it too, and that’s why our two FBI ambassadors look as hurt as they do.”

      Byron’s anger subsided, but only slightly. He didn’t address Dean Pritcham, turning on Remington and Lance instead. “And what does your personality profile tell you Claire will do when she finds out you manipulated her to find Frank? Does it say she’ll join back up and lead you to victory? Because from my read on the situation, she’ll tell you to fuck off.”

      Remington answered, knowing the question was a good one but also aware that he was out of options. “We’ll deal with that when we get to it, Dr. Byron. For now, we just have to figure out what’s about to hit us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Claire looked at the cell phone in her hand. If the FBI had known she had it, then they wouldn’t have let her leave. She’d never used it before, and quite honestly didn’t know if it really worked. Frank had procured it for her before he left.

      “Lass,” he’d told her. “Ye’re worse than a wife, but here ye go. Ye call me for emergencies only, understand? I’m not to be disturbed for dilly-dallying or runnin’ ye gums.”

      Claire had rolled her eyes at that point, just happy to have a way to contact him if she needed it. This had been right after they got back to the university from Miami, and Frank decided he’d had enough.

      Claire understood then, and she still understood now. But she wasn’t ready to go home yet. She had to think about how to explain all of this to her parents. Her life hadn’t been planned out, exactly, but there’d been structure in place. If she survived university, there would have been a future for her.

      Now that future was gone.

      She wasn’t nearly ready to tell her parents that fact, or actually begin considering what came next.

      Claire was smarter than to tell the university where she was heading or ask them to buy her a ticket anywhere. Anything she did electronically would be tracked, besides this phone, which Frank assured her was a burner.

      She’d paid for her own cab ride, borrowing cash from Jack. Thankfully, he hadn’t been too much of a jerk, just said she had to pay him back when she returned—his way of guaranteeing she did return. The cab took her to the airport, and now she stood outside with one bag and the cell phone.

      Claire looked around her, trying to spot a tail, but all she saw were people coming and going, cars dropping people off and picking them up. For all her training in school, they hadn’t told her a thing about figuring out if she was being followed.

      How paranoid do I want to be? she wondered. If they find Frank and me together, it’s not like they’re going to be able to force us to do anything. Remington and Lance might be dicks, but they’re not psychopaths.

      Claire found the one number programmed into the phone. Frank, being a smart ass, had saved it as “The Sexiest Myther Alive.”

      Claire dialed it.

      “This had better be an emergency, lass,” Frank answered gruffly. “I’m not coming back there. I’m not helping. I don’t care how much booze they promise me.”

      “It’s...” Claire paused briefly. “Well, it’s an emergency from my perspective.”

      Frank paused too, obviously hearing the concern in her voice and trying to figure out how to proceed. “What’s going on, lass?”

      “I’m… I’m not exactly a student anymore, and I was wondering if I could come and hang out with you for a little bit.” Claire gritted her teeth when she finished talking, fully prepared for Frank to tell her hell, no, he wasn’t risking being sucked back into the FBI’s orbit.

      “Ye aren’t a student?” Frank was nearly shouting.

      “Nope. As of a few hours ago.”

      “What did ye do, lass? Get caught drinking in the dorm? Quit going to class? Started sexually harassing Jack, who I know ye have a crush on?”

      Claire could tell Frank was wanting to know the truth but also joking at the same time— trying to loosen her up some, especially with the last bit. “I wouldn’t give you up. Stuff is happening, and they wanted me to bring you in. I said no. They said they’d expel me. I said, I quit.”

      Frank sighed. “Ah, there’s always stuff going on. Doesn’t mean Frank needs to be involved. Sure, ye can come hang out with me. Ye’re sure ye aren’t being followed?”

      Claire shrugged. “No. I’m not sure, but I don’t see anyone.”

      “What am I to do?” Frank grumbled. “I’m sure ye will lead those bastards right to me, but if I send ye home right now, you’ll probably never get out of that small town. Just flip chicken until ye croak, ye tail between ye legs the entire time. No, I can’t let that happen. Sure, come on out here.”

      Claire winced. “Uhhh, Frank. I’m going to need you to buy me a ticket.”

      A string of expletives flowed out of the phone, so loud that Claire had to pull it away from her face. It went on for a few seconds, and when she heard silence, she put it to her face. “So, what do ya say?”

      “Sure, but you’re flying Spirit Airlines.”
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      The lightning grew harsh, striking at double the rate it had on any previous night. The FBI agents sent to guard the area all turned their faces upward. Many had been afraid to come out here to begin with, and this increased activity only heightened their fears.

      The “thinning” places in the sky had spread, making more of the red canyons and dark rivers visible to the watchers.

      And still, the lightning increased in frequency.

      “What the hell is going on?” one agent asked another.

      The second agent only shook his head in response, continuing to stare up at the sky in wonder.

      Seconds turned into minutes, and the entire prairie buzzed with static electricity.

      “We should get out of here,” someone suggested.

      “Yeah, you go ahead and be the first to leave. I’m right behind you,” came the reply.

      The lightning was so great that it started blocking out the canyons beyond the torn sky. Only bright, white light could be seen streaking across the sky.

      Then a bolt plummeted down, striking the middle of the prairie—the first to touch the earth since the entire endeavor began days before.

      It hit the ground and immediately disappeared, as did the tear in the Veil.

      The lightning quit. The thinning places in the sky simply stopped existing. No more river, no more rocky canyons. The agents continue staring upward, thinking surely something must start happening, but nothing did. After a few minutes, different groups started walking toward where the lightning had struck. Each agent had their weapon drawn, but when they arrived, there was nothing to shoot at.

      They saw a large black circle full of grass burnt to ash.

      And in the middle of that ash, they saw six different prints. Two looked like human feet, and the other four looked like some kind of dog.
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        * * *

      

      The god known as Hades—or Pluto to the Romans—arrived on Earth with his dog, Cerberus. Cerberus didn’t look like any other dog on Earth. He had three heads.

      Hades looked around and saw grass, a scene very different from his home. Yet, he had it on good authority that the security in the underworld —the ghosts—had all disappeared to this place. To Earth.

      Hades cast his gaze farther and immediately saw humans. He could see clearly for miles and miles. The humans were still looking up at the sky, although Hades figured they would shortly come for him.

      He had a satchel slung over his shoulder, and he reached into it. He pulled out a black dog collar, then bent down and attached it to Cerberus’ middle head. The left head licked Hades’ hand as he did so. Standing again, he pulled out his helmet and put it on.

      Hades didn’t fully understand this place, but he knew his workers had all shown up here—as well as a host of other creatures—and he was here to get his unpaid employees back. He didn’t know whether the humans would be able to see him and Cerberus or not, but he wasn’t taking any chances. The collar and helmet kept them both invisible.

      “Hmmm.” Hades looked out across the long fields of grass again, this time paying no attention to the humans. “Where to start? Someone must know where my ghosts went. Someone here took them.”

      Hades started walking with Cerberus at his side. Just a god and his dog ready to burn down the world.
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        * * *

      

      Bill had hung up a dartboard, which Richard hadn’t seen before. Gone were the solitaire cards. Mike sat in the same place as before, but Octavia and Jess had walked around to the front of the table and were leaning against it. Andrew was well dressed as always, wearing a gray suit. He was on the opposite side of the room from the dartboard and appeared to be in a heated discussion with his friend who no one else could see.

      “You’ve failed us twice, Richard.” Octavia’s face was hard. Jess wasn’t smiling either. Even Mike seemed angry, and that was an odd thing to see.

      Bill pulled darts from the board. “Tell the pubescent pissant that he fucked up bad.”

      “You heard him, I assume?” Jess asked.

      Richard nodded but said nothing.

      Octavia shoved her hands inside her pockets. “Why didn’t you kill the two FBI agents?”

      Good. Everyone keep their hands inside their pockets, Richard thought. That gives me the best chance of living through this encounter.

      Richard appeared calm, despite knowing the danger facing him right now. “I underestimated their abilities. I thought I could kill them with a knife. I should have used a gun.”

      Jess shook her head. “If you had murdered them, perhaps the place wouldn’t have been as well-guarded.”

      Richard did not drop his eyes or look away, even for a second. “I apologize. To all of you.”

      Andrew huffed from the other side of the room, his imaginary friend clearly saying something to him. “She wants to know if you’re aware the sky is no longer burning?”

      Burning? Richard wondered. Is that what they’re calling it? He nodded in response to the question.

      Spite filled Andrew’s voice. “She also wants to know if you have any clue why?”

      Richard made sure that he could see Bill and those darts from the corner of his eye. Weird as these people may be, they made Richard look as dangerous as a single fire ant. “No. Not yet. I was heading out to that area again when you summoned me back. I had planned on investigating.”

      Bill was facing the board, a dart at eye level. “This pompous prick from Prickville is mad we called him back, Jess? Tell him to fuck off.”

      Finally, Jess smiled. It was brief, and not the warmest, but it said that he might not die today. “Richard, we know that you are dedicated to the Following. We know that you want the same things we do. It’s not your heart we doubt.”

      Octavia picked up as if she’d been speaking the entire time. “We just don’t like being disappointed. Not killing the agents, and then not being there when the sky stopped burning, those things disappoint us.”

      “They disappoint her too!” Andrew yelled.

      Richard didn’t turn to look at the madman in the suit.

      Mike folded his hands across his ample stomach. “I’m not even much for laughs today.”

      Jess stepped away from the table and walked over to where Richard stood. She gently put her arm around his shoulder and turned him from the room, back toward the large doors which had let him in. Richard did everything in his power not to shiver, but one ran down his spine anyway. Jess started to walk, forcing Richard to go with her.

      “We can’t have any more disappointments,” she told him with her arm still draped over Richard’s shoulders. The doors started opening in front of them. “We want you to go to Nebraska and find whatever crossed over the Veil. Then we want you to bring the Myther to us. Can you do this, Richard?”

      Other than the shiver, Richard looked like stone. He nodded. “I’ll bring it back.”

      Bill raised a dart, ready to throw it. “Tell that cock-sucker he’d better!”

      Jess smiled warmly. “We know you will. See you soon.”
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      “You want a beer?” Frank asked.

      Claire looked at the cooler between them, then shook her head. “That’s the first time you’ve ever asked if I want one. You know I’m still not twenty-one, right?”

      Frank shrugged. “If ye’re old enough to kill witches and vampires, then ye’re old enough to drink beer. That’s the way Frank looks at it, at least.”

      Something to that, I suppose, she thought, although she still didn’t reach into the cooler. Instead, she leaned back on the beach chair and let the rays warm her skin. She’d arrived at Myrtle Beach early in the morning, and Frank had been there to pick her up with Al sitting in the backseat. They’d driven to their small apartment, and Frank told her gruffly that she could sleep on the couch before heading back to his bedroom.

      “I took the liberty of ‘borrowing’ a few bikinis from our local store,” Al had told her, sounding almost as tired as Frank. “I don’t know if they’ll fit, but they’re hanging up on the shower rod in the bathroom. If not, we can go buy some tomorrow. Frank doesn’t like to waste time shopping, though. Says it’s ‘wasting the day away.’”

      With that, the ghost had gone to his bedroom, leaving Claire alone. She was fine with it, though, because she was flat out exhausted. She’d laid down on the couch and fallen asleep immediately.

      She awoke to Frank rustling her shoulders and chastising her. “Come on, lass. We’re not sleeping the day away.”

      What he’d really meant was that it was time to hit the beach.

      “We gotta get a good spot, or else we’ll be around all the riff-raff,” Frank explained as they hustled down to the sand.

      They’d gotten a good spot, though, and Claire couldn’t complain. One of the bikinis had fit, and so Frank didn’t have to “waste” any more of the day.

      Frank glanced at her. “Are ye sure ye aren’t a ghost? Ye are certainly as pale as some of the ones I saw.”

      Claire rolled her eyes. “Where’s Al?”

      Frank sat up and looked both ways down the beach. “That bum? He’s somewhere around here. He walks up and down the beach, pilfering things from the tourists. I don’t know why he does it. I think the lad might be a klepto.”

      Claire shook her head and sighed. “An alcoholic and a kleptomaniac. Who have I teamed up with?”

      Frank leaned back in his chair and crossed his feet over one another. “Ye’re more than welcome to leave. I have to watch TV back in me room now that ye are here, and I don’t like it too much, I can tell ye that.”

      Claire turned her head to the side. “Hey. I really do appreciate you letting me come and paying my way.”

      Frank rolled his eyes, his shaggy eyebrows making it more comical. “Hush now, lass. No need to get emotional.”

      Both of them fell silent for a while, the only sound that of the waves hitting the sand and people talking or yelling.

      Claire closed her eyes and basked beneath the sun, knowing that she’d probably end up burning—yet she couldn’t pull herself away. It’d been a long time since she could simply relax.

      She spoke without opening her eyes. “I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      Frank shuffled slightly in his chair. “Ah, that’s easy, lass. We’ll spend another few hours out here, although I’d advise ye find an umbrella soon or ye’ll look like a lobster. Then when we’re done here, we’ll head to the bowling alley. You’ll get to meet Sally. She’s a foul-mouthed fairy that I think ye’ll like. And, if it’s the death of me, I’m going to teach ye how to bowl while ye are here.”

      Claire turned her head to Frank, one eyebrow raised behind her sunglasses. “You’re kidding, right? I’m not talking about what’s going to happen with the rest of this day. I mean now that I’m gone from the university. What’s going to happen with the world.”

      Frank slowly turned so that he was sitting up on the chair, with his feet planted in the sand and his body facing Claire. He put his elbows on his knees and held his beer with two hands. “There’s something ye and I have to get straight, lass. I don’t care about any of that. I don’t want to discuss it. Not now. Not tonight. Not ever. I did my part for Earth and humans, and now I’m going to relax. Ye understand?”

      Claire stared at him with a furrowed brow. “I get that you don’t want to fight anymore, Frank. But you don’t want to even talk about it? You’re not at all worried about what’s going to happen with more and more Mythers crossing over? Or what the cult is planning?”

      Frank turned his head so that he stared out at the beach. “Do I look worried? The only thing I worry about is whether or not I can beat Sally tonight in bowling. Al isn’t a problem, but that wench is good.” He turned back to her. “No. I don’t think about the Veil or Mythers or the cult. I think about my day from minute to minute, and I try to enjoy it. That’s all I’m going to think about, too. If ye are going to hang out with me, ye are going to have to respect that.”

      It was one of the most serious things Frank had ever said to her. He wasn’t joking around and Claire was somewhat shocked—she understood him not wanting to risk his life, but to not care at all about was going to happen?

      That was almost suicidal. The world would keep turning and the cult would continue operating, whether he paid attention or not.

      Frank took a sip of his beer, then laid back down on his chair. He didn’t say anything, just dropped the sunglasses from the top of his head to the bridge of his nose.

      Claire looked at her friend for a few more seconds, not understanding what was wrong with him.
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        * * *

      

      Claire stepped out of the bowling alley and looked around. It took her a few seconds to find who she was looking for, mainly because most of him didn’t exist in the normal sense. Al was to her right, and while she could see his clothes and the cigarette he was puffing on, she couldn’t see him.

      At least he’s not naked and without a cigarette, Claire thought. Then I’d never be able to see him.

      She walked over to where he stood and watched the cig’s smoke drift into the air. She grinned. “That stuff will kill you.”

      Al scoffed. “The only thing that will kill me is if that witch dies. Well, kill me or send me back. I don’t know, but I don’t like either of the options.” He took a drag from the cigarette. “And that’s why I don’t like you staying with us.”

      Claire turned slightly to face the ghost. “What do you mean?”

      The cigarette pointed toward her. “You’re the one who didn’t kill Tina to begin with. If it’d been up to anyone else, she would have died right next to Marilyn. But you’re not there anymore to keep your eye on things, so who knows when old Al might disappear?”

      The ghost turned again so that he was looking out at the parking lot.

      Claire understood the worry. Al’s existence on Earth depended on a woman staying alive, a woman that he would most likely never see again.

      “Why don’t you want to go back?” she asked.

      It was weird, talking to a ghost because she couldn’t see his facial expressions. All she had to go by was the sound of his voice, and Al’s voice always sounded like rustling leaves in autumn.

      Al chuckled slightly then, though it didn’t sound like it held much humor. “I worked for a god named Hades. Have you heard of him?”

      Claire nodded. “We actually just started studying the Greek gods before I left.”

      “Well, working for him wasn’t exactly the best job in the world.” Al paused, bringing the cigarette to his invisible lips. He blew the smoke out in rings, the later ones flowing through the earlier ones. “It’s not paid work, either. More like, we don’t have a choice except to sit down there and do whatever he tells us. Sometimes Hades lets his dog loose, and that thing’s crazier than him. I’d honestly rather quit existing than go back to the underworld.”

      “I don’t think they’re going to do anything with Tina. Not yet, anyway. They’re still trying to learn from her.” Claire shoved her hands in her pockets. They both knew the truth.

      The truth that Al couldn’t keep to himself. “Yeah, but killing her would clear out Miami, and there’s got to be international pressure on the President now. Sooner or later, they’ll see that they’ve gotten all they can from the witch, and then it’s bye-bye, Al.”

      He took another drag on the cigarette as Claire watched a couple leave their parked car and start walking into the alley. “Frank won’t talk about anything that’s happening, but have you seen those videos?”

      She could see the ghost nod this time because he had the cigarette in between his lips.

      Claire decided to keep going with the conversation. “It’s worrying me, and I can’t do anything about it now I’m not part of the university.”

      The ghost pulled the cigarette down, this time blowing the smoke out in one gust. “Frank won’t talk about it because he’s scared.”

      “Frank’s not scared of anything,” Claire corrected. She looked to her right, seeing Al’s clothes and cigarette, but not him. “He wasn’t scared on that roof. He just wanted to kick ass and couldn’t.”

      Al flicked some ash onto the concrete. “I wish that was the case. I don’t think Frank’s ever encountered something he couldn’t handle, at least not before those witches. When he ran into them, though, I think he came face to face with his own mortality for the first time, and it scared him. Frank’s my friend, but right now, he’s in a state of denial. I don’t think he ever realized that he could actually die. That anything or anyone was powerful enough to kill him since Father Time doesn’t seem to be interested in leprechauns. That’s why he won’t talk about any of this.”

      Claire hadn’t ever thought about it like that. She’d simply figured Frank didn’t want to deal with the FBI anymore. Everyone knew about mortality. It was practically ingrained into humanity’s DNA. We will die. We should do things to prevent this from happening.

      “You’re respecting his wishes? About not discussing it?” she asked the ghost.

      “For the most part,” Al replied. “If I don’t respect it, he just starts yelling. But to answer your question, yeah. I’ve heard about what’s happening out west, and it worries me. That’s the last time Frank and I argued. I brought it up, and he refused to talk about it.”

      This sparked Claire’s interest, and truth be told, this was what the FBI wanted. Some kind of inside information about what the hell was happening in the sky. If they had asked for Al, Claire would still be in school. “What do you think is happening?”

      The ghost was quiet for a moment, taking another pull on his cigarette. When he finished, he shrugged. “If I had to guess, it’s my old boss wanting to know where his workers are. On the other side of the Veil, some people understand what is happening, but some people don’t. Hades keeps away from everyone, waiting on the dead to show up in the underworld. He doesn’t pay attention to anything outside of his domain. But when he woke up and saw half his staff was gone, he probably started wondering. I imagined he left the underworld and asked a few questions. Might even have slogged up Mount Olympus and talked to the big man himself.”

      The ghost flicked the cigarette into the parking lot. The red ember still glowed. “But, if you forced me to bet, Hades figured out where everyone went, and so he’s showing up to collect.”

      A shiver went down Claire’s back. “What’s he going to want?”

      “That’s why I think Frank should talk about this stuff.” Al turned to the bowling alley entrance, ready to go back in. “Because Hades most likely is going to want his staff back, at the very least. I think he’ll want more, though. He’ll want payment plus interest, and that’s why Frank should be concerned. Hades charges a high-interest rate, and it could affect everyone.”

      The ghost walked off, leaving Claire to stare after him, wondering just what in the world was about to happen.
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      The gas station in front of Hades and Cerberus looked to them like a fallen monument to a species that should have never existed.

      Hades stood on the road, his dog at his side, watching people pull in and out of it. Hades vaguely understood the chariots that the people were driving. He could read certain minds, and they thought of them as cars, or trucks, or vans. It was all the same to him, some kind of machine-driven chariot. They came to this station to feed the machine chariot, buy food for themselves, and then they rode off into the distance.

      Hades didn’t think anyone here knew where his staff had gone. He saw none of his dead workers, and these people certainly wouldn’t be walking around buying things if they had workers to do it for them.

      “This seems to be a large place, Cerberus, a large world,” Hades whispered to the dog at his side. He lowered his hand, and the dog’s closest head licked his palm in response. “I don’t know who took my staff, but I think maybe I should plant my flag here. Perhaps the thief will know I mean business. What do you think?”

      All three heads barked in unison.

      Hades reached up and took the helmet off his head, ready to let people see him. He left the collar on his dog and walked forward from the road to the gas station’s property.

      No one looked at him. Not a single person turned their head.

      Do they see me? Or are they simply lacking any and all respect for a god? he wondered. He walked over to one of the chariot feeding stations. A man stood at the metal chariot, holding a black instrument sitting inside what must have been the chariot’s mouth.

      “You,” Hades commanded harshly. “What is your name?”

      The man didn’t glance in his direction, just stared at his other hand, which held a small rectangular-looking thing that Hades couldn’t begin to understand. The god stepped closer, walking all the way up until they were nearly nose to nose.

      Cerberus growled menacingly behind Hades but didn’t approach the human.

      Still, the man did not look up or look away from the rectangular object at all.

      “They can’t see me, Cerberus,” Hades whispered, his eyes widening slightly. “They can’t see me at all.”

      The god stepped back, this interesting turn of events confusing him slightly. The helmet he held with his right hand turned him invisible, as did the collar on one of his dog’s necks. Apparently, they weren’t necessary because…

      “We’re already invisible.”

      Hades thought rapidly, wondering how much this changed things. He realized it didn’t. His workers had been stolen, and whether or not these idiotic humans could see him, it didn’t mean that he didn’t exist. Only they were blind.

      “Perhaps a little blood will make everyone see a bit more clearly,” Hades mused. He backed up a few more feet so that he stood next to Cerberus. He squatted down and took the collar from the dog. “Go ahead, Cerberus. Eat.”

      The dog’s three heads all gave a ferocious bark, and then it took off. Snarling and slobbering, the dog pounced onto the man Hades had just stood in front of. The dog’s middle head ripped out his neck before the man even hit the ground—the other two heads barked loudly and swiveled, looking at who it would attack next.

      Hades smiled as the dog raced across the parking lot. Cerberus pounced from person to person, and Hades began to see that the humans were slowly coming to see that Cerberus existed. For most of them, it took being attacked, but as screams roared across the lot and even inside the gas station, more and more appeared to see something. Hades didn’t move. He just watched as Cerberus attacked.

      His dog did all the work, and happily. People fell to the bleeding cement. Cerberus rushed inside the store and Hades watched from the outside as aisles full of food began collapsing. People ran smack into the glass doors, forgetting to try and open it. Cerberus grabbed two at once, hauling them both backward before mauling them.

      Hades watched it all with a sense of peace. The mortals may have stolen his crew, but that didn’t mean they were powerful. Just sneaky.

      Finally, with only a few wounded people left to give weak screams, Cerberus walked back to his owner. All three jaws were open, and the dog was panting.

      “Taste good?” Hades asked.

      The dog gave an excited yelp from all three bloody muzzles.

      “Come, let’s see what else this world holds. Eventually, I’m sure we’ll find our old friends.”

      Owner and dog walked back out into the road, leaving carnage behind them.
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        * * *

      

      Richard saw the news.

      Local gas station site of a horrific dog attack. Twenty-three dead.

      He’d been in Nebraska, driving around and hoping that something lucky would happen, and then the radio started broadcasting the massacre.

      Dog attack? he’d thought. One dog couldn’t kill twenty-three people.

      Richard didn’t know what he was looking for, but whatever killed those people hadn’t been from this side of the Veil. He looked up where the gas station was located on his phone’s map, then headed that way.

      It took him a few hours to get there, and the sun was down by the time he arrived. Richard was driving a Porsche; he always preferred to drive the best whenever he could. He liked nice suits, first-class plane tickets, and fast cars. The Five didn’t mind paying for them, either.

      Richard drove slowly as he went by the gas station with his sharp eyes searching for any clue as to what might have happened besides what the radio had said. Caution tape quarantined the place. Cops stood on one side of it and the media on the other, with television vans having hopped up onto the sidewalk. Other cars slowed down on the road as they came to the gas station, too, obviously looky-loos wanting to crane their neck and see what might have happened.

      Whatever had caused this mess was gone now, but Richard was betting that if it was on foot, it hadn’t gone far.

      Richard sped up and continued down the road, his lights shining out across the asphalt. He’d driven about ten miles when he was wondering if he should turn around and try the opposite way. He didn’t have any idea which direction the Myther had gone.

      “Maybe the thing is flying,” he mumbled. He didn’t have a clue, to be completely honest. He only knew that if he didn’t find the Myther, there would be consequences when he returned to the Five.

      At mile fifteen, Richard thought he saw something. He hit the brakes, and the vehicle slowed immediately. Richard saw a man walking away from him, a satchel of some sort over his right shoulder.

      To the man’s left, walking closer to the road was a—

      “Jackpot!” Richard shouted. He’d found the gas station killer, the Myther that had caused all the hoopla in the sky. No dog on Earth had three heads.

      The car’s headlights cast the man and dog’s shadows far into the distance. Richard slowly approached the two. The man turned and faced the street, lifting a hand up to shield his eyes from the white light. Richard kept approaching, not killing the lights, not wanting this Myther to be completely able to see him in case he needed to speed off.

      Richard rolled the window down, veering into the middle of the road. The dog had stopped as well. All three heads looked menacingly at Richard.

      “You can see me?” the Myther asked.

      Richard nodded from inside the car. “I can see you. Are you and your four-legged, three-headed friend the one who created the ruckus a few miles back?”

      The Myther chuckled. “He asks me questions,” he mused, appearing to be talking to his dog. “Yes. I’m responsible. Who are you?”

      “My name is Richard. I’ve been looking for you. My friends and I, well, we might be the ones you’re looking for as well.”

      The man stared in silence for a second. “Do you know where my staff is?”

      “Wooden staff or worker staff?” Richard responded.

      “Clever one, he is,” the man commented again to his dog. “Worker staff. You would call them ghosts.”

      It’s him, Richard thought. He’d had a suspicion with the three-headed dog but couldn’t have known for sure. He’d wondered where all the ghosts came from, and now he understood. Richard was staring at a Greek god. Hades. The canine’s name started with a “C,” although Richard couldn’t remember it at the moment.

      “As a matter of fact, I do know where your staff is. If you come with me, I can take you to the people who can help you get them back.” Richard leaned over to the other side of the car and shoved the passenger door open. “You and your dog want to hop in?”

      Hades looked down at the dog. “What do you think, Cerberus? Should we get in the mechanical chariot and see where it takes us?”

      The dog yelped in a friendly fashion.

      Don’t think too kindly of him, Richard thought. He killed over twenty people just down the road.

      Hades nodded. “Cerberus finds your offer enticing, so we shall take it. Bring us to those who know where my staff is. I am sure they are eager to get back to work.”

      The Greek god walked across the street and to the other side of the car. The three-headed dog leapt in first, one of his heads sniffing Richard as it hopped into the back of the car. Hades sat down in the front passenger seat, lowering his satchel to the floor. Something large appeared to be inside the bag, but Richard asked no questions. He dared a glance in his rearview mirror at the dog.

      Hope that thing doesn’t slobber or shed everywhere, he thought. Richard’s eyes flashed back to the road, and he pressed down on the gas, wondering what in the hell the Five would say when he showed up with a god.
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      Claire was struggling, to say the least. She’d been at the beach for four days, and yesterday Al had handed her an iPad and saying nothing else. A website was preloaded.

      Dog Mauls Twenty People at Local Gas Station in Nebraska.

      Claire read a few paragraphs. No dog or owner had been found. She looked back up at Al, whose shirt was hanging in the air.

      He reached for the iPad. “Hades has a dog with three heads. It’s a vicious son-of-a-bitch. That’s exactly like something it would do.”

      He’d left Claire without speaking anymore.

      And now, as nightfall approached the beach, and Frank was preparing to leave for bowling, she found herself nearly paralyzed with confusion.

      “Ye coming, lass, or are ye staying here tonight?” Frank asked as he entered the living room. His bowling bag was slung over his shoulder, the thing having been tailored to fit him so it wouldn’t drag along the floor as he walked.

      Claire was lying on the couch and staring up at the ceiling. “Frank, we need to talk.”

      Frank frowned. “I do not like the sound of that, and plus, I don’t have a lot of time. Supposed to meet that foul-mouthed fairy in a few minutes.”

      Claire tilted her head so that they were looking at each other. “I don’t care if you’re meeting the President. We need to talk. Sally can wait.”

      “Zeus, help me!” Frank cried. He dropped his bag to the floor, the bowling ball making a heavy thunk. Frank shuffled over to a chair and sat down, his thick eyebrows furrowed and grumpiness lining his face. “What is it, lass?”

      Claire turned her head so that she was staring at the ceiling again. “I know you don’t want to talk about anything that has to do with the Veil, and I know you don’t want to be involved, but something is going on.”

      Frank threw his hands in the air. “How many times must I tell ye people?”

      “Hush!” Claire yelled, whipping her body up so that she was sitting on the couch. She stared at Frank, her anger silencing him. “I’m not asking you to do anything, Frank. I don’t want to get you involved. I don’t want to talk to you about it. But I have talked to Al, and he gave me information that my friends—our friends—need to know. If I don’t tell them, I’m putting them at risk. So, I have to call the university. You understand what that means?”

      Frank leaned back in his chair, the anger across his face disappearing. A smirk replaced it. “Lass, how dumb is ye?”

      Claire raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “The question was plain. How dumb is ye?” the leprechaun repeated.

      “Not very,” Claire growled, still not understanding what Frank was getting at.

      His smile broadened. “Who runs that university?”

      “The FBI,” she replied. “So?”

      Frank nodded. “That’s exactly right. The Federal Bureau of Investigation of the United States of America. These people can put missiles up a terrorist’s ass from thousands of miles away. Do ye think they didn’t follow ye, Claire?”

      She fell back onto the couch. “If they followed me, then why aren’t they here?”

      Frank shrugged. “How do I know? Maybe Lance’s hemorrhoids started acting up again, or Remington found out his true love was ballroom dancing. I couldn’t possibly say, but if ye or I think they don’t know where ye are, then we’re delusional. The only reason they can’t find Al and meself is that we’re completely off the grid. You, though? Claire, you might have a microchip in ye skin after living at their university. They definitely know ye are hanging out here on the coast, and sooner or later they’re going to show up. I’ve known this the whole time. I don’t know how ye didn’t.”

      Claire crossed her arms over her chest. “Then why did you let me come?”

      Frank rolled his eyes. “Despite my best intentions, I’m fond of ye. Ye asked to come out here, and what was I to do, turn ye down? If the FBI comes, I can handle meself. I certainly wasn’t going to turn ye away and make ye go home crying to Mommy and Daddy.”

      “I wouldn’t have cried,” Claire told him stubbornly. She looked down at her feet. “What’s your point?”

      Frank shook his head, still grinning. “Lass, ye are much dumber than I ever thought. My point is that if ye want to call your friends and tell them what Al said, I don’t think ye are going to get me in any more trouble than ye already have by coming here. I like Jack and Marissa. Just because I’m not getting involved again doesn’t mean I will stop ye from trying to keep them safe.”

      Claire let her arms drop to her sides, her own frustration and sullenness draining. She looked up at her green friend. “You’re a good guy, Frank.”

      He stood and grabbed his bowling bag. “One, I’m not a guy. Two, don’t let that get out. Three, if I’m late to me game, ye’re going to be homeless.”

      He gave her a wink and walked out of the front door, leaving her chuckling. Claire waited a few minutes, letting her emotions settle while she worked out what she was going to say. When she was ready, she took the cell phone out of her bag and dialed the university’s public number. She’d memorized it because she kept having to give it to her dad each time they got off the phone—he rewrote it again and again, because “if I lose one copy, I want to make sure I have another.”

      She thought it was silly but had humored him. Now she was glad she’d done it.

      “The University of Paranormal Studies. How may I direct your call?”

      This was the first time Claire had ever called the school, and she didn’t know what she’d expected, but a secretary wasn’t it. It’s better than an automated system, that’s for sure, she thought.

      “I need to speak to Marissa Hallor.”

      “I apologize, but students can’t be reached through this line,” the answer came back.

      Claire sighed. “Look, I know that’s your job and all, but my name is Claire Hinterland, and I’ve got news that everyone in that place will want to hear. Now, I’m not giving it to Dean Pritcham or anyone else besides Marissa or Jack, so get one of them on the phone. I’ll wait while you go talk to your superiors.”

      A second passed as the person on the other side of the line considered Claire’s words. Then, “Please hold.”

      Claire did. Seconds turned into minutes, but eventually, Dean Pritcham picked up. “Claire?”

      “Hi, Dean Pritcham.” She spoke as politely as she could under the circumstances. “I told the receptionist or whoever that I would only speak with Jack and Marissa. I’m not a student anymore, so I’m calling to speak with my friends. Will you let me talk to them?”

      Another pause, and Claire knew that the dean was thinking. She was a smart, levelheaded woman—she was trying to figure out the best course of action for everyone. “Okay,” Dean Pritcham returned. “You can talk to them. They’re in class somewhere. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll get them on the line.”

      Claire waited again, crossing and uncrossing her ankles as she did.

      Jack’s voice came over the line. “Claire, I’m busy learning. I don’t appreciate you interrupting me, and hurting the entire nation in the process,” he chided with mock sternness.

      Marissa interrupted. “Shut up, Jack. We’re both here, Claire.”

      Claire nodded to herself. “I know that this is being recorded, and most likely, people are listening right now besides us, but that’s okay.”

      “Yeah, I’d say you’re right on all points,” Jack responded. “But I imagine they bug our rooms, and probably even the bathrooms because they’re perverts, so what can ya do? What’s going on with you?”

      “I’m here with Al and Frank—”

      Jack nearly shouted into the phone, “Right now? Is he on the line? Ask him how the strip clubs are where he’s at!”

      Claire rolled her eyes, shaking her head at the same time. “No. He’s not here right now. Marissa, can you make Jack-ass shut up?”

      “Yeah, I got you,” Marissa replied.

      Claire heard a smack, then Jack yelled something farther away from the phone. “That should keep him quiet for a bit. Sorry, Claire, go on,” Marissa instructed.

      Claire felt a pang of nostalgia, missing being there with the two of them.

      You can’t let that distract you right now, she thought, shoving the feelings away. “Okay. Listen, Al has been talking to me about what’s going on in the Midwest. He thinks it’s something serious, and everyone on your side needs to know about it. Have the professors or FBI guys said anything else?”

      “Nope,” Jack answered. “Not a word.”

      Claire sighed. “Then they don’t know, or they’d be moving already. Al thinks it’s Hades. Those ghosts the witches called over? Well, apparently, they all worked for Hades, Lord of the Underworld. Or some worked while others just floated around screaming and stuff. I’m not really sure about the details, but I guess they don’t matter. The point is, Al thinks that all the crazy stuff with the sky, and what you could see through the sky, well, it was Hades preparing to cross over from the underworld.”

      A long silence fell across the line.

      “Did you guys hang up?” Claire asked.

      “No,” Jack answered. “I’m looking at Marissa’s face turning whiter and whiter by the second. I think she might actually be turning into a bedsheet at this point.”

      Marissa’s voice was a whisper. “Gods…”

      Claire waited another second and then asked, “You still there?”

      Marissa’s voice was low. “Gods are different than ghosts and vampires. Gods are… You heard the Greek myths. They’re all-powerful.”

      Jack sounded decidedly more confident. “Okay, let’s all calm down. They’re not all-powerful. They can be stopped, fooled, whatever. It happened all the time in those stories.”

      Claire grew quiet. She wasn’t sure what to say. She understood that this wasn’t her fight, even if she wanted it to be. All she could do was pass on the information. “I’m not sure what to do. I needed to tell you all what we thought was happening. I guess if Dean Pritcham and the rest are all listening, they’re going to ask questions, but that’s all I know. It’s pretty much all Al knows, too.”

      Jack sighed loudly. “We miss you. Not a lot, but we do miss you.”

      “We miss you a lot, Claire,” Marissa chimed in. “Jack is more insufferable than usual because of how much he misses you. How are things where you’re at?”

      Claire’s eyes grew moist. “I’m okay. I miss you both, too. I wish I was there.”

      Jack spoke next, and for once, Claire was thankful for his bravado. “Okay, enough with all this. You’ll be back soon. The FBI isn’t going to be able to live without you. We both know it. Look, Dean Pritcham is knocking on the door, so she clearly wants to start talking about all this. I’m sure they’ll be in touch.”

      Claire scratched absently at her pants leg. “Yeah. Me too. It was good talking to you.”

      “Bye, Claire,” Marissa told her.

      “See ya, Captain,” Jack bid.

      “Bye, guys.” Claire hung up the phone, her eyes still wet. She missed her friends. She missed what had been starting to feel like home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The knock on the door was loud and forceful.

      Frank screamed from the back bedroom. “I told ye! Now the FBI is here waking me up!”

      Claire rolled over on the couch and looked at her watch. “It’s not even six in the morning,” she mumbled. “What in the hell is going on?”

      The knock came again, louder.

      Al screamed next. “Claire! Answer it!”

      “This is ridiculous, lass! Some of us are trying to sleep here!” Frank yelled.

      Claire sat up, rubbing her eyes. She was sleeping in her jeans, as she did every night since coming here. She ignored the two Mythers’ yelling and forced her mind to focus on what was actually happening.

      It can’t be Remington and Lance, she thought. Not this early. I talked to Marissa and Jack at, like, eight last night.

      The knock came once more.

      “Claire! I’m not telling ye again!”

      “All right, all right,” she mumbled, getting up from the couch. She walked across the living room to the apartment door. She peered through the peephole first before unlocking it. Sure enough, there was Remington and Lance, both wearing their stupid suits before the sun was even up.

      She spoke through the closed door. “What do you want?”

      Remington’s voice came back. “To talk, Claire. Let us in.”

      “I’m a private citizen now,” she declared. Through the peephole, she could see a small smile cross Lance’s face at the remark. “Don’t laugh! I am.”

      Remington shoved his hands in his pockets. “We all know you’re going to let us in. Quit fooling around and wasting time. Just let us in, Claire.”

      She backed up from the peephole and sighed. They were right. It’s not like she was going to send them on their way. She looked over her shoulder and called to the back room. “Frank, they want in. Do you care?”

      Frank’s reply was terse. “Nah, I don’t care so long as ye keep them out of my room and don’t wake me up again!”

      Claire leaned against the door for a moment. She supposed that she knew this would happen; she just hadn’t wanted it to occur so soon. She stood and unlocked the deadbolt then opened the door. She turned around and walked back into the living room, taking her place on the couch in silence. She listened as the FBI agents shut the door and then followed her.

      They stopped just as they entered the living room.

      “Everyone here is asleep as if you couldn’t tell,” she told them in the most unfriendly, yet low voice she could muster.

      Remington glanced around the place. “This definitely looks like a bachelor pad. Not a single piece of art.” He looked at Claire. “You going to spruce it up a bit?”

      Claire was still groggy and wanted to go back to sleep. She certainly didn’t want to be sitting here talking to these two after they’d practically forced her to leave the university. “I don’t think you two flew here to discuss decorating tips. What do you want?”

      Lance walked in front of the television and folded his hands in front of him. “Obviously, you know we listened in on the call yesterday.”

      Claire raised both eyebrows, not impressed with these opening lines. “Obviously.”

      Remington stepped up next to Lance. “We believe Al is right. We’ve had scholars look into what the myths say the underworld looked like, and we think it’s what was behind the sky.”

      Claire let out a long sigh and leaned back against the couch. “That’s great. It still doesn’t give me any indication as to why you’re here.”

      “We want you to come back,” Lance answered calmly. “This is all we wanted, was to get some indication of what was happening in Nebraska. Now that we know, we’re requesting you resume attendance at the university.”

      Claire opened her mouth and audibly scoffed. “This has to be some kind of joke. You’re saying you used me?”

      Remington shuffled his shoulders slightly. “Not exactly, but we did think you would come here, and we did think that you’d relay back whatever information you found out.”

      “How is that not using me?” Claire shook her head, almost unable to believe that she’d been used so blatantly. “You figured this would happen the entire time, didn’t you? Every single move I made, you had it planned it out?”

      Lance smirked. “We’re good at our jobs, Claire. And you’re good at yours. That’s why we need you to come back. The university needs you.”

      Claire didn’t say anything for a few moments. She stared out of the balcony to her right. She could see the ocean from where she was sitting. It wasn’t a bad view at all. Moments passed. “No,” she told them without looking at them.

      Remington sounded as if he didn’t believe her. “You’re going to stay here?”

      “Claire,” Lance interjected. “We know that you’re going to come back. We know your psychological profile. Just like we knew you’d come here and then relay us the information. It’s why we chose you for the university—because we understand how you operate. Because you’re exactly who we need. Don’t play this game. Your friends need you. The world needs you.”

      Claire turned her head so that she met their eyes. “The answer is no. You used me, and I don’t take kindly to that. I don’t know how you’ll try to use me in the future, and the bottom line is, I don’t trust either of you. I’m not going back. I don’t know what I’m going to do yet, but getting on a plane with you two isn’t even in the realm of possibilities.”

      At that moment, Frank walked out of his room and padded down the hallway. He was in a pair of boxer shorts, appropriately adorned with clovers. He rubbed his eyes sleepily. “Ye two just woke me up, and I’d hoped to never see either of ye again. Now, if Claire says she isn’t going, then she isn’t going. Why are ye still here?”

      Remington shifted to face the leprechaun. “We need her, Frank. You should help convince her to come back. She’ll listen to you.”

      Frank chuckled. “Claire doesn’t listen to anyone but the voices in her head. Now, lads, I'm going to need ye to leave the premises. It’s early, and I’ve got a hard day of drinking ahead of me. I’m sure ye understand.”

      Remington turned back to Claire. “Marissa and Jack can’t do this alone.”

      Claire glared at them. “You should have thought about that before you used me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Richard stood off to the side of the Five’s chamber. He was glad, for once, to not be under their collective gaze. Instead, the Greek god and his three-headed dog had their attention. The god still held the satchel on his shoulder, and the dog lay at his feet. Two of its heads had their eyes closed, while the middle one’s remained open, looking lazily at the newcomers.

      Clearly, the dog doesn’t fear much, Richard thought.

      Four of the five sat behind the table, while Bill sat on the floor to the left. His legs were folded, and a chess game sat in front of him. He wasn’t glancing up at Hades, but Richard secretly hoped Bill would run his mouth like usual, and maybe the god would take his whole head off.

      “Who took my workers?” Hades asked the group. His voice rang out like someone who wasn’t used to asking questions, but giving directives came as naturally as breathing.

      Jess spoke first. “Are you Hades, and is this your dog, Cerberus?”

      “You know who I am,” Hades snapped. “I asked you a question, and I expect an answer. Who took my workers?”

      Octavia placed her hands on the table, palms down. “We weren’t aware at the time that they were your workers.”

      Richard was careful not to move, although he desperately wanted to get out of the room. He felt the tension rising. The Five were doing an awful job of explaining their position, and Hades appeared to be growing angrier.

      The god sighed and looked down at his dog. The middle head turned up, its tongue lolling out of its mouth. “I think, Cerberus, that we might be dealing with idiots. I have asked my question twice, and still I do not have an answer.” Hades turned back to the table. “This will be the last time I ask you this question. If it is not answered in a manner that I deem fit, I will take other measures. Who. Took. My. Workers?”

      “Will you jack-fucks tell the man what he wants to know?” Bill called from the floor. He shook his head as he moved a rook on the chessboard.

      “She understands,” Andrew replied. “She says to tell you that it was a witch who took your workers, but it was an accident. The witch didn’t know they worked for you. None of us did.”

      Thank God, Richard thought. These five people basically control the tearing of the Veil, and right now, they’re acting as if they can’t understand simple sentences. He didn’t want this to end right now with fire and brimstone raining down on all of them because the Five sounded like completely dopes.

      Hades looked again at his dog. “Finally, a sign of intelligent life, Cerberus, even if only barely.” Turning his head to the table again, he asked, “Who’s in charge?”

      Octavia’s hands were folded beneath the table again, and Richard understood that was her tell. She felt fear. “We all are.”

      Hades lightly tapped his foot on the floor. “Then, all of you, please direct me to where I may find the person who took my staff. I’m growing tired of seeing you all. I feel your idiocy may be contagious.”

      Bill finally turned around and looked at the table. “You dumbasses are going to get us all killed. Can any of you explain to him what’s going on, so that he doesn’t sic that fucking dog on us?”

      “Silence!” Hades roared, his voice bouncing off the walls and making Richard’s ears hurt.

      Moments passed with no one saying anything. When Hades spoke next, his voice was low. “Where is the witch?”

      “She’s been locked up,” Jess replied meekly. “By the FBI. We may be able to get to her, but it won’t be easy. We’ll—”

      “Hush your incessant chatter,” the god whispered, though his voice traveled with a fierceness that Richard didn’t think possible. “I will get this witch, and then I will return here to deal with you.” He shook his head. “Idiots. Your servant, Richard, does he know the witch’s name and details?”

      Oh, damn it, Richard thought. I want nothing to do with this being. Tell him no. Tell him no—

      A chess piece clicked as Bill moved it on his chessboard. “You prickly pansy-asses, answer the man.”

      Andrew’s hands were out of his pockets when he spoke, and Richard wasn’t exactly sure what he planned on doing. Andrew’s hands were pure danger, but attacking this god would get them all killed. He didn’t move. “She told me that yes, the servant does know the details.”

      Hades shook his head in exasperation. “Who is she?”

      “It’s…” Jessica spoke up before her voice trailed off.

      Octavia picked up the sentence. “Not important. We can explain later. Would you like to go to the witch? Our servant can take you.”

      Hades looked back at Richard, who remained as placid as a frozen lake. “You can tell me what I need to know.”

      Richard nodded but said nothing.

      “Then, please do. Everyone here is beyond incompetent.” Hades turned, and his dog got to his feet.

      Hades was almost to Richard when Jess spoke up.

      “We need to discuss why we’re doing this. Why we’re summoning your kind over from the Veil.”

      A smile spread across Hades’ face. He slowly looked over his shoulder, not turning all the way around. “I’m the first of my kind to cross over, and I was not summoned. You do not want any more of my kind coming, that I can promise you. However, if I know my brothers and sisters, there is much more happening here than the five of you idiots can hope to understand.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Al, Frank, and Claire were in the apartment’s living room. Claire and Al sat on the couch while Frank paced in front of the television.

      “Frank, calm down,” Claire instructed. “They left. They did what you told them to do.”

      The FBI agents had done exactly that a few hours before, but with the way Frank was acting, anyone would think they still stood in the living room.

      The leprechaun shook his head but said nothing, just reached the small dining room table and turned around, continuing to pace.

      Claire wanted to get his mind off this. “Do you want to go to the beach? We can pick up some beer on the way. I think you two drank the last of it.”

      Frank grunted and shook his head. Claire glanced at Al, who only shrugged.

      “Okay, give it up,” she told him. “What is going on?”

      “Are we really out of beer?” he mumbled without stopping his pacing.

      Claire nodded. “Yeah, but that’s obviously not what’s got you in such a tiff.”

      Frank grunted. “I’m not in a tiff.”

      Claire chuckled. “Clearly, I’m mistaken. You going to tell us what’s going on or just keep making us guess?”

      Frank rolled his eyes, finally stopping as he reached the balcony door. It was made of glass, and he stared out through it. “You really think it’s Hades that’s here, Al?”

      Claire looked at the ghost.

      “I think it’s a safe bet,” Al replied. “Hades isn’t someone to lose all his ghosts, and as far as I know, that’s the only place we were kept.”

      Frank shook his head. “That’s not good.”

      “You want to talk about it now?” Claire asked with a smirk.

      “Quiet, lass, or ye’ll be finding a new place to live,” Frank responded. “I’ve been listening even if I didn’t want to, and I was hoping it would all turn out to be nonsense.”

      “Do you know Hades?” Al asked.

      Frank shook his head. “No. I’ve met Zeus, and I think I saw Poseidon once when I was drinking on a boat, but I’ve never seen Hades. I know it’s not a good thing if he’s come over here, though.”

      Claire raised her eyebrows, but it was Al who spoke. “I agree, but why do you say that?”

      “A story I heard back home,” Frank answered.

      “What’s the story?” Claire asked, leaning forward in anticipation.

      Frank shook his head once again. “I don’t even want to get into it. I just know that if the gods are showing up, I don’t think any schooling will matter. Ye can have a million schools, but that’s not going to help. Not if what I heard is true.”

      Claire stood up. “Frank, what are you talking about?”

      He turned around, his face a mixture of concern and fear. “Ye really want to hear it, lass?”

      Al spoke before she could. “I do. I lived next to Hades, and you’re even freaking me out.”

      “Of course, I want to hear it,” Claire answered. “Have I ever been someone to hide from the truth?”

      Frank started walking toward the front door. “I’ll be back.”

      “What?!” Claire exclaimed. “Where are you going?

      He opened the front door. “I’m going to need some freakin’ beer if I have to tell this.”
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        * * *

      

      Frank returned about twenty minutes later with a case of beer in his hand and his grumpiness still apparent.

      It took him a few more minutes to get settled, but he did finally sit down with a beer in his hand. “Now look, lass, I’m not getting up to get me own brew while I’m tellin’ me story. Ye going to do it for me?”

      Claire rolled her eyes. “Sure. If you’ll ever tell the darned thing.”

      “Okay, okay. It was a dark and stormy night…” Frank looked up, a mischievous grin on his face.

      Claire stared at him, nonplussed.

      Frank wiggled his eyebrows, then chuckled. “No sense of humor in this crowd. Fine. This is what I heard happened. I don’t know if it’s true, but if it is, Earth is in trouble, university or no university.”

      The story started with a bet.

      Zeus and Poseidon laid down a wager. It was a silly thing, and not something Zeus should have done, but he’d been in his cups by then.

      “You don’t rule over nearly the creatures I do,” he’d sloppily told his brother.

      The other god laughed. “Have you been into the ocean? I rule over more creatures than a thousand of your skies could hope to hold. You have birds and nothing else. I’ve got fish of all colors and kinds. I’ve got sharks and dolphins, octopus and sea anemones. I rule over an endless array of creatures.”

      Zeus shook his head, his heavy white eyebrows furrowing. “That’s a lie, and you know it. The sky has insects too, billions of them.”

      Poseidon, who had held his liquor much better, smiled at his brother. “We can place a wager on it if you’d like. And then we can count the creatures beneath our rule.”

      Zeus raised a bushy eyebrow. “What does the winner get?”

      Poseidon seemed to think for a moment, looking up at the ceiling. “What about…the other’s wife for a night?”

      Zeus laughed heartily at that. “Brother, if you give me your wife for an evening, she will never come back to you. She’ll stay up on Mount Olympus with me for eternity.”

      Poseidon had thought Zeus’ wife was beautiful since time immemorial, and there simply wasn’t anyway his drunk brother could win the bet. He could boast now, brag about his own sexual prowess, but in the end, Poseidon would end up spending a night with Zeus’ better half. “Make the bet then, God of the Sky. If you’re so sure that you’ll win, there should be no reason to wait on it.”

      And so Zeus, in his drunken state, bet something that he couldn’t possibly hope to win.

      The next day he woke up with a hangover that would have killed mortals. His wife, Hera, had heard about the bet by morning and rushed into the room looking to murder her husband for his lunacy. “You ignorant, cheating whore. I’m not sleeping with your brother, even if you only made the bet to try to sleep with another woman. Get up!”

      Zeus rolled over, growling and wishing Apollo would shut off the sun for a few moments so he could sleep some more.

      Hera ripped the covers from the bed. “Get up, you fool. There is work to be done!”

      Zeus finally opened his eyes and nearly shot lightning at his insolent wife, but he kept his temper at bay. “What, woman? What is it that you want?”

      “Do you remember the bet you made with your brother?”

      Zeus groaned, putting his hand to his hurting head. “Bet?”

      “Yes. You bet him that you ruled over more creatures than he did. You bet him that there were more creatures in the sky than in the ocean.” Hera walked over to the window and pulled the curtain back, revealing a perfectly blue sky. “Look on your kingdom, mighty Zeus. Do you see any fucking animals flying around? Because if Poseidon pulls back his curtain, he’ll see nothing but fish everywhere he turns.”

      “What did I wager?” Zeus asked, his head splitting.

      “Your father should have eaten you instead of that stupid rock,” Hera cursed at her husband. “You wagered me!”

      Zeus rolled over onto his stomach. “What do I get out of the bet if I win?”

      “You get his wife, but there’s no way you can win. If you actually look at what I’m telling you, you’ve already lost.”

      Zeus waved his wife away. “Leave, woman. I’ll take care of it.”

      “You better,” Hera told him. “If I cheat, it won’t be with that sea-dwelling brother of yours.”

      She then stomped out of the room, hoping that her god of a husband could fix up what he’d done.
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        * * *

      

      Claire interrupted Frank. “So, these brothers, they just made a bet while drunk, both of them willing to bet their wives, and both of them willing to sleep with their brother’s wives?”

      Frank took a sip of his beer and then put the can down. “All this talking makes a leprechaun thirsty.” He let out a belch. “Much better. Yes, lass, that’s what I’m telling ye, and I haven’t even gotten to the worst part.”

      Claire looked at Al, who was sitting next to her. “Have you heard this story?”

      Al shook his head. “No. In the underworld, Hades doesn’t let much gossip in. Or if he does, he keeps it to himself. But I know Hades, and he’s of the same ilk as the other two, so I have no trouble believing Frank’s story.”

      Frank pointed his beer toward Claire. “Yes, lass. I’m not lying to ye. This is true, and if ye want to hear it, I’ll speak on it. But if ye’re going to keep interrupting me, then I’ll sip me beer in silence.”

      Claire sighed. “Oh, don’t get your panties in a wad. Go on, keep telling it.”

      “Hard to tell a story when children keep prattling on,” Frank grumbled before taking another sip of his beer. “All right, where was I?”

      “You were—”

      “Hush, lass,” Frank chided. “I know where I was. Ye just listen.
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        * * *

      

      Zeus pondered his predicament for quite some time. Poseidon called him multiple times on the telephone—yes, gods have telephones. But Zeus didn’t answer for a few days. He knew that he couldn’t put his brother off forever, but he’d really gotten himself in a predicament here. Sober, he would have easily recognized how stupid of a bet he was making, but…

      I have to quit drinking so much, he thought morosely.

      It wasn’t that Zeus cared so much about Poseidon sleeping with Hera. It was more that he didn’t want to lose the bet. Zeus hated losing. Hera might not want to sleep with Poseidon, but that was only secondary. Zeus could deal with her griping.

      Zeus knew he had to pick up the phone, or the lesser gods would begin gossiping.

      “Yes, Poseidon?” he answered. “You haven’t stopped calling, and to be completely honest, I haven’t much wanted to speak with you, if you can’t tell.”

      “Brother,” Poseidon responded, “I’m quite sure you don’t want to speak with me. The sooner we talk, the sooner our bet gets going. I know you haven’t forgotten, or at least, I know that you’re not pretending to have forgotten?”

      Zeus could have popped his brother’s head right off his neck right then. He glared out into his massive foyer, wanting to break all the furniture in sight. Instead, his huge hand only gripped the phone tighter. “I haven’t forgotten. I’m looking forward to a night with your wife. Are you ready to begin the counting?”

      Poseidon laughed on the other end. “I’ve been ready to begin since I woke up the morning after. Everyone beneath Mount Olympus heard how bad your hangover was, what with all the moaning and such.”

      “Enough, Poseidon,” Zeus growled. “How shall we do this counting?”

      “I would say the honor system, but we both know you banished our father to a bottomless pit, so you have very little honor. How about we pair up our men? One of mine and one of yours will count the animals in the sea, and the same for the sky?”

      Zeus had hoped he could work some trickery in with the counting, but his bastard brother had already planned on him doing that. “Fine,” he responded, ignoring the barb about their father. “Send me one of your fin fairies, and I’ll send you one of my lesser gods.”

      “Fin fairies.” Poseidon chuckled. “Always with the childish humor. I know you’re doing it because very soon, I’ll bed your wife. Hera is looking lovely, isn’t she?”

      Zeus slammed the phone down.

      What in Hades can I do? He thought. On a good day, I’ll have a tenth of what he’s got down there, even if I include the insects that buzz around flowers, which I’m sure the cretin will argue against.

      Hera stomped into the room, ready to blaze at him.

      Zeus’ eyes turned storm cloud gray. “Not now!”

      Hera, a goddess herself, wasn’t scared. “Fix it, Zeus,” she responded coldly before leaving the room.

      “Fix it, Zeus. Fix it, Zeus. Just fix it,” he mocked in a childish voice once she was safely out of earshot.

      Zeus could kill the fin fairy they sent up, but that would only prolong the bet. It wouldn’t stop anything. Zeus could go to war with Poseidon, but then he would just look stupid. Imagine what everyone would say. He couldn’t win the bet, so he started a war?

      Zeus shook his head, his long hair swaying behind him.

      That won’t work, he thought.

      The day and night passed, with no ideas coming to Zeus. He ordered one of his griffins to go down to Poseidon and begin the counting. “I want you to argue every single thing that’s possible. If that fin fairy says it’s some kind of sea animal, you say it’s a rock.”

      When speaking with the griffin that would count the animals in the air, his instructions were similar. “If you see a particle of dust floating, count it, you understand? If my brother’s lackey gives you any grief, just keep arguing. Over every particle of dust, go it?”

      The griffin assured his master that he indeed “got it.”

      Zeus retreated to his study to think on the subject some more. He could slow down the counting, but he couldn’t stop it. Eventually, he’d lose, and then he’d have to hear Hera bitching before and after going to bed with Poseidon.

      “I have to cut out the booze,” Zeus moaned. “At least when I’m drinking around family. They’re ruthless.”

      And that’s when the idea came to him. His shaggy eyebrows raised as his eyes opened wide.

      Yes, yes, that could work, Zeus thought. It could work, and it wouldn’t violate anything. All we did was make a bet on who had more creatures beneath their kingdom.

      “HERA!” he shouted, his god voice echoing to all parts of Mount Olympus at once.

      Hera emerged from the hallway. “What is it?”

      Zeus grinned, confident in his solution. “Your husband is the smartest, most industrious god ever to live, that’s what.”

      Hera looked skeptical. “You’ve managed to find a way out of this?”

      Zeus nodded. “Get me Hades. I need to speak to him.”
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        * * *

      

      Frank lifted his current can and shook it, showing that it was completely empty. “I need another beer.”

      Claire rolled her eyes but got up from her seat. She walked over to the refrigerator, then pulled the door open and grabbed a beer. “Here. Give me the empty.”

      Frank handed the can over, and Claire tossed it in the trash. She spoke as she walked back toward the couch. “The only problem seems to be they drink too much, gamble, and don’t respect women. My main issue is the women thing, but that’s not sounding like much of a threat to Earth.”

      Claire sat down while Frank popped open his beer. He took a sip before setting it down on his lap. “Lass, stick to getting the beer and leave the storytelling to me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, just get on with it, will ya?” Claire asked.

      “Okay, here we go…”
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        * * *

      

      Normally, Zeus would never ever descend to the underworld. If his family wanted to see him, they came to his home. Yet, he was asking for Hades help, so he couldn’t very well summon the Underworld god to Mount Olympus. He hated Hades’ home. The heat alone had Zeus sweating the moment he went below, and then all the red colors. Hades could redecorate here, but no, he wanted the whole place to look sinister. He reveled in his ability to frighten humans.

      Zeus thought the whole thing overly dramatic.

      After a boat ride that seemed never-ending, he was in front of his brother. They stood on one of the rivers’ banks, Hades' ugly dog at his side like always.

      Hades grinned. “What brings you down here? Hera seemed angry when we spoke.”

      Zeus waved away the thought. “Women are always angry. You know that. How are things…” He looked around the bare caverns. “…down here?”

      “Things are good. Better than on lovely Mount Olympus, from what I hear. You made a bet with our dear brother Poseidon. One which you don’t seem very likely to win. Is that correct?” Hades still held that small smirk.

      Zeus stroked his long beard. “So, you’ve heard?”

      “Just because I live beneath rocks doesn’t mean I don’t know what happens above, brother,” Hades answered.

      Zeus sighed, turning to look at the long, dark river. “Yes. I made a bet. It’s that damned tequila. I tell Hera not to stock it in the house, but she never listens to me. You heard what the bet was, I assume?”

      “Mmm-hmm,” Hades agreed.

      Zeus gritted his teeth. He hated coming down here for anything, especially to grovel at his brother’s feet. Doesn’t matter, he thought. You should have considered that before making such a bet. “Well, dear brother, I need your help to win it.”

      “Ha!” Hades’ laugh echoed high off the walls, and one of Cerberus’ heads gave a laugh-like yelp in response. “There’s no way you can win this bet. Ever heard of the saying, there’s plenty more fish in the sea? Do you know why they don’t say, there are plenty more birds in the air? Because there aren’t that many birds.”

      Again, Zeus waved away the comment. “Right now, no. But that can change.”

      Hades’ face grew quizzical. “How?”

      Zeus turned around, smiling now. “I have some ideas. The question is, what’s going to cost me?”

      Hades squatted down and rubbed Cerberus’ right head. “That depends on how much is asked of me.”

      Zeus knew this wasn’t a cheap ask of his brother and knew that he would owe something possibly quite dear. Still, he couldn’t stand losing to Poseidon. The gods would still be in our father’s stomach, if not for me. He shook his head in disgust.

      “What’s wrong, brother?” Hades asked from his position next to the dog.

      Zeus dropped the scowl. “I’m asking a lot, and I expect whatever favor you ask to be of a similar nature. Now can we get down to brass tacks here?”

      Hades smiled devilishly. “Sure, god of lightning. Tell me what it is you want me to do.”
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        * * *

      

      “My Lord, what shall we do?”

      Poseidon heard the underling’s question but discarded it without any more thought. It was the question of an idiot, for there was nothing they could do. Poseidon sat on his throne, staring out through the glass at the ocean before him. The animals under his rule were dying by the millions—perhaps even the billions—and he could do nothing about it.

      Zeus had gone to that good for nothing Hades, and now the power of the underworld and the sky was teaming up against the ocean. Hades had released a plague of volcanoes. The ocean floor was turning into a fiery pit—the cold waters unable to stop the flood of molten lava flowing out. The animals that lived on the ocean floor stood no chance. They could try to outrun the disaster, but most were boiled alive, and those that did make it a little distance before the water heated too much? Well, they simply ran into another exploding volcano.

      The fish that tried to swim up? They exploded because their bodies were finely attuned to the pressure at their current depth. That might have been okay by itself. The ocean was huge and full of creatures, but, no, of course, the volcanoes heating up his ocean wasn’t the only thing happening. Zeus would never behave so kindly toward anyone, not if it meant he might lose.

      The god of thunder and lightning was using everything at his disposal to attack from above. Lightning fell across the entirety of the ocean. Hurricanes raged everywhere. Lightning striking the ocean at any one point might result in some fish dying, but to fall everywhere, constantly? There was no escape.

      The entirety of Poseidon’s kingdom was under siege by both Hades and Zeus. Poseidon didn’t know what such a deal with their brother might have cost Zeus, but it couldn’t have been cheap.

      “Poseidon!” It was his wife’s voice, raging from the hall.

      He let out a loud groan. “I don’t want to be here for this.” He looked at the underling, still standing in front of him. “Get me transport. I’m going up to Olympus.”
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        * * *

      

      Zeus smiled widely as his brother entered his den. “The weather seems a bit precarious, yes?”

      Poseidon walked no further than the doorway, his trident in his hand. “You can’t keep this up forever.”

      Zeus shrugged. “I don’t need to keep it up forever. I only need to keep it up until the majority of the creatures alive in the ocean are dead. Then, I win. Or you can forfeit now.”

      Poseidon was ready to murder Zeus and might have attacked him at that very moment if he thought he could actually succeed. Perhaps if they’d been below water, but not here in Zeus’ territory.

      “So, what will it be?” Zeus asked. “Are you okay with the raging storms, constant lightning, and the floor of your ocean turning into a lava pit?”

      Poseidon slammed his trident on the floor. “Do you realize how many creatures are dying? Does that bother you at all? Every single minute that it continues!”

      Zeus chuckled, rolling his eyes as he did. “Don’t give me a sob story, brother. We both know you care as much for the dying sea animals as you do the ones flying in my skies. You won’t find sympathy from me. That won’t make this stop. You can either let it continue until your kingdom is devoid of life or forfeit now.”

      That was the key. Poseidon didn’t want to lose every creature under his rule.

      The two brothers stared at each other for a very long moment, Zeus wearing his grin and Poseidon looking ready to kill.

      “Fine. I forfeit.” Poseidon turned to leave, his anger practically overflowing.

      “Brother,” Zeus called with a very light, playful tone. “Please be sure to send your wife up at your earliest convenience.”
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        * * *

      

      The story was over, and Frank no longer spoke. Instead, he’d returned to his earlier countenance of worry and annoyance.

      Claire remained on the couch. She looked at Al, although given that the ghost had no shape outside of his clothes, it did little to tell her what he was thinking. Her gaze then turned to Frank, who was staring at the top of his beer can. “I don’t get it. Why all the worry over a stupid story like that?”

      Frank looked up, his eyes wide. “Me gods, ye cannot be this idiotic, lass.”

      Claire shrugged. “Do you get it, Al?”

      He appeared to be nodding from the way the shirt moved on his shoulders.

      “Is that a yes?” Claire asked for confirmation.

      “Yeah. I get the story. It’s not news to me, though. I lived under Hades. I was there when he heated up the ocean. Although, at the time, I didn’t know why we were doing it.”

      Frank leaned forward on the chair. “For one, it’s not a story, Claire. This actually happened. That’s part of the problem. Ye are thinking about the gods as myths, things passed down from ancient peoples. Maybe that is the case over here, but from where he and meself are from, these aren’t stories. They actually happened, and what I just told you, actually happened.”

      Claire leaned back, her brow furrowing. “Okay, let’s say it did. So what? I mean, they’re chauvinistic bastards, and I don’t know how their wives didn’t cut their manhood off. But why does that story scare you so much?”

      Frank stood up, running his free hand through his black hair. “Gods help me!” He started pacing again. “Think, lass. Think. To win a bet, Zeus killed untold numbers of living creatures. Perhaps some species even went extinct. Rather than just lose, he decided to declare a genocide on the entire ocean, and then when he was finished?”

      Frank stopped and turned toward Claire. “He slept with his brother’s wife as a prize.”

      Claire shook her head. “Look, I’m not for the genocide of anything, but there’s a difference between fish and humans.”

      Frank chuckled and shook his head. “Not to them. Do ye know what happened to the Titan Prometheus? He brought fire to humans, and Zeus chained him up and had an eagle eat his liver out every day for eternity. To the gods, ye are the same as fish. To win a bet, Zeus almost killed all life in the ocean. What would he do for Earth?”

      Frank sighed and walked to the door. He raised the beer can and lightly tapped it on the glass. “Well, I don’t think any of them will worry much if a few billion humans die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack didn’t want to be in class, but what other choice did he have?

      He’d brought it up at lunch with Marissa. They ate alone now, and Jack wasn’t sure if they were making themselves pariahs, or if the rest of the students were forcing them out. Perhaps they saw Claire leaving as an indication that the entire group was too risky to hang out with.

      Jack’s unit was down to him and Marissa—and he really didn’t even like thinking of it as his unit, though he knew Marissa would rather eat razor blades than claim it as hers. This unit belonged to Claire, and her not being here only made everything off.

      He had a sandwich in front of him but he hadn’t touched it. “What’s the point of going to class?”

      Marissa was staring at a bowl of soup she’d heated, twirling a spoon around inside it. “What do you mean?”

      Jack pushed his sandwich to the side. “I mean, Claire just told us what is happening. Why would we go to class? There’s stuff that needs to be done, mainly trying to kill this Hades dude.”

      Marissa didn’t answer at first. She brought the spoon to her mouth, tasting the soup. Her face looked like Jack felt, disinterested in even the idea of food. “How would you kill Hades?” she asked as she placed the spoon back down.

      He leaned back in his chair. “I knew you were going to ask that, and just because I don’t know right now, doesn’t mean we won’t figure it out.”

      Marissa kept staring into her bowl. “There are more reasons, and you know it. You’re just antsy. For one, we don’t have a third. We might not even be the group that is assigned those tasks anymore. Without Claire, we’re…” She looked up then, letting go of the spoon. “We were greater than the sum of our parts, and Claire was the biggest third of us. I won’t say we’re nothing without her, but we’re regular students. We might be able to fight a little better, and I can whisper some words that make things happen, but…”

      She sighed and shrugged, then stared back into her bowl of soup. “But we belong in class, not in the field.”

      Jack hadn’t said anything in return. He ended up eating half his sandwich and throwing the rest away. He’d lost five pounds since Claire left, although he hadn’t said anything about it to Marissa. Losing weight over a student going home seemed a bit dramatic, but he couldn’t help it. He thought Marissa had lost a little weight, too, and if today’s lunch was like the rest of her meals, then they were both in trouble.

      They wanted Claire back, but there wasn’t anything to be done about it. Jack didn’t want to go to class, but he knew there wasn’t a whole lot of choice in the matter. If the FBI didn’t tell them to start hunting Greek gods, then there would be no hunting Greek gods.

      During class, Jack and Marissa sat in their same spots, leaving an empty space for Claire in between them. They never spoke about it—but neither of them moved to fill her seat, and that seemed right.

      Dr. Byron hadn’t said anything, either. He’d continued on with class as if nothing changed. Jack didn’t know how he felt about it. He wanted someone to be as angry as he felt, but also understood Byron couldn’t protest or shut down class, demanding Claire’s return.

      Life goes on, he thought, whether you want it to or not.

      Dr. Byron stood in front of the class, ready to start. Jack didn’t know what he’d heard, only that Jack and Marissa were under explicit instructions not to say a word about what Claire told them. They were to act as if everything was normal.

      “We continue on with the gods today,” Byron announced. “We are going to focus on what their supposed powers are.”

      “Supposed?” someone in the front asked.

      Byron smirked. “I would never assume to tell a god what they can and can’t do. If you meet one, perhaps you will have more nerve than me.” Speaking to the larger class. “In fact, you will have to have more nerve than me if these gods wish us ill will and are coming. There are twelve Olympians. Why are they called that?”

      Samantha spoke from the front row. “Because they lived on Mount Olympus.”

      Jack did his best not to look in her direction. He hadn’t realized he’d been so obvious about his crush before—he kept his eyes on Byron.

      “The class isn’t completely braindead. Very good.”

      Byron’s joke fell flat. The energy simply wasn’t in the room, and it hadn’t been since Claire left.

      The professor was quiet for a moment. He scanned the students, perhaps judging them. “Morale is down,” he observed quietly.

      Byron turned and walked to his desk. He leaned against it, crossing his arms over his chest. “I could go through all of the Greek gods’ powers. The first six who descended directly from the Titans, and then I could list off their individual powers as well as the things all gods have in common. Anyone have a clue what those are?”

      Marissa and a few others raised their hands. Jack didn’t move at all. He hadn’t read a word about any of this stuff.

      “Yeah. A couple of you.” Byron nodded as he looked at the floor. “That’s what I imagined. I’ve been watching this class for the past week, as well as others, and you all are in a slide. This one more than most because of that empty seat up there.” Byron gestured with his head at the chair between Jack and Marissa. “The whole school is feeling it, though. It doesn’t matter what I sit up here and talk about if you all stop working. If you all stop caring. I can talk until my teeth fall out, but it won’t do a damned bit of good.”

      The last sentence was harsh, and a heavy silence fell across everyone right after.

      Byron nodded, but whether to himself or the students, Jack couldn’t tell.

      “Go on. I’m canceling class today. This whole university might have been a dumb idea, to tell you the truth. Soldiers follow orders. Students do what they want. This half-breed school we have here is neither, so we’re getting the worst of both worlds.”

      No one moved. Jack looked at Marissa, but she was only staring down at her binder. He turned back to the professor. “What are we supposed to do?”

      Byron shrugged. “I don’t know, Mr. Teams. Study for another class. Do some field exercises. Take a nap.”

      There was a long, long pause in which no one moved. Jack wondered if time had actually screeched to a stop.

      Byron spoke once more. “Or decide if you want to be here. That’s what I would do if I were you. I’d figure out if I belong in a place like this. In war, you lose people. We are in a war, and we’re down a soldier. A great one, sure, but the war isn’t stopping. Whatever is coming through the Veil, whatever is being summoned through the Veil, isn’t stopping. So figure out if you belong here, and if you don’t, get the hell out so that we can find some people who do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Hades pointed out the building about a half-mile away to the human he thought as “the servant.” “That is where they are keeping the witch?”

      Richard nodded. “She’s inside. I have schematics.”

      “Sche-what?” Hades asked without looking at the driver’s side of the car.

      “I can show you where she’s being held inside the building,” Richard replied.

      He has more sense than those other idiots, Hades thought. Maybe there will be room for him somewhere.

      The god shook his head. “No. No ‘skeemaddics’ are needed. I’ll find her.” Hades turned to look at the servant. “Is there something you want to ask? I sense you are thinking.”

      Richard stared out the front window, showing no fear. Indeed, the entire time he’d kept a brave face on, and Hades admired that some.

      “What will you do to her?” the servant asked.

      Hades chuckled and stuck his hand toward the backseat. Cerberus licked his fingers. “I’m not sure yet. I want to lay eyes on the woman who dared steal from me.”

      The servant nodded slightly. “We are all unsure exactly what will happen if you kill her, and I feel it’s my duty to tell you.”

      Hades slowly turned from the dog to the servant. “Continue.”

      “The ghosts…or your staff, are all in Miami. It’s a city here on Earth. The spells that the witch created bind them here, but if she dies, no one is exactly sure what happens to those ghosts. Do they cease existing? Will they cross back over the Veil and into your world?” Richard shook his head. “No one knows. So if you do decide to kill her, you should have that information.”

      “Hmmm,” Hades mused. “Very good. I will keep that in mind. I trust you will be here when I return?”

      Richard kept his hands on the steering wheel. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Cerberus and I will meet this thief. Await our return here.” Hades opened the door and stepped out. He held the door for his dog, who hopped first into the front and then to the ground outside, tongues lolling from each head.

      He closed the door and then turned to look at the building. Tall fences with barbwire outlined the area, obviously made to keep people from entering or exiting. There was a single entrance which was manned with men in green clothing—two of them.

      Hades didn’t understand the clothing, but he did understand their purpose was to grant entrance to those who belonged and deny entrance to those who didn’t.

      The servant had explained some of the rules governing who could possibly see him. Hades wasn’t concerned with that at all. These humans were no more a threat to him than a single ant. Still, discretion was the better part of valor.

      He placed his helmet on and then strapped Cerberus’ collar onto the dog’s middle neck, rendering them both invisible. “Let’s go do some hunting, shall we, boy?”

      All three heads barked in agreement.
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        * * *

      

      The door to Tina’s cell hadn’t opened, but she immediately knew someone had entered her room.

      Tina sat up in bed, her eyes narrowing, but she was unable to see anyone since she could cast no spells to help her see the hidden. But without a doubt, someone was in her domain.

      Please let it be someone from the Following, she thought. Even if only to put me out of this misery.

      She slowly stood up from her bed. “Who’s there?”

      The voice came from everywhere at once, as if bouncing off walls and furniture alike. “Are you the one who took my staff?”

      Tina knew of spells that could make such a thing happen, but she also didn’t think anyone could use magic in here. This was something else, and Tina couldn’t pinpoint exactly where the voice originated from.

      Tina remained extremely still. “What staff?”

      The voice chuckled, an eerie sound that made a chill run down her spine. “My ghosts. Are you the one who took them?”

      Tina stepped back, her heel hitting the wall behind her. Was this the Dark Lord himself? “Are you Lucifer?” she asked with a shaky voice.

      The voice laughed louder. “Lucifer? Lucifer is a young man compared to me. No, I’m not Lucifer, and you didn’t steal his ghosts. You are the one who did do the deed, though, correct?”

      Tina felt her lower lip begin to shake uncontrollably. She was powerless here, unable to cast a single spell, and speaking to something that held no physical form yet seemed to be everywhere at once.

      “We summoned ghosts,” she whispered. “Yes. But we didn’t mean to steal them from anyone.”

      A brief pause and then, “We? There is another?”

      Tina shook her head. “There was, but she’s dead.” For a second, she thought she heard a dog…licking someone. That’s impossible.

      “What are you?” Tina demanded.

      “I am many things,” the voice responded. “But right now, I am deciding what to do with you. They say you are a witch, is this true?”

      Tina nodded, and again she heard the licking. “What is that noise?”

      “At this moment in time, you should only be concerned with answering questions and not asking them,” the disembodied voice answered. “As a witch, what powers do you have?”

      Tina’s left hand reached behind her and touched the glass wall. She didn’t know why; there wasn’t anywhere she could go, yet she wanted to leave this place with every fiber in her body. “I…I don’t know. Defense, offense, the Sight—”

      “The sight?” the voice questioned immediately.

      She nodded quickly. “I can see things that aren’t near me. I can see things that are happening in other places.”

      “But you didn’t see me coming?”

      Tina shook her head. “There are hexes blocking me from doing anything here. I’m powerless.”

      “Hmmm,” the voice mused.

      A pause ensued, and Tina’s terror grew.

      Eventually, the voice spoke again. “You do have some talent that may be useful while I’m here. Perhaps I’ll give you a choice. What do you think, Cerberus?”

      Tina heard a bark, and she slammed into the wall. “What the hell was that?”

      “The fates favor you. He agrees,” the voice replied.

      Tina blinked twice in rapid succession, unsure if she was hallucinating. A man began appearing directly in front of her, from the head down. He was, in a word, more beautiful than anything she’d ever seen. He was bearded, with shaggy brown hair, and chiseled—like one of those Greek statues.

      In between his arm and ribs, he held an ancient helmet. For today’s times, it looked ridiculous.

      He said nothing, only knelt and then fiddled with something else Tina couldn’t see.

      “Holy shit,” she whispered, her eyes widening and her heart thumping heavy in her chest. A dog appeared the same way as the man had, only it had…

      Tina’s heart did a flip. “That’s not possible. The Cerberus? That would make you Hades.”

      “Correct.” Hades stood up. The dog—all three of its heads—was staring at her with mistrusting eyes. “Clever witch. You have a choice. I can kill you, or you can swear fealty to me. You will do my bidding. You will never disobey. Do you understand?”

      Tina didn’t understand much right now. The three-headed dog was staring at her like it wanted to chew on her thigh. About the only thing she did understand was that everyone in this room could kill her.

      If the choice was dying or following the god of the underworld, well, it wasn’t much of a choice. Tina nodded. Her voice shook as she spoke. “I’ll do as you wish. I pledge myself to you, Hades.”

      A wicked smile grew across the stranger’s face. “Get on your knees, then kiss my hand as you say it.”

      Tina tried not to look at the interested stare from all six of Cerberus’ eyes. If she went to her knees, she’d be at eye level with those teeth. Tina walked forward until she stood in front of this new Myther. She lowered herself slowly to one knee and then dropped the other just as carefully, keeping her eyes straight ahead so she didn’t see three mouths full of teeth staring back at her.

      The Myther presented his hand, and Tina leaned forward before kissing it lightly. “I pledge myself to you, Hades, Lord of the Underworld.”

      “Good,” Hades told her. “You will serve me until your death. Stand.”

      Hades, Tina thought with a sense of awe. She knew that name well enough. She knew a little about some of the other gods, as well. The ghosts came from him? she wondered. We were stealing from a Greek god?

      Hades turned and faced the door.

      Tina wanted to laugh. If Marilyn could have been here to see this, then she would have died laughing, too. They’d stolen from a god. She shook her head and slowly rose to her feet.

      Cerberus had already turned around to follow his master.

      Hades remained standing in front of the unmoving door. “Cerberus and I can get out of here without being seen. You cannot. Moving through physical objects is difficult for us, but not impossible. This isn’t the same for you, obviously. I think we shall just leave like this.”

      The god didn’t turn around to get her answer. He appeared to be talking to himself.

      Should I speak up and let him know this is a military compound? Tina asked herself. She immediately decided that wasn’t the right course of action. The Myther and his mutant dog had made it in here without being detected. He’d be able to get the three of them out.

      What’s the helmet about? she wondered but did not ask. Clearly, it had helped him remain invisible, but Tina didn’t think that asking her new master questions was in her best interest, at least not right now.

      “Come, Cerberus,” Hades commanded without looking at the dog. “Let’s see what kind of damage we can do here and hope we can perhaps put some fear in these humans' hearts.”

      He waved a hand and the sliding door opened, something else that shouldn’t have been possible. Tina didn’t question it, however. She followed the god and his dog, only hoping that life with him was better than death.
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        * * *

      

      Richard’s hand tightened on the steering wheel when he first heard the gunshots. Using binoculars, he peered the half-mile down the road to the compound’s entrance. The guards were on their radios, both facing the building having forgotten about their actual jobs. His instinct was to slam his foot down on the gas pedal and peel back onto the road, leaving this place in his rearview.

      I can’t do that, though. Hades will find me, and when he does, he’ll kill me.

      There might be gunshots, but Richard truly believed they were only happening because Hades was allowing them to. He must have decided to keep the helmet off for one reason or another, and now was wreaking enough havoc inside the building that the guards were able to see him.

      The only question that really mattered for Richard?

      Should I wait here, or drive up to the entrance and wait there?

      He decided that making the god walk, especially when he was being hunted, probably wasn’t the best idea. He slowly put his foot down on the gas, and the car entered the street from the grassy shoulder.

      Richard kept his eyes focused on the building. He was still hearing gunshots, and perhaps small explosions. But he saw no one breaking out from inside the building. One of the men inside the guardhouse took off at a run, drawing his pistol as he headed directly for the compound’s main building.

      Just as the guard reached the top of the small hill, an explosion ripped through the roof. Flames and smoke billowed up into the air.

      If reinforcements hadn’t been called in already, they have now, Richard thought. He kept the car moving forward, understanding the need to leave was imminent. The god might be strong, but they didn’t want to get in a chase with helicopters and whatever else the military might throw at them.

      Richard reached the entrance. The remaining guard still wasn’t looking at the road. Richard peered around, checking for signs of anyone else, but saw no one. The guard who had run toward the building was either injured or knocked unconscious. He still hadn’t moved from the ground.

      Richard quietly opened the car door and stepped out without closing it after him. He reached into his suit jacket and pulled his 9mm pistol out and moved quickly and confidently to the guardhouse. The door was open. The man standing outside of it had his radio near his face while gazing up at the burning compound. Richard put the muzzle of his gun to the base of his neck and pulled the trigger, severing the man’s spinal cord.

      The guard hit the ground, and the gunshot was lost in the sounds of the war emanating from the building.

      Richard glanced down at his watch. Hurry, damn it, he thought.

      As if the god was reading his thoughts, he appeared. The dog was at his side, blood covering his coat. And damn it if the witch wasn’t with them, too. Richard remembered her from the meeting in Miami, where both of them had been so smug and confident in their abilities. Now one of them was dead and the other, well.

      “She doesn’t look nearly as smug now,” Richard whispered. Her face was both pale and tinged with dirt and what appeared to be splashes of blood. Richard had no idea what Hades planned on doing with her, but that was above his pay grade. They had to get the hell out of here and fast. While the god might be able to beat back the US government, Richard would end up dead or in cuffs.

      Neither of which sounded very appealing.

      He stepped into the guardhouse and quickly found the button that opened the gate. He pressed it, the metal automatically beginning to pull back. Richard exited the small shack and stared at Hades. Damn it, hurry! he wanted to yell. He kept his mouth shut.

      Richard walked to the car and hopped in the front seat, then leaned over and pushed the passenger door open.

      The dog rushed in first, ignoring Richard completely. Hades sat down in the passenger seat, and the witch paused for a moment at the back. She was looking in the window at the dog, obviously not wanting to sit down next to it.

      Hades didn’t glance back as he spoke. “Get in. He won’t bite you.”

      The witch was obviously cowed because she opened the back door and got in, although she kept herself pressed to the door after closing it.

      “She works for me now,” Hades told Richard as if that explained everything. “Now, take me back to those five idiots. I have some more questions for them.”

      Richard glanced quickly in the rearview mirror. Tina had not moved or shown any emotion at all when the god mentioned her.

      Richard nodded and pulled off into the street. “We may run into authorities very shortly,” he explained to Hades.

      The god raised a hand and made a motion as if wiping away something nasty. “Don’t worry about the authorities. I’m the authority now.”
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      “What are you thinking?” Jack asked.

      “I’m trying not to,” Marissa answered.

      The two were lying on the lawn at nearly the same spot the three of them had spent an afternoon in last semester. This time they had no books, and Jack hadn’t brought his ball. Neither of them had wanted to be cooped up in a room, and neither of them wanted to be alone either. Twenty-four hours had passed since Byron gave his lecture, and both had skipped every class since.

      Jack was lying on a towel with his eyes closed. The sun was scorching overhead, and he’d already started sweating. “I can’t help but think about all this. I mean, in a way, Byron is right. We either have to keep trying, or we have to quit.”

      “So? You going to quit?” Marissa turned over on her towel.

      Jack sighed. “I think I have to. My heart isn’t in this anymore. There appears to be no leadership from the top right now. Claire is gone and apparently not coming back under any condition. All I’m doing is taking up space that could be used for someone who actually wants to do this.”

      Marissa rolled over on her side so that she could see him. “I understand what you’re saying, but I keep going back to the same question over and over. If not us, then who? If this university is the last line of defense, and we’re the best students it has, who’s going to help?”

      Jack shrugged. “The way Byron talked, it didn’t matter if we were the best. If our hearts aren’t in it, it won’t matter anyway.”

      “Hey…”

      Jack recognized the voice immediately. He quickly rolled over and shielded his eyes from the sun. Samantha was standing about four feet away, having crept up on them without either hearing it.

      Our skills are getting rusty, Jack thought, or she’s good.

      Marissa sat up, also shielding her eyes. “Hey, Samantha. What’s up?”

      She gave a soft smile. “Would you mind calling me Sam? Only my mom and some of the professors here call me Samantha.”

      “Sure thing,” Marissa answered. “I don’t have much control over the Neanderthal next to me, but I’ll make sure to remember.”

      “Zip it, Sissy,” Jack shot back.

      Sam stood there awkwardly for a moment or two, and then asked, “You two have a minute to talk?”

      Marissa nodded and started scooting over. “Would you mind sitting down with us, though? That sun is killing me.”

      “Sorry!” Sam went to the towel and sat down Indian-style.

      Jack picked himself up and sat with his legs tucked under. “You were looking for us, or just came upon us?”

      “I was looking for you.” Sam didn’t glance away. She answered with strength. “You both missed all of our classes today.”

      Jack knew he should keep his mouth shut, but he couldn’t help it. He really wanted to start off on the right foot with this girl, but his mouth simply didn’t listen to his brain most of the time. Or if it did, it listened to the portion of his brain that didn’t care what the rest of the world thought, and only wanted to get a few chuckles. “Who are you, our mom?”

      Marissa’s eyes went wide.

      Jack’s face turned red immediately. Now he wanted to say he was sorry. Explain that he had a problem. A disease. Tourette’s syndrome. Anything that might somehow let her know that he wasn’t really an asshole, he just played one on TV.

      Instead, he gave a goofy-looking grin.

      “If I was your mother,” Sam told him coolly, “I would have bashed your head on a rock the moment you came out of the womb.”

      Jack’s eyes matched Marissa’s. He opened his mouth for a retort but had absolutely zero words. Marissa simply started laughing and then raised a hand in the air. Sam turned to her, saw the hand, and gave her a high-five.

      “Well done,” Marissa said between laughs. “Really well done.”

      Finally, Jack’s stunned silence turned into laughter, too. “Not bad.”

      Marissa’s laughter died down, and she leaned back on her hands. “So, if you’re not trying to be our moms, why were you looking for us?”

      “I’m a pretty blunt person, so I won’t beat around the bush,” Sam explained. “What happened to Claire?”

      Marissa looked at Jack. No one had asked this question yet, although rumors had been circling. Neither of them had volunteered what they knew because it wasn’t their place to say.

      Jack shrugged in response to Marissa’s look. “She left,” he answered.

      “Why?” Sam asked.

      “We can’t say,” he told her. “It doesn’t really matter. She left. That’s all that matters.”

      “Is she coming back?” Sam asked quickly.

      “We don’t know,” Marissa answered.

      Jack could tell she was trying to keep the sadness out of her voice.

      Sam looked at them both for a second, as if taking the measure of the two. “Well, I’m here to tell you what the rest of the class is thinking, even if they won’t say it out loud. Nobody knew Claire like you two did, though I think everyone looked up to her. When she left, a lot of that admiration turned to you two. But you both walk around here moping like you found your dogs dead in your dorm rooms. It’s affecting everyone, whether you know it or not. I didn’t know Claire at all. I’d only heard about her exploits. To me, it doesn’t matter whether she’s here or not, outside of the fact that it has affected the entire university.”

      For the second time since meeting the gorgeous brunette he’d been wanting to speak with for over a semester, he was stunned. She quit speaking and Jack just stared at her, half-wanting to kiss her, half wanting to punch her—even though he would never actually hit a lady.

      “You’ve got no idea what it’s like to—” he began.

      Marissa raised her hand. “Stop.” She gave a short shake of her head, and Jack didn’t try to speak again. He was almost fuming right now at the sheer arrogance this girl was showing, walking out here and telling them…

      What? What is she actually trying to get across? he asked himself.

      Marissa didn’t whisper, nor shy away from Sam’s directness, but met it head-on. “You’re saying that because we’re feeling down, the rest of the university is?”

      “Maybe not the entire university,” Sam admitted. “But our class? Yes. Right now, your attitudes are like a cancer that’s creeping into the rest of us. Or at least them. It only affects me in so much that they’re now shutting down classes because of this.”

      Jack checked his breath, making sure that when he spoke, he wouldn’t yell at the beautiful girl he’d wanted to speak to for so long. “I’m sorry for being angry. Claire is important to Marissa and me. Very important. We’re like family, so her leaving is… It’s not something either of us can really put into words. But all of that to the side right now, what are you asking us? Why did you come here?”

      Sam sighed and looked at the towel. “I didn’t mean to be a bitch. I just came here to make a difference, and it’s getting harder and harder by the day. I know I don’t know nearly as much as you both do about what’s going on behind the scenes. Our class…it’s falling apart, and we need you two to step up. We need you to put Claire and all that mess behind you right now.” She looked up. “You’ve got to kill the cancer.”
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        * * *

      

      Dean Pritcham watched as Lance rolled the television into her office. It sat on top of a small cart, with a little cable box next to it.

      “Where’s there an outlet?” he asked.

      Remington came in next, closing the door behind him.

      The dean pointed at the wall. “There’s one behind the couch, but there’s no cable hook-up in here.”

      Lance didn’t look back at her as he spoke, simply moved to one side of the couch while Remington moved to the other. “It’s fine. The cable box we use connects directly to satellites over wi-fi.”

      Dean Pritcham put her hand down, having absolutely no clue what was going on. “Are either of you going to tell me why you brought a television into my office?”

      The agents lifted the couch and moved it a few feet away before placing it back down. “How much TV did you watch last night?” Lance asked as he plugged the television into the wall.

      “None,” she answered. “I’m dealing with the aftermath of Claire leaving. It’s like someone let loose a disease inside the university. Every professor is upset, the kids are depressed, and morale is at an all-time low. So I haven’t watched any television.”

      Remington grinned while Lance continued setting up the new TV. “That’s what we thought, and because we’re always looking out for you, we brought the television.”

      Dean Pritcham was nonplussed. “How kind of you.”

      It was finally set up, and both the FBI agents stepped back while Lance turned on the television. He flipped through a couple of channels quickly, finding a news station. The TV was muted, but the scrolling bar at the bottom told her everything she needed to know.

      Explosion at military base. Multiple fatalities.

      A building fenced-off with barbed wire was on the screen. The structure was badly burnt. There were military-style ambulances beyond the fence, although the camera crew couldn’t really capture what was happening.

      “What am I looking at?” she asked.

      Remington turned away from the television and looked at the dean. “That is where our witch friend from Miami was being housed. The key phrase there is ‘was being.’ She’s no longer housed there because someone walked in unseen and left with her. However, on the way out, multiple witnesses reported a three-headed dog, and our security system showed a man more chiseled than the 1970s Schwarzenegger walking out with the witch and the previously mentioned three-headed dog.”

      Dean Pritcham fell backward into her chair, bringing a hand to her head. “I’m at the end of my wits here, fellas. I can’t deal with this right now. Legitimately, I have a meeting with all of the staff at the end of the day, and I’m pretty sure they’re going to demand that we apologize to Claire, and formally ask her to continue her education here. That means I’m going to have to come to you all and get you to sign documents saying the same thing, which I don’t think you’re too keen on. So this—” She pointed with her free hand at the TV. “I don’t have time for it. What do you want me to do?”

      Lance was still staring at the television as he spoke, watching a woman speak in silence while holding a microphone. “The ghost infestation is still rampant in Miami, at least as of an hour ago. We can show you the security cameras next, but they walked out with her and got into a vehicle whose plates we couldn’t identify. However, because the ghosts are still there, we think Tina must still be alive.”

      Dean Pritcham looked at Remington, her face a picture of exhaustion. “Can he hear, or has he gone deaf? I don’t have time for this. What do you want me to do?”

      Remington still held that little smirk, completely opposite of everyone else in the room. “We need you to bring Byron in. We need to sit down with him and discuss what’s going on. He’s up to date about both the students and is teaching Greek Mythology.”

      Kristin put her hand down and closed her eyes. She leaned back in her chair, feeling a headache coming on. “You want me to just call him up right now? Just completely avoid any kind of schedule that we’ve worked so hard to set up and maintain?”

      Lance turned away from the television. “You got it. Right now, the official word is this was an accident, but that’s not going to hold forever. ‘Hashtag-government-coverup’ is already trending on Twitter, with most of the commentary being directed at the explosion. We have to get on top of this right away.”

      Dean Pritcham picked up the telephone on her desk and pressed the button for Dr. Byron’s office. “Well, I think Byron might actually curse both of you out for interrupting him, and that would be entertaining. Let me see where he’s at.”

      “Dr. Byron,” he answered.

      She kept her eyes on Remington as she spoke. “It’s Kristin. How busy are you?”

      “Is that a real question?” the professor asked sarcastically.

      “I need you to come to my office. The FBI is here, and they want to talk to you.”

      A pause, then, “It’s about that explosion, isn’t it?”

      “How the hell do you have time to watch TV?” Kristin asked. “Just come to my office. If you have class, you’ll have to cancel it.”

      The line went dead, and the dean put down her phone. “You two might be destroying the entire school this summer. You know that, right?”

      Lance’s response was stern. “I’ll destroy the school if it means I save the world.”

      Dean Pritcham shook her head. “You’ll save it this summer, and the next. When the university is no longer here, and our students are gone with the wind, what will you do then?”

      Remington stepped up and lightly touched her desk. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

      The knock on the door broke the tension.

      “Come in!” Dean Pritcham nearly yelled, her own anger not subsiding.

      Dr. Byron walked in. He was much older than everyone else in the room, but he had an inner strength that Dean Pritcham thought very few people would ever possess.

      “You rang, master?” he asked Remington sarcastically.

      “Sorry about this, Dr. Byron,” Remington apologized as he turned toward the door.

      “They’re not sorry,” the dean interjected.

      Remington smiled while Byron closed the door. “Well, we can pretend to be.”

      Dr. Byron said nothing. He moved past the two agents and the television, then sat down on the couch. He looked at Lance and Remington. “Have you come to piss off more of our best and brightest? Or are you going to anger me so much today that I quit? I was noticing earlier that despite what you told me, Claire still isn’t back.” He pointed to the television. “And I imagine what I saw last night and what’s on right now doesn’t have much to do with the advertised accident.”

      Lance raised an eyebrow as he looked at Remington. “We could just kill him.”

      Remington smirked.

      “I’d like to see you try, young man,” Byron shot back, although he didn’t move from his spot.

      “Can you three quit with the dick measuring contest?” Dean Pritcham asked from behind her desk.

      Remington raised a hand in his partner’s direction. “Please excuse Special Agent Lance’s humor. Dean Pritcham is right. We do need to focus on the matter at hand. No, that’s not an accident on the television. It’s a serious matter, and we need your opinion.”

      Dr. Byron sighed, and as the air left him, much of his anger did too. “What do you need?”

      “We’re pretty sure we know who is responsible for what’s on the television,” Remington continued. “Hades. The god of the underworld. First, what do you know about him according to Greek mythology?”

      Dr. Byron looked at the two of them with an unbelieving stare. “How do you know it’s Hades?”

      Lance pulled his cell phone from his pocket and opened it to a picture. He held it in front of Byron’s face. “This was taken from the security footage at the military compound. The man on the left we think to be Hades. The reason why is the dog on the right, with three heads.”

      Dr. Byron peered at it for a second before leaning back. “Cerberus. What do you know? Well, it would appear we have finally met the gods. What do you want from me?”

      “What do you know about Hades?” Lance asked.

      Dr. Byron turned his attention to Dean Pritcham. “You do know I canceled class yesterday, right?”

      The dean nodded. “I’m aware.” She didn’t finish with “And not happy about it,” although she wanted to. Byron held her gaze for another second, and she knew his pain. Things aren’t going well at this university.

      Remington put his hands in his pockets. “Look, we know you don’t like us right now. Maybe we made a mistake with Claire. If so, we’ll have to fix it. We don’t have time to dwell on it right now. If this is actually Hades, what can you tell us?”

      Byron took in a deep breath and then let out a long sigh. “Each god has different specific powers. Hades is rumored to have a helmet that will turn him invisible.”

      “What about the dog?” Lance asked. “Anything to turn him invisible?”

      Dr. Byron shook his head. “Nothing in the myths, at least.”

      Remington walked over to the couch and sat down. “Well, we think there is something that keeps him invisible, too. It looked like some kind of collar. The cameras didn’t pick up their entrance, only their exit. So either they teleported in, or they both were able to turn invisible.” He leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “They wrecked an entire compound, the dog and the man. What else besides the helmet?”

      Byron pointed at the TV. “What else did the security cameras show you?”

      “Sure,” Remington answered with a nod. “No locks stopped him or his dog. He appeared to be impervious to fire, gunshots, and explosions. When he or his dog did attack someone, the victim was defenseless.”

      Now it was Byron’s turn to nod. “Superhuman strength and speed. I doubt many of our weapons are going to work against them. The gods have a tendency of not dying, only being banished. I imagine much of the physical world will do what they want it to.”

      Lance crossed his arms over his chest. “What do you mean?”

      “Telekinesis,” Byron said shortly. “That explains the locks and his ability to get through them. Most of this can be found in a book or on the Internet. You didn’t have to call me here.”

      Remington, who had been staring at the floor, looked up. “We didn’t call you here just to understand his powers. We need a replacement for Claire.”

      Byron laughed loudly, his eyes wide as he glanced at Dean Pritcham.

      She put up both her hands. “This is news to me as well.” She looked at Remington. “I actually just checked in the Claire Replacement Shop out back. They’re fresh out.”

      Dr. Byron slowly turned back to the agents, his laugh dying. “There are no other ‘Claire’s. There is only Claire. Have you tried getting her back?”

      Lance crossed his arms. “Yes. She won’t come.”

      Byron opened his eyes wide as he sarcastically responded, “Shocker.”

      Remington stood up and walked to the center of the room. “All of this doesn’t matter. We’ve told you what we need—someone who can replace Claire. We have to go after this guy, or god, or whatever. Nothing else really matters right now, so you both can save your opinions.”

      Dr. Byron sank back into his seat, looking both sullen and defeated. Exasperatedly, he asked Dean Pritcham, “What do you want me to do? We don’t have anyone else like her.”

      “Who’s the closest?” Lance asked.

      “Maybe Samantha Howard?” Dr. Byron responded hopelessly. “Maybe. She’s new, untested. Without a doubt, she shouldn’t be fighting a Greek god.”

      Remington and Lance glanced at each other for a moment, then both moved directly in front of Kristin’s desk. “We were hoping you’d say Samantha. That was exactly what we wanted to hear. Those are our three. Jack, Marissa, and Samantha.”

      Dean Pritcham leaned back in her chair and crossed one leg over the other. “Do you care what I think about this?”

      Lance placed his hands on the desk. “We believe we’re going to have the location of the cult and Hades very shortly. The students need to be ready. We’re going to send everything we have at the leaders and this Greek god.”

      Dean Pritcham shrugged, exasperated. “What do you expect me to say? Okay? I don’t really have any other choice. So, okay.”

      Lance took his hands from the desk. Remington nodded, saying, “Talk to Dr. Mitchen and see where he’s at on that long-term project.”

      “Yes, master,” Dean Pritcham replied dryly. She turned and looked at the opposite wall, feeling Dr. Byron’s eyes on her. She didn’t know what to say to him, to anyone. The summer semester was supposed to be a respite, a few weeks of peace, and now all of it had been ripped apart. Claire was gone, and somehow, they were supposed to find a replacement? What could she say?

      “This is going to be a disaster,” Byron whispered.

      Dean Pritcham nodded but kept silent.

      He started speaking as if the FBI agents weren’t in the room. As if it were just him and her. “Is that what you really want to do, Kristin? Send those three kids out to fight a Greek god? This isn’t vampires. It isn’t ghosts or witches. It’s a god. That may sound a bit crazy or impossible, but it’s clearly not. He just went through an entire FBI compound, killing everyone, and didn’t get a scratch on him. Do you want to be the one sending those kids to die?”

      Dean Pritcham turned to look at him, her eyes narrow and her blood hot. “Make up your mind, Byron. I heard about the little speech you gave the kids. We’re either soldiers or educators. I think we both know the truth. We might have signed up thinking we were educators, but that was just us lying to ourselves. We’re soldiers, and we have orders. I’ll tell the students the truth about the risks, and they can decide whether to be a soldier or a student too. Get off your damned soapbox, though.”

      Remington moved to the door and leaned against it. He crossed his arms over his chest. “There is a plan. The more people who know about it, the more likely it is to leak. We know that no one leaked in Miami, that those witches could see things regular humans can’t. However, we also know that their ability to see made it much harder on us. So we’re keeping this plan on a need to know basis.”

      Dean Pritcham raised an eyebrow. “And we don’t need to know? You’re worrying we might leak?”

      Lance shook his head. “Not you two, Pritcham. But Tina is out now, and the hexes that contained her powers no longer hold. She might be able to see. Even telling you right now that there’s a plan puts people at risk, but you two bickering like children isn’t helping anything.” Lance looked directly at Byron. “You need to decide if you’re a soldier in this or not. You’ve been a soldier before, but right now, you’re acting like an educator.”

      Byron sighed and looked out the window to his right. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe not. I don’t want to see these kids killed.”

      “No one does,” Remington answered resolutely. “Neither do we want to see the United States of America turned into an adjunct of the Underworld, so we have to get to work.”

      Lance backed up to the door as well. “Do you want us to tell the students, or you two?”

      Byron raised a finger. “I’ll do it. Alone.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack knocked on Dr. Byron’s door. Marissa and Sam stood behind him. None of the three had a clue as to why they’d been called here.

      “Come in,” Dr. Byron responded to the knock.

      Jack pushed the door open and stepped into the office, recognizing that it would have been Claire in this position a few weeks ago. Now he’d taken the lead, and it wasn’t a position he wanted.

      Dr. Byron sat behind his desk. “Welcome.”

      Jack looked around the room slowly. “You’d think they’d give you nicer digs, huh?”

      “Just as I thought your parents would have given you more manners,” Dr. Byron shot back before gesturing at the three chairs in front of him. “Please, have a seat.”

      Jack sat in the middle chair—again, where Claire would have been—while the other two took the seats on either side of him. “We’re all kind of curious why you asked us to come here.”

      Dr. Byron leaned back in his chair and turned it toward the window on his right. He stared out of it for a few seconds before speaking. “Have you told Ms. Howard what you learned about the Midwest?”

      Jack looked at Marissa, matching the shock on her face. “No. We were told not to say anything, so we haven’t.”

      “Tell me what?” Sam asked.

      Jack shook his head. I’m not saying anything. If Byron wants to put his neck out there, he’s more than welcome to.

      Still looking out the window, the professor spoke. “No reason to hide it now. Apparently, the odd sky activity was actually a god passing through the Veil. Hades, to be exact. The FBI agents are asking for you three to join them in trying to…”

      He turned the chair around to face the students and shrugged. “I’m not sure what they want you to do. Only that you’re being pulled from class and put on another mission. I asked that I be the one to tell you. You all will be meeting with Special Agents Lance and Remington shortly, I’m sure.”

      Jack and Marissa exchanged another glance, both of them thinking the exact same thing. Marissa was the one who said it aloud. “Dr. Byron, we’re not going anywhere without Claire. That’s insane.”

      Byron ignored the comment but instead brought his attention to Sam. “Ms. Howard, do you understand what’s being asked of you?”

      Sam shook her head. “Not exactly. You want me to do what they have been doing? Go out into the field?”

      Byron nodded, then leaned forward onto the desk, placing his elbows on it. “That’s right.”

      Jack was looking at Sam, wondering how she would respond to such an outrageous demand. She’s not ready, he thought. She’s not nearly ready, regardless of how smart or strong-willed she is.

      Sam swallowed. “Do I have a choice?”

      Byron shrugged again, slightly. “Not much of one, I suppose. You can either do what they’re asking you to do, or you can withdraw from the University.”

      Sam turned to Jack and Marissa. “Did either of you know about this?”

      Both shook their heads but remained quiet.

      “But you don’t want to do it either?” Sam asked.

      Marissa sank down a bit in her chair. “Not without Claire. I mean, I don’t want to do it with Claire. I don’t want to do it at all, but with Claire, we would have had a chance.”

      Sam looked at Jack. “And you, what do you think?”

      Jack didn’t like this situation, and he didn’t like that Dr. Byron was delivering this information. He sat up straighter in his chair. “Why did you want to be the one to deliver this news? You never have before. It was Dean Pritcham and the agents. Why this time?”

      Dr. Byron smirked, leaning back from the table. He studied Jack for a moment. “You’re not as dumb as you look, Mr. Teams.”

      Jack didn’t smile. “Appreciated.”

      Dr. Byron’s smirk dropped. His face took on a very serious countenance. “I’m telling you because I want you to know you can quit. I don’t agree with these orders. I didn’t agree with what happened to make Claire leave. I quite honestly don’t agree with many of the government’s decisions right now. I don’t know what their plan is. I don’t know how they hope to defeat a god. I only know that none of you are prepared for this. With vampires, you were somewhat prepared. Perhaps more so with ghosts. Here?”

      He shook his head and sighed. “Besides Marissa, I doubt either of you two can even tell me what weapon Hades carries.”

      Jack and Sam looked at each other. They both shook their heads.

      “A fork,” Marissa whispered.

      Jack jerked his head back. “A what? He carries around a fork?”

      Marissa smiled sadly. “It’s called a bident, or more commonly, a pitchfork. It’s like a trident, but with only two sharp daggers.”

      Byron drummed his fingers on the desk. “Either way, you two didn’t know it. And that’s dangerous. There isn’t enough time for weapons. There isn’t enough time for anything. So, that’s why I wanted to tell you—to say that you can quit if that’s what you want.”

      Jack didn’t like the way that sounded at all. “And who takes our place?”

      Byron shook his head slowly. “I’m not sure. Maybe no one.”

      Jack scoffed. “If no one does, then that means what? No one goes after Hades? He just has free reign over the world?”

      The professor turned again to his window, staring out at the trees and grass. “I learned long ago that I couldn’t affect the entire world. I can only affect those around me. If you three want to join up with the FBI and go on this mission, then so be it. I’ve known you for a little while now, and I’ve grown to care about you. I just wanted to let you know my thoughts on it. I’ll support whatever you decide. I’ll help in any way I can.”
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        * * *

      

      The campus felt subdued to Jack. The normal hustle and bustle of each day were absent. He saw very few people passing in the hallways and heard none of the usual chatter that usually filled the foyers. Jack led the way. He wasn’t completely sure where he was going but sorting things out needed to happen sooner rather than later.

      This would be so much easier if Claire was here, he thought. We’d go, training or not, because we’d follow her anywhere.

      But she wasn’t there. She was gone, and that meant he had a very different choice to make.

      They entered the foyer, and Jack saw that it was empty. He stopped and looked at the other two. “Let’s talk about all of this.”

      Marissa glanced around. “Here?”

      “As good a place as any,” Jack answered.

      Sam walked over to one of the couches and took a seat. “He’s for real, isn’t he? Dr. Byron? They’re going to tell us to go find this Myther.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed as he looked at her, wrestling with these new possibilities. She’s so naïve. She has no clue of how bad things can get.

      He didn’t think it unkindly, just as a realization.

      Marissa sat down on the couch next to Sam. “Yeah. Dr. Byron is completely serious. Lance and Remington should be coming to find us any minute. They don’t like wasting time.”

      Jack shoved his hands in his pockets. He felt angry. “This isn’t fair.”

      Marissa gave a single chuckle. “Don’t make me say it.”

      Jack shook his head. “I know, I know. Life’s not fair. I don’t care, because this is a bit different than McDonald’s running out of milkshakes right before I get to the front of the line.”

      Marissa stared forward with wide eyes. “That’s the truth.”

      “What are you two going to do?” Sam asked, her voice was hard, as if she’d made up some kind of decision.

      Jack turned his back to his classmates and stared out the room’s windows. “I don’t know. Without Claire, it all seems kind of futile. Dr. Byron is right, too. We know less about Greek gods than we do global warming, and I know fuck-all about that. No training. No weapons. No time. Yet, they’re about to come and ask us to go kill a god—”

      “Maybe it won’t be to kill this time,” Marissa interrupted somewhat hopefully.

      Jack snorted. “And maybe next time I’m in class I won’t be a jackass, but I doubt it,” he responded.

      Sam interlaced her fingers, resting her hands between her knees. “Neither of you are answering my question. What are you going to decide?”

      Jack turned back to her. “You’re a pushy one, aren’t you?”

      Sam lifted a shoulder. “Only when I want something.”

      Jack smirked, shoving down the comment he wanted to make. This wasn’t the time. “You sound like you’ve made up your mind. What are you going to do?”

      She held his gaze and didn’t smile back. “I’m going to do whatever they ask me to. That’s why I came here—to serve.”

      A glimmer of something lit inside Jack’s mind. “Were your parents in the military?”

      She nodded. “My dad is a Marine. Twenty years.”

      “Ahhhh.” Jack realized who Sam was at that moment. She’d been frightened at first, as anyone would be, but her childhood growing up surrounded by that service mentality came back. Sam would go whether or not they did.

      Sam glared. “What’s that for? The ‘ahhhh?’”

      Jack shook his head. “Nothing. It just makes more sense why you’d want to go. You’re more of a soldier than either of us. More a soldier than Claire, too.” He turned his attention to Marissa. “Well, looks like it’s you and me, Sissy. I hate to say it, but I’m going to do whatever you do.”

      Marissa smiled devilishly, and Jack knew what she was about to say something regarding his wanting to chase Sam.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he snapped.

      Her smile turned to a smirk. “I guess let’s hear Remington and Lance out. I don’t want to decide first. Like I said, maybe the plan is different than trying to kill it.”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “And maybe I'll learn to shut my mouth one day. Come on, let’s go find Agent Twiddle Fucks.”
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        * * *

      

      For Jack, it was odd being in Dean Pritcham’s office without the dean. No Claire, no Pritcham, and no Frank. It was just him, Marissa, and Sam sat in front of the dean’s desk, while Lance and Remington sat on their usual couch.

      Remington smiled. “Hi, Sam. I imagine you thought you wouldn’t see us again after we recruited you?”

      Sam shrugged. “I figured our paths might cross again.”

      Remington gestured toward Jack and Marissa. “These two are used to seeing us.”

      “More than either of us would like,” Jack interjected. He turned around and looked at Pritcham’s empty chair. “Why isn’t the dean here?”

      Lance leaned back on the couch and crossed one leg over the other. “What we have to say needs to be kept to a minimum number of ears. Even hers might be too many right now.”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Very cloak and dagger of you. What is it you need to say?”

      Remington held Jack’s gaze for a moment, then asked, “You’re angry with us?” He looked at Marissa. “You are as well?”

      Marissa smirked. “Jack, do you want to handle that question, or should I?”

      Jack smiled and leaned back. “Be my guest, Sissy.”

      Marissa’s grin dropped, and her face grew stern. “To put it mildly, yes, we’re angry. You made our leader quit, and from what we just heard, you’re going to be throwing us into a very dangerous situation without any training.”

      “Trying to throw us into it,” Jack interrupted. “We don’t have to go.”

      Lance swatted Remington’s knee lightly. “Normally it’s Claire dressing us down. I sort of like this new side of Marissa.”

      Remington shook his head, but he was grinning. “Speak for yourself. I prefer Marissa the way she used to be.”

      Sam’s voice cut through their joking like a razor. “Enough. Maybe you all are used to this banter, but it’s not doing anything for me. What in the hell is going on?”

      Lord, she’s tough, Jack thought. But, if she’s going to be on this team, she’ll need to be.

      Remington nodded in agreement with Sam. “Okay, let’s get to it. Dr. Byron broke the news to you. Hades has come through the Veil, and it could mean a whole host of nastiness.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Like what?”

      “Remember Griff?” Lance asked.

      Both Marissa and Jack nodded. Jack leaned toward Sam. “It’s a big bird-lion creature who drinks and smokes cigars.”

      Sam sighed. “Of course, it is. What else would it be?”

      “Frank put us in contact with him last semester. We thought he had disappeared, but he got in touch with us again,” Lance continued. “He’s had scouts looking for any trace of the god, and he thinks he knows where he is. In fact, he thinks he knows where the entire cult leadership is.”

      A chill ran down both of Jack’s arms. “The leadership?”

      Remington nodded, making sure to meet both Marissa and Jack’s gaze. “That’s why this is so important. It’s why we’re willing to push forward, despite the risks. Griff doesn’t know how long they’ll be there, or where they’ll go if they leave. He only knows where they are right now.”

      Marissa worked her hands nervously in her lap. “Could Griff or you guys follow them? The leaders? That would make it so we don’t have to go in now.”

      Remington ignored the question. “The federal government is working with three theories on what is happening with the Veil and this mythological invasion. The theory that Lance, I, and this university is working from indicates that the tearing in the Veil is directly related to, and perhaps caused by, the cult. The leaders of this cult have been a mystery from the beginning. However, if we have them all in one place, as Griff believes we do, we—”

      “Might be able to end this thing,” Marissa whispered, staring at her hands.

      Jack understood how she felt. No more missions. No more marches against creatures from another world. No more risking life and death.

      No more threats, he thought.

      But Remington had skipped over Marissa’s question, and yet Jack thought it was the most obvious one. “This isn’t a job for us, then,” he stated. “This is a military job. Send in drones. Use warplanes and bomb the area. Hell, send in a tactical Navy Seal team and let them do the job. We don’t need to be there for any of that.”

      Remington sighed. He reached down to his shoe and removed a small speck. “I really wish that were the case. We both do, as do all of our superiors. This has gone up to very high levels, but we can’t do what you’re suggesting.”

      Marissa looked up. “Why not?”

      Lance remained leaning back on the couch, calm and collected. “They’re in a major city, and there will be mass casualties if we use any kind of drones or explosives. If we try to evacuate the city, the cult will know something is happening and leave.”

      Jack shook his head. “That still leaves tactical teams. Why not use them? Maybe they won’t see Hades, but if the cult leaders are human, that won’t be a problem. Send them in there like we did against Bin Laden, and everything is done. We all get to go home.”

      “Hades freed Tina yesterday. Were you aware of that?” Remington asked.

      Again, Jack shook his head. “No, but what the hell does that matter? Tina, Ike, or Whitney Houston. Either way, the Seals can kill the cult. This is stupid.”

      Remington put his gaze on Marissa. “Do you understand the problem?”

      “I hope so,” Sam interrupted. “Because I don’t.”

      Marissa nodded. Her hands weren’t moving anymore. “Navy Seals don’t know any spells. I can’t imagine they read Latin either, to learn any. The Seals would go in there, but if magic was used, they’d be wiped out immediately.” She met Remington’s eyes. “You need me, not these two. You need me because I can use magic.”

      Remington moved his hand back in forth in a see-saw motion. “Yes, and no. Jack and Sam can’t use magic, that’s true. But, if we ask you to come, and you say yes, there’s no way Jack is sitting out.”

      Jack shrugged. “He’s right, but Sam doesn’t need to be involved.”

      Marissa looked at Jack. “You don’t need to be involved either. If they need me for magic, send me in with a team of Seals, and that’s it. You’ll just be weighing people down.”

      Jack scoffed. He raised a finger in the air. “One, I lift everyone up around me all the time. I’m basically a hot air balloon.”

      “You’re definitely full of hot air,” Sam retorted.

      Jack rolled his eyes, then raised another finger. “Two, if you go, I go. If you don’t like it, go fuck yourself. We’re a team.”

      Remington put both hands out in front of him as if offering a gift. “See what I mean?”

      Marissa nodded begrudgingly. “Okay, fine. Jack comes. That doesn’t mean Sam needs to be involved.” Marissa glanced at her. “And no offense, but a go fuck yourself doesn’t hold as much weight from you as it does the Jack-ass here.”

      Sam raised both eyebrows. “They don’t know?”

      Remington shook his head while Lance remained still.

      Jack stood up, about to blow a gasket. “Know what? All this secrecy shit is going to get someone killed. What don’t we know about her?” He looked at Marissa on his left. “Do you know?”

      He could see her mind was churning, thinking through things that he would never be able to comprehend. After a few moments, Marissa shook her head, and Jack believed her.

      He turned his attention back to the agents. “She may be trying to figure this out on her own, but I’m not. One of you three had better tell us what is going on.”

      Lance leaned forward and waved his hand at the seat. “Calm down. We’re going to tell you, obviously. It’s another reason Dean Pritcham isn’t here.”

      Jack looked back at his seat, considered continuing to rant, and then gave it up. He sat down. “Okay. Go.”

      Remington looked at Sam. “You want to tell them, Sam, or do you want us to?”

      Sam sighed. “You go ahead.”

      Remington nodded. “Sam was brought here for a different reason than most other people—”

      “Can she see Mythers?” Jack interrupted.

      Remington looked at him with impatience. “Every student here can see Mythers. If you just shut up for a second, I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

      Jack huffed. “Fine. Get on with it.”

      Remington kept the gaze for another second before continuing. “Yes, she can see Mythers. In fact, she’s one of the few we’ve detected in which someone else in her family can see them. He’s older than she is, older than all of you, but—”

      “How’s that possible?” Marissa asked.

      Jack raised his eyebrows. “Are you going to get onto her for interrupting?”

      Remington grinned. “No, I like her. Sam’s father was in the military for decades, so he understands the crucial essence of our work here. He has volunteered a lot of his time explaining this other family member to us. We’ve kept this completely under wraps until now. None of your professors know. The dean doesn’t know. Only us two, Sam, and her father.”

      Jack ran his hands through his hair. “Goodness. This is too much. Fine. Whatever. Two of her family can see Mythers. Is it her father? Because you’re leaving something out, otherwise it makes absolutely no sense that she would come with us.”

      Sam stood up and walked over to the window, everyone watching as she did. “My uncle is one of the cult leaders.”

      “Whaa…” Jack tried to finish the word but failed. He felt like his head might explode from all the information.

      Sam didn’t turn around. “No one has heard from him in years. Uncle Bill. He had thick glasses, and I honestly thought he had Tourette’s. He was always cursing out of nowhere when I was younger. Then he dropped off the map, and no one has seen or heard from him. We’ve heard nothing but rumors.”

      Marissa interlaced her fingers and put both hands on top of her head, looking as exasperated as Jack felt. “Sam is an emotional play. I’m going for my magic. Jack is going because he’s a Jack-ass and won’t not go. Sam is there in case she can be used as a psychological weapon against her uncle?”

      Jack had to smile. Marissa had figured it out, while he’d been nowhere near understanding.

      Remington’s face was solemn. “Yes. That’s why we pushed her ahead in class. Our hope was that when we finally located them, she’d be ready.”

      Jack’s smile remained, though when he turned it on Remington, it felt malicious. “Even though none of us are ready now?”

      Lance stood up. “These are the cards we’ve been handed. I’m sure Dr. Byron told you that you could quit this university if you wanted, and that’s true. However, we’ve got a chance to end it all over the next few weeks. Are you in or out?”

      Jack turned his chair so that it partly faced Marissa. “It’s bullshit, without any doubt, but if you’re in, I’m in.”

      Marissa nodded, her lips thin. “I’m in.”

      Sam turned around from the window. “I’m in.”

      Remington stood up next to his partner. “Okay. Most of the pieces are in play. We have to leave to tidy up the last details, but we’ll be back shortly. Be ready to roll.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The FBI agents weren’t lying. The call had come quickly, and the students had been whisked out of the university.

      The men behind Jack were making him feel like he should have spent a lot more time in the weight room. Each one of them was jacked, and he realized now why the world didn’t want to fuck around with Navy Seals. They could straight kill.

      Jack stood at a table with Marissa and Sam on either side of him. He was the leader now, like it or not, and he was doing his best not to shy away from the role. He kept trying to consider what Claire would do. How would she act? What would she say?

      She’d probably keep the jackass comments to a minimum, he thought, but there’s not much I can do about that.

      Remington and Lance stood against the wall, facing the table, and some guy named Port was on the other side of it.

      A blueprint was spread out on a table in front of the group.

      Port pointed at three different areas. “This is how we’ll be entering the premises. My guys will take the lead. Your job is to follow us and not get in the way until we encounter things we can’t handle.” He looked at the students. “Not following that directive will most certainly result in your deaths. Understand?”

      Sam spoke first, “What do you mean by things you can’t handle?”

      Jack rolled his eyes, exaggerating his annoyance. “She’s a newb. Sorry. He means Mythers. Things bullets don’t work on. Basically, that’s when Marissa here is to use her magic powers to help. You and I, well, we’re emotional support.”

      Clearly, the jokes weren’t going over well because Port’s face was grim. He ignored Jack’s comment. “What I mean is that you will remain protected until we reach either the witch or the god. Then your help will be needed. Understand?”

      Sam nodded. “Got it.”

      The soldier pulled a black marker from his pocket and started drawing lines on the blueprint. “These are the routes we’ll take. We’re keeping you three together, and you’ll be taking this route here.” He circled one of the already drawn lines. “We do not have an understanding of exactly where the targets are inside the premises, so this will be a hunting exercise, thus the multiple routes.”

      Jack’s eyes widened. “We don’t know where anyone is?”

      Remington spoke from behind the soldier. “Griff couldn’t get us information on that. Only the building’s location. We utilized other methods to determine the layout. These men here are the best at what they do, so I suggest you shut up, Jack, because they aren’t as friendly as Lance and me.”

      Jack looked at Port, who was smiling.

      “I’d listen, Jack-ass,” Marissa whispered from his side.

      Jack swallowed and said nothing else.

      Port reached under the table and pulled up a bag. He opened it and started pulling items out. “This is a bulletproof vest. All of you will wear one. These are night-vision goggles—you’ll wear them as well. Each of you will have a standard-issue M17 pistol. You’re not to unholster it unless told since you’re more than likely to shoot one of our guys in the back. Here are the boots and fatigues you’ll be wearing. Any questions?” He looked up, the bag appearing to be empty.

      Jack shook his head. “Seems easy enough.”

      “Easy’s got nothing to do with it, kid,” Port responded. “Now, Marissa, that’s your name, right?”

      Marissa shoved her hands in her pockets. “Yes, sir.”

      Port held her eyes with his own. “I’m told you’ve got a book you plan on carrying with you. Where is it?”

      Marissa hefted the book bag draped over her shoulders.

      A chill went down Jack’s spine as she revealed the Book of Shadows.

      Port’s eyes narrowed. “Good. Now, do you plan on carrying that in the bag, or by hand?”

      Marissa pulled the bag off and placed it on the floor in front of her feet. “By hand. It’s too much effort getting it out if we’re in a jam.”

      Port stared at it for a second, his lips thin. “We’d prefer it to be in the bag. You’re sure it’s necessary to hold it?”

      Marissa nodded. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “Okay, then.” Port addressed the men standing at ease against the back wall. “You know your orders. We’re to track down all targets inside the premises. You’re also to make sure these three are not harmed, with the first priority being Marissa and her book. Understand?”

      The response was in unison from all the soldiers. “Yes, sir.”

      Port turned around to look at the agents. “Anything else you need to say?”

      Remington shook his head.

      “We’re good,” Lance responded.

      Port nodded, then addressed the whole room. “We roll out at 0300 hours.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack had to admit that the cult leaders’ location was strategically placed. There wasn’t any way to bomb or drone the place without a lot of civilians dying. There were houses to the left and right of it, as well as across the street. Each one had short driveways and practically no yard space, making the space extremely tight.

      The actual house was owned by a shell corporation. The FBI was looking into the details, but the financials were tangled up purposefully, so getting any useful information from it would be difficult.

      None of the three students had slept. They were all waiting for the military operation to begin. The three of them were in a small house a block away from the target building. Each of them had a cot. Jack lay on his staring up at the ceiling.

      “This feels different, doesn’t it?” he asked.

      Marissa rolled over onto her side. “Yeah.”

      Jack put his hands over his stomach. “This isn’t our mission. We’re here to assist. Well, you two are here to assist. I’m here because I’m an idiot. Claire’s gone, too. This just seems like… I don’t even know. Like we shouldn’t be here at all.”

      Sam was staring up at the ceiling on her own cot. “You don’t have to go. You could probably tell them you want to stay here, and they’d be grateful.”

      Jack raised his head. “Hush it, Chatty Cathy. I’m free to be an idiot all I want, and so I will continue to be one. I’m going with you. Do something useful and tell us about your Uncle Bill.”

      Sam shook her head. “Marissa, how did you and Claire not kill him?”

      Marissa chuckled. “Patience. A lot of patience.”

      “That’s something I lack,” Sam responded. “Uncle Bill, though? He’s a weird, weird guy. The family hasn’t heard from him since before anyone sighted a Myther.”

      Jack rolled over so that he faced Sam’s bed. “Did you know him before that?”

      Sam nodded, pursing her lips. “Yeah, I did. Before all of this, we all just thought he was weird. Looking back now, what he talked about makes more sense. He was always discussing another universe. Like we’d be at Thanksgiving dinner, and he’d start in about multi-universe theories and that it wouldn’t be so hard to communicate with them. My dad always tried to steer the conversation elsewhere. After a few years of hearing him go on and on, it’s just ridiculously hard to keep listening, especially when you think the guy’s insane.”

      Jack glanced at Marissa. “They’ve been lying to us since the beginning. They knew what was happening, or at least more than they were telling us.”

      Marissa’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

      Jack scoffed. “They told us they didn’t know why the Veil was tearing. Apparently, it’s old Uncle Bill and friends. They’re the ones doing it, probably all of them are able to see Mythers. The FBI knew that and didn’t tell us.”

      Sam shook her head. “No one knows that for sure. Bill talked about other universes, and maybe he could see things that the rest of us couldn’t, but that doesn’t mean he started tearing it.”

      “Hold on,” Jack interrupted. “What all did he see?”

      Sam shrugged and pursed her lips again, obviously in thought. “I don’t know what he saw. I know what he talked about. Looking back on it now, it sounded like he was describing Mount Olympus. A place among the clouds. Up until I saw a Myther, we all thought he was crazy.”

      Jack laughed. “I want to meet him.”

      Sam shook her head. “No, you don’t. I’m surprised this cult crew hangs out with him at all. He’s… He’s off, Jack. Really, really off.”

      “Are you scared of him?” Jack asked.

      Sam didn’t say anything for long moments. “Yeah. He’s a psychopath. I didn’t know it back then, but that’s what I believe now. He’s involved in this cult, plus everything else he used to do. He’s a psychopath, and most likely, everyone working with him is, too.”

      Jack laughed again. “You know, Marissa, Sam’s gloom and doom makes you seem almost positive.”

      “Careful, or I’ll get up and knock your lights out,” Sam scolded.

      Jack was about to say something smart back, but the knock on the door shut them all up.

      “Time to go,” came the deep voice from the other side.
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        * * *

      

      The van stopped next to the sidewalk. Ten people sat inside shoulder to shoulder. Jack wore his night-vision goggles atop his head but knew he’d shortly be pulling them down. The van was silent, and Jack couldn’t tell if anyone other than him was scared. Remington and Lance sat a bit further down on Jack’s side, so he couldn’t see what their faces looked like.

      Port was with Jack’s group. The microphone on his neck crackled. “Fox Team in place.”

      Port leaned his mouth down to the microphone. “Roger. Wolf Team in place. On my word.”

      He pulled his head up and looked at across the van. “Weapons ready.” His eyes fell on the students. “Remember your role. Stay out of our way and within protective reach until we need you at the front. We will tell you when we need you.”

      “Yes, sir,” the three answered in unison.

      Jack kept his mouth shut after that. I’m not making any smart-ass remarks right now. I think this guy would shoot me and then step over my body as he went inside that house.

      Port stood and walked to the back of the van.

      Jack leaned over to Marissa on his left. “You okay?”

      “Hell, no,” she whispered back. “But when has that ever mattered?”

      Jack grinned. “Good point. It doesn’t. Just remember what they said, Sissy. Stay close to me and you’ll be protected the whole way.”

      Marissa elbowed him. “No one said that, nor will they ever. I’d be dead before I got off this van if I listened to that advice.”

      Jack chuckled and then leaned to his right to check on Sam. “How are you feeling?”

      Sam didn’t look at him as she spoke. “Like I just ate a pack of razor blades.”

      Jack nodded with a smile. “Good. You’re right where you should be.” He leaned in closer so that no one else could hear him. “You’re brave. This is going to get scary, but just—you’re brave to be here at all.”

      She reached down and touched his knee. “Thank you.”

      Jack chuckled as he straightened. “Don’t get soft on me now. We got a god to kill.”

      Port gave a hand signal, and all of his soldiers stood as one.

      “Here we go,” Jack whispered as those on his side of the van stood.

      Port leaned his head slightly toward the microphone. “On me. Three, two, one. Go.”

      The van’s back door flew open and the Seals filed out. Jack stepped up in front of Sam, following closely behind the last soldier. “You get in between the military guys and Marissa,” he told her as he passed.

      Jack dropped out of the van and hustled to keep up. These dudes move fast.

      They reached the house’s front door, the night silent around them. Jack could see nothing moving inside, but that didn’t mean anything at all.

      Port placed a small charge on the door, pressed a button, then stepped back. The explosion was somewhat muffled, but most likely, it would have woken up anyone inside.

      “Goggles down.” Port snapped his own goggles over his face.

      Jack did likewise. I’m just along for the fucking ride, he thought as the soldiers rushed inside the house. The world was a bright green for Jack, and he could only see the backs of the people in front of him. He heard doors being kicked in and then the yells of “Clear!” They kept moving, and all Jack wanted to do was pull the pistol out from his side, but he remembered the instructions.

      Don’t do it.

      “Clear!”

      They came to a staircase, and Jack kept following. He felt for Marissa behind him.

      “I’m here!” she yelled at him.

      “Damn it! Hoped we had lost ya!” he yelled back, really hoping that the soldiers didn’t hear him talking shit and put some holes in him.

      They reached the top of the landing and took a left. More rooms. More screams of the rooms being cleared.

      Eventually, they came back to the landing. Jack remembered the blueprint and knew that they’d cleared the entire area they were responsible for. Port leaned down to his microphone. “Wolf Team cleared. Fox Team, status?”

      They were down in the basement—or at least that’s where they should have been. No response came back over the microphone.

      Port’s face grew stern. “Fox Team, this is Wolf. Sitrep?”

      Jack figured it must mean “situation report,” but he wasn’t about to ask.

      Again, no answer returned.

      Port turned to look at his men. “Head to the basement. Kids and FBI, fall in line behind.”

      “This isn’t good,” Jack whispered to Marissa as the soldiers moved by him. He did as he was told, taking up position behind the last Navy Seal, and the group made their way back down the stairs. They hung a right, the soldiers’ AR-15s at the ready.

      They reached the door to the basement, and Port gave a hand signal to stop.

      Port put his ear to the door and listened for a few moments. After a moment, he stepped back and raised his weapon, ready for cover fire. He gave a slight nod, and the second soldier yanked the door open and stuck his weapon into the stairwell.

      Jack was too far in the back to see much, but he watched as the line slowly descended.

      Someone’s gun went off in front of Jack. Then more bullets fired, the sound of automatic weapons filling everyone’s ears. Jack’s hand went to his pistol, but he still didn’t pull it out. He heard people screaming below, but he wasn’t close enough to see anything of substance, just the soldiers trying to force their way to the basement.

      “Fall back! Fall back!” The scream came from somewhere in the basement, barely loud enough to make it over the cacophony of bullet fire.

      “No, I don’t think you will.”

      The voice seemed to come from everywhere at once, both from below and above.

      Jack heard something snarling below. The soldiers in front of him were still trying to push their way forward to get down to the basement, but all Jack could think was that they all needed to get the hell out of here.

      The gunfire ceased.

      “WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?” Jack shouted, only able to hear men yelling indistinctly and the damn growling of a dog.

      “It’s Cerberus,” Marissa whispered behind him. “Hades’ dog.”

      And then the screams came—ruthless snarling mixed with human howls of excruciating pain.

      “Fall back! Fall back!” Port yelled from his place of cover fire, his arm waving wildly to indicate they head back the way they’d come.

      Jack turned, as did everyone else that wasn’t in the stairwell. Remington and Lance were in the lead, moving quickly with their AR-15s at eye level.

      “Fuck it.” Jack pulled his own pistol out. “Sissy, you ready to cast some spells because it sounds like that damned dog is getting closer.”

      The growls and screams were farther down the stairwell, no doubt about that.

      Marissa said nothing, just gripped the Book of Shadows in both hands.

      Remington and Lance reached the end of the hallway and immediately started firing their weapons.

      Marissa and Sam had stopped. Jack slipped past them, ready to fire. He moved to the edge of the hallway and turned quickly to target whatever the hell Remington and Lance were shooting at.

      Even through the green night vision, Jack understood he wasn’t staring at a man. This was the god Hades. Jack also understood his own mortality at that moment.

      He pulled the trigger.

      Once.

      Twice.

      And on and on, until his clip was empty.

      The god stood there smiling, unharmed. “You three can see me, just like they said. But some of the others, they can’t see anything.”

      Jack was out of ammo, and apparently, the FBI agents were, too. He looked to his right and immediately wished he hadn’t. Two of the Navy Seals were still alive on the floor. They were attempting to crawl away, their guns scattered among dead bodies. A massive dog stood over them. Its size would have been remarkable even if not for the three heads atop its neck.

      It walked up to the dying soldier and sniffed him with its left head.

      “FUCK YOU!” the man screamed.

      The dog tore into the soldier’s throat. Jack looked away. He heard the second soldier scream, and then only the sound of the dog panting. Everyone was dead except for the students and the FBI agents.

      Hades gestured like he was removing goggles. “Take those off.”

      Jack glanced at Remington. The agent stared straight at the god, his gun level.

      Hades twirled his finger in a forward wheel motion. “Go on. Take them off.”

      It’s not like we have much choice, Jack thought. He reached up and pulled the goggles from his face as the rest of his crew did the same. The hallway was instantly dark. He could see nothing, but he still heard the sound of that mutant dog panting.

      Click.

      The lights above blazed suddenly, causing Jack to squint. He could still see Hades at the end of the hall, his hand in the air and his fingers in the position of a finished snap.

      “You five can see Cerberus and me, but the others could not.” The god nodded as if this was quite profound information. “You three are the children they told me about. And you two?”

      He walked closer to the FBI agents, studying them with an odd smirk across his face.

      Lance exploded forward, the butt of his AR-15 swinging toward Hades’ head.

      Jack wasn’t completely sure he saw what happened next. The god moved, and to Jack, it looked like the rest of the world had slowed down. He saw “tracers” moving behind Hades—a continuous image that hadn’t actually caught up with where the god stood.

      Lance’s gun traveled into a space that Hades no longer inhabited. The god grabbed him by the back of his head and slammed him into the wall, breaking the plaster.

      Remington rushed forward to help his partner, swinging the butt of his gun just like Lance had.

      The god moved again, the same tracers following behind him, and again the world seemed to slow down in Jack’s perception. Remington didn’t make it a step before Hades held him and Lance by their hair.

      He rammed both their heads into the wall at the same time.

      Then he did it again.

      And a third time.

      The FBI agents collapsed to the floor when he let go. Hades turned and looked at the students.

      Jack’s voice trembled as he spoke. “Marissa, are you going to use that fucking book, or are we all just going to die?”

      She leaned forward so that he could feel her against his back. “I’ve been saying spells since I heard the first growl. I have them memorized. None are working.”

      Jack nodded. “Great, so death it is.”

      Hades walked forward with his dog doing the same on the other side, pinning the three students between the two. “I would like to speak with you all if you don’t mind.”

      Hades smiled, and Jack understood he was staring into the depths of Hell.
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      Dean Pritcham put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, my God.”

      She couldn’t move at first, frozen by fear and sadness. She knew who she was looking at, despite their current injuries. Remington and Lance. Their faces were huge masses of purple bruising, and blood leaked from their mouths and ears. Remington’s right arm looked broken in at least two places, while Lance’s leg was bent at an unnatural angle.

      Dean Pritcham dropped to her knees. She didn’t know what to do, only that she needed to make sure they were still alive.

      Please, let them be okay, she thought frantically. Please, please, please.

      She put two fingers on Remington’s neck and felt a slight pulse, then moved to Lance’s. Again, she felt a pulse. Their hearts were beating, although only faintly.

      The dean looked around. The sun wasn’t up yet, and the university’s parking lot was nearly empty. She knew the time because she always arrived at five in the morning. How long have they been here? she wondered.

      She had dropped her purse when she first saw the agents. Now, she scrambled to it and grabbed her cell phone, then dialing 9-1-1 as quickly as possible.

      “What’s your emergency?” a woman’s voice came over the line.
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        * * *

      

      Dean Pritcham wasn’t allowed to see the agents for days. Once emergency services came and picked them up, she’d made another call to the backup FBI connection. The bureau swept down on their agents and allowed no one to see or talk to them.

      “What about my students?” She had practically screamed into the phone. “Where are they?”

      The backup connection sounded calm in his response. “Dean Pritcham, we will explain all of that to you as soon as we can. I need you to trust that the missing students are our highest priority.”

      Missing students. That’s what they were, missing. Jack, Marissa, and Samantha.

      Dr. Byron had come to her office the same day it happened. “Do you think they’re dead?”

      Dean Pritcham’s face was solemn. “I don’t know. I hope not.”

      “Have you told Claire?” he’d asked.

      All she could do was shake her head. “I don’t even know how to get in touch with her if I wanted. But, no, no one has talked to her.”

      Dr. Byron didn’t berate her for sending the students. In fact, he said nothing else at all, just left her alone in her office.

      Three days after the agents showed up, the backup connection called her. “Okay, Dean Pritcham, you can see them now.”

      Dean Pritcham’s hand shook as she held the phone. “Where are they?”

      “They’re at a satellite location about an hour outside of Boston. Would you like us to send a car for you?”

      She nodded, though no one was in the room to see it. “Yes. Please hurry. Do we know anything about my students?”

      Again, the backup’s voice sounded very calm. “You’ll need to speak with Special Agents Remington and Lance about it. The car will be there to pick you up shortly.”

      The line went dead.

      She let Dr. Byron know where she was heading and that if anyone needed her, they’d have to wait until she got back. When the car arrived, she hopped in. After asking her name, the driver said nothing the entire trip, and neither did the dean.

      They reached the building, and Dean Pritcham asked if the driver would remain until she was finished. He nodded in return. She stepped out of the car. The building didn’t look like a hospital, but rather a small, one-story office park. There were cars parked in it, but she saw no one entering or exiting the building.

      It doesn’t matter, she thought. The longer you stand here looking, the longer the students are out there without help.

      Kristin walked through the front entrance into a reception area, and she showed the receptionist her identification. The older woman tapped a few keys on the computer, then gestured to the chairs against the wall. “Please wait there. Someone will be here shortly to get you.”

      Dean Pritcham did as asked. The minutes felt like an hour, but someone finally did show up for her. “Dr. Kristin Pritcham?”

      Kristin looked up at a man wearing a doctor’s jacket. “Yes, that’s me.”

      He gave her a smile. “I’m Dr. Fletch. No relation to the movie. Bad joke, I know. Would you like to come with me? We’ve been expecting you.”

      Dean Pritcham had already stood and walked to him. She didn’t bother extending her hand—she was far too anxious to even think of such formalities. “Yes, please take me to the agents.”

      The doctor opened the door to the back of the building and let her pass through it before taking the lead again. He talked as they walked. “Both agents suffered serious injuries. Agent Lance has a broken jaw, and it’s wired shut. Remington had a skull fracture, and we had him in a medically induced coma for a while, although he is out of it now. Both suffered other broken bones, but none that will alter their ability to communicate. Agent Lance is using a pen and paper, although his left arm is fractured. There were minor burns on both men, but again, nothing that should affect them long term.”

      They reached a door on the right, and the doctor turned to look at her. “They’re very lucky. They could have easily been killed, but they weren’t. You’ll be given an hour with them, and then you’ll have to leave. It’s important that they continue to rest.”

      Dean Pritcham sighed, then asked, “They’re going to be okay?”

      Dr. Fletch nodded. “Overall, yes. They’ll be okay. You go on in, and I’ll come back when the hour is up.”

      She turned to the door and drew up her courage. She didn’t really have much choice. She turned the door handle and stepped into the room, leaving the doctor outside. The room looked very different than the hallway. She finally felt as if she were in a hospital and not a cheap office center.

      Remington lay in one hospital bed, and Lance was in another. A privacy sheet was hung in the middle of them, although it had been pushed back against the wall. A television in the top corner of the room showed some sort of sports programming with the volume turned right down.

      Remington smiled. “Dean Pritcham, so glad you could make it. You’ll have to forgive Lance here. He’s not going to be able to talk for a while.”

      Dean Pritcham shook her head. “No apology necessary. Lance not talking is the greatest gift anyone could ask for.”

      Remington chuckled and then groaned. “You can’t make me laugh. It hurts too much.”

      She looked at Lance. “You know I’m kidding, right?”

      Lance nodded.

      Dean Pritcham grinned. “What was that? I couldn’t hear you.”

      Lance shot her the bird, which brought another laugh and a groan from Remington. “Seriously, you two stop it. This fucking hurts.”

      Dean Pritcham looked at the chairs behind her and took a seat. “They wouldn’t let me see you, and by ‘they,’ I mean whoever the hell runs the FBI and your program.”

      “We know,” Remington responded. “They wanted to make sure we wouldn’t die, the bastards, and then they needed to debrief us first. Now it’s your turn.”

      “You sure you’re not going to die? I was getting my hopes up there for a couple of days.” She winked. “All right, tell me what happened. Tell me where the students are. Tell me what’s being done to get them back. They are alive, right?”

      Remington pressed the button on his bed’s remote, causing the back to sit up some. “It was a bloodbath. The students were okay, last we saw. I’m not sure why, but they were the only ones not harmed. All of the soldiers were ruthlessly killed, and then we were spared—from death at least.”

      Dean Pritcham leaned forward. “Why?”

      Remington pointed at her. “To tell you. To tell the FBI. There’s no other reason for it. We were spared and then dropped off at the university so that you all would know.”

      Dean Pritcham’s brow furrowed as she looked away from Remington to the floor, thinking. “That doesn’t make any sense. You said the kids were safe, the military killed, you two injured and then sent here. Why?” She looked up. “It was Hades, right?”

      Lance nodded, scribbling down a word on his pad. He held it up, and in all caps, he’d written. YES.

      “You’re sure?” she asked.

      Remington shrugged, then asked sarcastically, “I mean, my best guess is yes, but maybe you know someone else who owns a huge three-headed dog and seems to be able to slow down time while he moves in super-speed?”

      Dean Pritcham put a hand to her head. “I wish he wouldn’t have sent either of you back.” She smirked, showing she was only kidding. “What’s the plan? What’s being done to get the students back?”

      Remington pursed his lips while Lance looked out the single window in the room. “There are problems with that. Quite a few of them.”

      Dean Pritcham raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you don’t say?”

      Remington ignored the sarcasm in her reply. “One, the cult leaders are no longer at that location. We had scouts remain outside while we went in, but they were all killed, too. A fire was started inside the house at some point, but the only bodies found were the Navy Seals who went in with us. Second, Griff has refused to speak with anyone else in the FBI. He’ll only talk to us, and apparently not on FBI grounds, so we haven’t been able to communicate about what he knows yet. Third—”

      Dean Pritcham groaned. “How long is this list, Remington?”

      “Longer than you want to know.” He shook his head. “I haven’t felt anything we’ve faced was insurmountable until now, but… I saw that creature, and I don’t know how we stop him.”

      She gestured for him to continue.

      Lance scribbled something else down and then lifted the pad. Theory.

      Kristin smirked. “I thought your communication skills were poor before, but I now realize you were at peak form, Lance. What theory?”

      Remington rubbed his right hand down his leg. “The bastard messed my knee up pretty bad,” he commented almost absently. “The theory isn’t a solid one, but it’s the only thing we have to go on. It involves one of the only things Tina told us before she completely shut down, back when she was locked up. It was about Claire, and that they should have taken her more seriously. She said the other witch—I can’t remember her damned name right now—saw that Claire was supposed to be someone special. More special than I guess we even thought. Tina said they should have used more drastic measures to kill her, and that was where they went wrong. They underestimated what she would be.”

      He took in a deep breath and then sighed. “You’re not going to like this.”

      Dean Pritcham chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve liked one thing you ever told me after you said I had the job as dean, so no need to let that bother you. I know it’s not bothering Lance.”

      Lance shook his head and scribbled. He lifted the pad again. Nope. I enjoy telling you things you won’t like now more than ever.

      The dean rolled her eyes.

      Remington continued, not taking any joy in their banter. “We think that Hades sent us back and not the students because he wants Claire to come for him.”

      Dean Pritcham’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you think that? I’m beginning to think you just have an unhealthy obsession with putting the students in harm’s way. Sending Sam was ridiculous.”

      Remington waved off the criticism. “There are things with her you’re still not aware of, and I’m not at liberty to say right now. That’s not the point. Think about it, Dean. What will happen if Claire finds out her classmates were kidnapped? What happened when they kidnapped Frank? Claire isn’t going to sit back and do nothing about it. She won’t stay at the beach with Frank. She’ll suit up and go after them, no matter the costs, even if that means her death. If you think about it, Hades does have Tina, and if she told him the same thing she told us, that would be one way to make sure the two of them come face to face. Steal her friends, then send someone back to tell the tale.”

      Dean Pritcham leaned all the way back in her chair. It did make sense, although… “Why would Claire be so special? If this really is a Greek god, capable of the things that existed in myths, then why would he care at all about Claire?”

      Remington was quiet for a moment, “If she’s the only one the witch believed can stop this invasion or the Veil tearing, then Hades will want to stop her. Or maybe it’s the cult, their leaders who are in charge, and they want to stop her. Either way, can you think of another reason to send us back?”

      Dean Pritcham shook her head. She thought their theory wasn’t bulletproof, but it made some sense. Mainly because if they did tell Claire what happened, then nothing would stop her from trying to get her friends back. “So, what is your plan?”

      Lance chuckled.

      Remington grimaced. “This is the part you won’t like. Tomorrow they’re flying us to South Carolina. We’re going to tell Claire what happened.”

      Dean Pritcham wanted to sink down her chair, but she managed to stay upright. “Either Dr. Byron or I will be going too, then.”

      Lance scribbled more. Why?

      Sarcasm laced the dean’s voice. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because every time you talk to her, or any of the students, you almost get them killed. It seems like having someone else there might be a good idea.”

      Lance wrote something else down, but when he lifted the paper, he only showed Remington.

      The agent laughed, then put his hand to his head as he groaned. “Ouch. Damn it, Lance. He said that he’d rather fly with King Kong than you, so we should take Dr. Byron.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Claire was on the beach again. “I’m going to have to go home sometime, Frank.”

      Frank was sitting in his usual spot next to her. A cooler full of beer sat between them, and the umbrella was open above. It’d been days since the FBI agents had come and talked to Claire. Her skin had grown tan from the constant days at the beach, and she’d put on a few pounds from the horrible food they ate all the time. Still, she couldn’t say she wasn’t enjoying this break from the rest of her life.

      “And why’s that?” Frank asked. “Why would you ever want to leave this life of luxury?”

      Claire sighed. “Because at some point, I’m going to need to be productive again. Maybe you and Al are okay living like this forever, but I’m not.”

      Frank smirked and shook his head. “Methinks Al thought he would live forever at one point. Now, methinks he’s terrified that damned witch is going to die and he doesn’t know what will happen. Me, though? Ye are correct. I am perfectly fine living like this forever. This is the life, lass.”

      Claire rolled her eyes. “I haven’t even called my parents in weeks. I’m sure they’re worried. Hell, they might even show up at the university if I don’t call them soon.”

      Frank shrugged and looked at her quizzically. “So call them. Make up some stuff and then lie on the beach for the rest of the summer. When it starts getting a little cold, then ye can go home.”

      Claire sat up and swung her feet into the sand. “Leprechauns may be the laziest bunch ever. I’ve got to do something before it starts getting cold. This is why you’re a thief, Frank. It’s because you’re lazy.”

      Frank shook his head. “I’ve changed me ways, lass. Look at me now. Not stealing anything. Al may from time to time, but that’s only because he thinks it’s funny. Me? No more. I pay for everything I own.”

      Claire scoffed. “Yeah, because you got a fat check from the FBI. If that ever runs out, you’ll be stealing again. I’m going to get in the water.”

      Frank reached into the cooler and pulled out a beer. “Good, lass. Drown while you’re out there!” He laughed as she walked away.

      Claire made it about ten feet to the ocean when she heard a voice behind her. One she hadn’t expected at all.

      “How’s your summer vacation going, Ms. Hinterland?”

      Despite the afternoon heat, goosebumps rose across Claire’s arms. She didn’t turn around. “You shouldn’t be here. Why did you come?”

      “I don’t want to be here, Ms. Hinterland, but I came out of duty.”

      Claire’s eyes narrowed, though she saw nothing in front of her. Her mind was focused only on her next question. “Duty to the FBI?”

      “Duty to you,” Dr. Byron answered.

      Claire turned around slowly. She was ready for anything, not sure if the FBI had sent a force to bring her back. She hadn’t used any of her physical prowess in some time, but it was still beneath the surface.

      Dr. Byron was alone. He wore slacks and a dress shirt, his usual classroom attire.

      Claire looked him up and down. “You’re not dressed for the beach.”

      He smirked. “My trunks are upstairs. That short man you were sitting with, is that the leprechaun? Frank?”

      Claire’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      Dr. Byron raised his hands defensively. “I’m not here for him. Just curious, because he looks so odd.”

      “That’s because you can’t see him,” Claire responded. “Not for what he really is. But yes, that’s Frank.” Claire glanced behind Dr. Byron and up to the parking lot. “Did you come alone?”

      Lowering his hands, Dr. Byron shook his head. “Of course not. I wouldn’t have known where you were if not for my employer. They’re up at the apartment.”

      Claire sighed. “They’re inside, I imagine?”

      Dr. Byron shoved his hands in his pockets. “Yes, ma’am. The FBI isn’t scrupulous when it comes to entering apartments that they pay for.”

      “What do they want?” Claire asked.

      Dr. Byron looked past her at the ocean. “I think it’s best you talk to them about it.”

      Claire started walking past Dr. Byron to her beach chair. “Come on. Better tell Frank what the hell’s going on. He’s not going to be happy they’re in the apartment. Don’t call him odd, either. He doesn’t like it and will most definitely call you a speciesist.”

      Dr. Byron fell in line behind her. “He does realize that he doesn’t exist, right?”

      Claire only chuckled. “I’d keep that to yourself, too.”

      Frank looked up from the chair as they arrived. “He’s a bit old for ye, isn’t he, lass?”

      Claire shook her head, digging her foot into the sand. “You’re not going to like him, or what I have to say.”

      Frank sat up. “There are only a few things I don’t like. Bowling alleys that aren’t open twenty-four hours. Dry counties. And Remington and Lance. Unless a law just passed outlawing the sale of booze, I’m guessing that tall guy behind you is Remington’s butler or something, and they’re up at me pad?”

      Claire sighed, still watching her foot dig into the sand. “Maaaaaybe?”

      Frank shook his head. “Ye are a headache of the worst kind. Like an aneurysm that won’t kill me, but just keeps bleeding. What in the hell do those lads want?”

      Claire jerked a finger at Dr. Byron. “The butler won’t tell me. He says I have to talk to them. They’re in the apartment already, so I figured you might want to come.”

      Frank stood up, holding his beer carefully so that it didn’t spill. He pointed at the cooler. “Butler, grab that and bring it to the room.” He stomped off, obviously mad as hell.

      Claire looked at Dr. Byron and shrugged. “You heard him, Butler. Grab the beer.”
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        * * *

      

      Frank had walked into the apartment ready to rant and rave, his hand clenched in a fist. They’d picked Al up on the way to the apartment and he’d been cursing, too, both of them working each other into a lather.

      Ready to let the FBI have it.

      They couldn’t just break into people’s apartments.

      They couldn’t just keep showing up here. Frank and Al had rights, and even if they didn’t because they weren’t technically citizens, Claire did. Damn it, they’d sue if the two bastards did this shit again.

      Claire thought it all very funny and was ready to hear them berate Remington and Lance. Dr. Byron was oddly quiet as he walked behind the group, dutifully carrying the cooler.

      Frank slammed the door against the wall as they entered the apartment. “Ye two better get the fu—” He abruptly quit speaking and stopped in his tracks.

      Al did too, and when Claire made it around the corner, she stared at the two agents, her jaw agape. She blinked a few times, not fully understanding what she was looking at.

      Both of the agents were sitting in wheelchairs. Remington’s head was bandaged, and his leg in a cast. Lance’s left arm was also in a cast, and each had a myriad of scratches across their faces and necks. Something looked off with Lance’s face, although Claire couldn’t tell what it was.

      Al found his voice first. “You two try to fight a bear?”

      Remington looked nonplussed. “A bear with three heads.”

      Dr. Byron placed the cooler on the floor. “Remington, I imagine you’re talking to something I can’t see or hear?”

      Claire had completely forgotten. She’d hung out with Al so much lately that it seemed like everyone who hung around with her could see him.

      Remington nodded. “There’s a ghost standing next to Frank. He says his name’s Al, but I don’t believe him.”

      Al scoffed. “It is Al, and this isn’t Frank, it’s Betty.”

      Claire glanced apologetically at Dr. Byron. “You’re going to miss some of this conversation, and there’s not much anyone can do about it. Just try to keep up.” She was more than concerned right now and could care less about the banter. She stepped in front of Frank and into the living room. “What the hell happened?”

      Lance looked down at a pad in his lap. He wrote something down and then held it up. You didn’t come back. That’s what happened.

      Claire glared at the notepad. “First, did someone cut your damn tongue out? Second, go fuck yourself.”

      Remington rolled his chair forward just a bit. “Hades broke his jaw. It’s wired shut. He won’t be talking or eating solid food for a while. And that’s partly true, what he said. You didn’t come back, and so a lot of people died.”

      Claire shook her head and then walked past the two agents. She sat down on the couch. Remington was able to turn his chair, but Dr. Byron had to move behind Lance and help move his so that he faced Claire.

      “I didn’t do this,” she stated angrily. “Who died?”

      Remington was calm as he spoke. “Navy Seals. Good men, although you didn’t know them.”

      Claire met his gaze. “Jack and Marissa are okay?”

      Lance shook his head, but his hands remained still.

      Claire scooted forward on the couch. “What’s wrong with them? What happened?”

      Remington sighed and looked out the window to his left. “Hades has them. He and the cult leaders. That’s why we’re here—to tell you that.”

      Claire couldn’t hold her anger anymore. She bolted up from the couch. “What do you mean, Hades has them? Has them where? What’s he doing with them? What are you doing to get them back?” The questions rattled out of her mouth like machine-gun fire.

      Dr. Byron spoke. “Ms. Hinterland, you’ll need to calm down if we’re to get anywhere with this.”

      She raised both eyebrows, ready to unload on him too, but Frank stopped her before she could. “Lass, there’s a time for rage and time for silence. Now is the time for silence.” He moved around the chairs so that he could see Remington’s face. “What’s happened to the two kids?”

      Claire listened as Remington explained it all. The introduction of Sam to the group, the reasons behind it. The plan to assault the cult leader’s home with the Seals and her friends. The trap in the basement, though Remington and Lance still had no clue what happened to the first group who entered the house. All of it ended with the FBI agents broken and bruised, being left in front of the university.

      Claire was sitting down again when they finished. She felt exhausted, ashamed, and scared, as well as more emotions that she couldn’t even figure out. “No one has heard from them since you got back?”

      Remington shook his head.

      “And there aren’t any plans on how to get them back?”

      Lance put pen to paper and then held it up. You.

      Frank shook his head in disgust. “What is it with ye two? Ye keep coming here, keep wanting her to do more and more. Ye lost two kids, and now you want her to do what? Go get them back? Against a god?”

      Lance ripped the top sheet of paper off his pad and then handed it to Claire. She looked at it skeptically for a second, seeing that there was a lot more writing on it than the front sheet. She took it and read through it, almost unable to believe what it said.

      Frank thrust his hand forward. “Give up the goods, lass. What’s the love letter say?”

      She handed it over and then dropped back onto the couch. Al moved across the room and stood next to Frank, reading it with him. When they finished, Frank slowly let his arm drop to his side. “So ye are the chosen one, lass? That’s what everyone is thinking?” He glanced at Remington. “Why the hell didn’t you say all of that? Why put it on paper?”

      The FBI agent spoke softly. “The longer I talk, the more tired I get. Getting out the whole story of what happened took a lot out of me. We decided before we got here, discussing that as well would be too much.” He pointed his finger at Claire. “I swear on everything that letter is true. Tina told us the witch believed you were special. We think we were sent back because someone over there wants to face you. We also think to get the students back, we’ll have to get in front of the bad guys, and that means you’ll need to be there.”

      Claire remained leaning back on the couch, her head turned toward the ceiling. “I’m not a chosen one. I’m no different than anyone else at that university.”

      Dr. Byron smirked. “False, Ms. Hinterland. You are very different than the other students. I’m not a soothsayer, nor a witch, but I don’t know another person your age who could have led people as you did.”

      Claire sighed before responding. “Are you here to convince me the same as them?”

      “Quite the contrary,” Dr. Bryon corrected. “I’m here to tell the other side.”

      Claire tilted her head forward and looked at Dr. Byron. “Which is?”

      Dr. Byron moved around the back of the wheelchair and to the couch. He sat down next to Claire, closely, so that their shoulders almost touched. “Do you remember what I told you when you showed up late to my class last year?”

      Claire chuckled quietly. “Mainly, you just yelled a lot.”

      Dr. Byron rolled his eyes. “I don’t think I raised my voice, Ms. Hinterland. However, I said that we were soldiers in a battle. Battles always have casualties. I thought I understood the battle a year ago, but the further in we venture, the less I understand. It’s similar to Vietnam in that aspect, maybe similar to all wars. Gods, and vampires, and ghosts, and any other number of things that we’ve heard about, including the leprechaun standing not two feet from me. Maybe there is a war, and maybe humans are making one out of nothing. Maybe most of the Mythers are friendly.”

      He shook his head, staring ahead of him. “Dean Pritcham sent me here, and I think she imagined I would tell a side that she wanted. I don’t think she has the stomach for war any longer, and maybe that’s because she’s an academic at heart. I don’t know. I don’t know if this is a war or not anymore. But what I do know is you have fellow soldiers on the battlefield still. They’re alive.”

      He turned to Claire, finding her eyes. “Chosen one or simple student, it doesn’t matter. You’ve got a duty to those soldiers. You don’t leave them on the battlefield. No matter what.”

      Frank mockingly dabbed at his eyes. “Ye are making me tear up.” He dropped his hand and took a serious look. “Okay, enough with these speciesist, Claire. I don’t care one way or another what they say—”

      “Do you care about Jack and Marissa?” she interrupted.

      Frank turned to Al. “Do ye hear the rudeness with this one? Frank can’t even get a sentence out with her interruptions.” He shook his head. “Before I was rudely interrupted, I was going to say that I only care about what ye are thinking, and whether or not ye have the stomach to go get our friends.”

      Claire smirked. “The stomach? Says the man hiding out on the beach?”

      Frank raised a finger in protest. “I’m a leprechaun. Do not doubt my fortitude, lass, lest I am forced to pull it out and embarrass everyone in this room with me manhood. But enough with my strengths and the weakness of human males. Our friends are in danger, and that means we have to go get them.”

      Claire couldn’t help herself. “Even Jack?”

      Frank glared. “Especially Jack. He’s the one who showed me to me first strip club.”

      Claire’s smiled faded and she closed her eyes, then leaned her head back against the couch. “You’re right. We’ve got to go get them. Hades, or Zeus, or whoever the hell is holding them, we’ve got to go. There isn’t any other choice.”

      Frank slapped his leg, the smack loud across the room. “So be it, then. Al, are you in or out?”

      Dr. Byron was staring at Frank like he was some kind of math problem he couldn’t quite figure out. He turned his head in the direction Frank was looking, but obviously saw nothing but the wall on the other side of the room. “What did the ghost say?”

      Claire didn’t open her eyes. “He’s in, too.”

      Frank turned to the FBI agents. “Ye two listen to me now. I’ve been reading up on what the FBI is capable of, and I know for a fact ye all have done things in Hollywood. Rising certain talents to the top and lowering others. I’ve got it on good authority that Danny Devito might owe some of his fame to ye. When we get these kiddies back, I want ye to begin my acting career.” He spread his hands out before him. “I want me name in lights, ye understand?”

      Lance started to scribble something down, but Remington reached over and paused his hand. “If we get those kids out, I personally guarantee we’ll help your acting career, Frank.”

      The leprechaun clapped his hands. “Okay, then. We’ve got a deal.”
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      Jack was sitting against a wall, his head resting against it. “I’m really entertaining all the ways I’m going to hurt Remington and Lance when I get out of here. I’m seriously considering getting some money together and buying some of that old Inquisition torture stuff. The iron maiden. The rack. The problem that I keep running across is that every one of those things will kill them, and that’s not going to be painful enough, ya know?”

      Sam’s groan filled the room. “If we get out of this, what you need to do is see a therapist.”

      Jack nodded in agreement. “Certainly, but only after I get hold of those two.”

      The three students occupied a single room. They were bruised but not broken. None of them had been hurt like Remington and Lance, which Jack was thankful for. Truthfully, he was talking shit right now, but he hoped those two had lived. Hades had really hurt them.

      Marissa was sitting on the third wall. “How long have we been in here?”

      Jack looked down at his watch. “My watch stopped working. I imagine y’all’s did too?”

      Nods all around.

      Jack sighed and leaned his head back against the wall. “No real way to tell. I guess bathroom breaks and food are the only things that give us an idea about the passing of time, but I’m losing track of all that. Are you, Marissa?”

      She nodded but was silent.

      Jack’s eyes flashed to the room’s only door. It slowly swung open, and standing in the doorway was that bastard of a dog. Three heads and almost as big as a bear.

      Jack immediately felt fear staring at the beast, and he knew everyone else in the room did too. There wasn’t any defeating that creature, not without a sub-machinegun.

      Jack slowly stood up, his back sliding against the wall as he did. “I want to know how he opened that door. Last time I checked, dogs don’t have thumbs.”

      The other two stood up as well, and Marissa said, “Yeah, do they have three heads? I mean, the last time you checked?”

      Jack wanted to say something smart back, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the brutish animal. For some reason, he felt like it’d be better if he saw death charging at him, snarling and slobbering everywhere.

      The dog backed out of the doorway, and then its middle head barked. It walked a few steps to the right and disappeared.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Jack wondered aloud.

      Another bark from the hallway, the dog was not far from the door from the sound of it.

      Marissa shook her head, her eyes wide. “It wants us to follow.”

      Jack stepped away from the wall. “I’d watch your pronouns. I think it’s a he, and I don’t want to piss him off.”

      Sam gave him a skeptical look. “That’s what you’re worried about, pronouns? I’m going to have to insist the university starts checking for more than a pulse when they enroll students.”

      Another loud bark erupted from the hallway, sounding as if all three heads had joined in.

      “I think we’d better go,” Jack whispered. He started forward, not really wanting to but knowing he had no other choice in the matter. What was he going to do? Stand against the wall and disobey the beast? Not if he wanted to keep his throat intact.

      The three students walked out of the room, no one bothering to close the door behind them. Once the dog saw them, all six of his eyes glared at them as if he was angry it’d taken them so long to follow him. He eventually turned and started down the hallway.

      Goosebumps erupted across Jack’s arms, but he walked forward, Sam and Marissa on either side.

      “Where the hell are we?” he asked after a few turns.

      “Same answer as before,” Marissa replied. “I don’t know.”

      They’d talked about this when they’d first awoken in that room. None of them had a clue as to where they were, and these winding hallways only solidified that.

      Finally, after many more turns, the dog stopped at what appeared to be an elevator.

      Tempting death, Jack asked, “Well, are you going to push the button, Spot?”

      The beast growled.

      Sam shook her head and stepped to the far side of Jack, then gingerly reached forward and pressed the elevator’s button. “You really are a Jack-ass,” she told him as she stepped back next to him.

      Jack watched the dog turn and face the elevator. “He somehow opened that door back there. I want to know if he can press a button.”

      Marissa shook her head. “Magic could have opened the door. They have Tina. There are hexes all over this place.”

      The elevator door opened, and the beast stepped on first. Jack looked cautiously without stepping forward. “If that dog farts on the elevator, all three of us are goners.”

      Sam smacked him on the back of the head. “If you don’t quit joking, you’re a goner. Get on.”

      Jack rubbed the back of his head as he walked into the elevator. The doors closed once all three were inside. The dog stood behind them, which made Jack even more nervous, but he managed to keep his mouth shut.

      After what felt like an eternity, the elevator door opened again. The dog growled menacingly. “This must be our stop,” Jack commented.

      When they stepped out, the beast walked around them, but now it was clear he was no longer leading them.

      Instead, he was going to his master.

      “Hades,” Jack whispered, almost without control. He glanced at Marissa. “Keep your panties on. I don’t care how good he looks.”

      Sam smacked him again, obviously not caring whether they were in front of a dog or a god.

      “Damn it!” Jack cursed quietly, rubbing his head again. “Quit that!”

      Sam kept her eyes on the god before them. “Quit saying dumb stuff.”

      “Tell those sons-of-bastards to be quiet.”

      Jack’s face screwed up, realizing for the first time that there were people behind Hades. He moved his head and saw the five of them. A fat guy who was smiling, two women, a man dressed in a nice suit, and a guy with two-inch-thick glasses.

      “Uncle Bill,” Sam whispered.

      Jack could hardly believe it. “That is Uncle Bill?” Those five were the ones causing all the trouble?

      Hades reached down and patted his dog’s middle head. “Do you think you two might cease talking for a moment?”

      I don’t want to, Jack thought, but he managed to keep his mouth shut—probably best to avoid death by stupidity.

      Hades straightened. He was wearing a black robe that Jack had missed during the attack. Without any doubt, Brad Pitt on his best day would be jealous of the god’s looks. But beneath it all rested a sinister aura that could not be forgotten.

      “That’s very kind of you,” the god remarked. He nodded to the dog, and the beast trotted over to the wall. Hades turned and looked at the five people sitting behind him.

      Jack took that moment to glance around the whole room, realizing that he’d almost been put into a trance by Hades. The fine rugs throughout the room looked very similar to ones in the university’s sitting rooms.

      The five people behind Hades were spread out between a couch and two loveseats. Jack got to the right side of the room, and he saw her. Tina. One of the witches who had almost burned him alive. Finally, Jack looked at Hades again. “Nice digs.” He nodded at Coke-bottle glasses. “Hi, Uncle Bill.”

      A small grin spread across Hades’ face. “I’m unsure what happened when I arrived here, but I understood your language immediately, and apparently you understand mine, although I don’t believe I’m speaking a new tongue. However, there are new words and phrases that I’m coming to learn. One is ‘smart-ass.’ You are being a smartass now, right?”

      Jack shrugged. “I’m beginning to think it’s a disease. You shouldn’t judge me for it.”

      Hades’ brow furrowed. “Not judge you? I rule the underworld, boy. My purpose is to judge.”

      Jack leaned over to Marissa. “I’ll give it to you, Sissy. You’ve got a better sense of humor than him.”

      Hades moved to his left, creating a direct line of sight between the students and the five cult leaders. “These five have explained some things to me since arriving. At first, I came to find out where my employees went. Then to find the one who took my employees.” He gestured at Tina, who only kept her head down. “And when I returned, this small group had actually shaped up some and was able to explain some things to me. They made me see that there are forces at work here I didn’t understand yet. Forces you certainly don’t understand.”

      What is this? Jack wondered. A shitty movie where the bad guy explains the plot to the good guys? If so, this god is dumber than a bag of nails.

      Jack said nothing, though. He’d let the dumbass talk it all out if that’s what he wanted to do.

      Hades studied Jack. “I can see you are judging me now. Tina, tell me what he is thinking.”

      Without looking up, the witch said, “He thinks you’re about to tell your entire plan and that you are dumb for doing so.”

      Hades laughed, a rich sound that filled the room and also made Jack’s arm hair stand on end. His laughter slowed, and then he spoke. “I could give you written directions for my plan. I could give them to every single person on this planet, and no one could stop me.”

      He looked toward the five people on the couches. “Is there anything any of you would like to say?”

      Uncle Bill had some kind of handheld game in his lap. He didn’t look up when he spoke. “Tell my bitch of a niece that she should have stayed home.”

      Hades chuckled and then stepped in front of the group again. “I did not call you here to tell you my plans but to ask you what yours are. I’ve treated you well. Those closest to you, I sent home alive. Those that died, you did not know them. All in all, I’ve treated you kindly, I must say. Now it is time for you to return the favor.”

      The dog trotted a few steps toward the middle of the room, the threat clear. Give him what he wants, or you and I can play catch with your femur.

      “I want to know about your friend Claire.” Hades lingered over her name as if it was some kind of exotic and rare animal. “Why was she not with you?”

      Jack looked at Marissa. She was already looking back at him. They both understood what the other was thinking.

      We’d sooner die than give up anything about her.

      The dog stepped closer, growling low in his chest.

      The god looked at the witch. “Tina, what was that look about?”

      The witch was a beaten woman, but a dutiful one. “Neither of them wants to tell you anything about Claire. They’re willing to risk death.”

      Hades stepped closer and Jack saw flames in the god's eyes, burning right behind his pupils. “Perhaps they are. Why would you die for her, though? She’s not even here.”

      Jack couldn’t help it, then. He chuckled, a real laugh.

      “Do I amuse you, boy?”

      Jack shrugged again. “You said she’s not here.”

      Hades turned in a circle and mockingly observed the room. “Is she? Do you see her somewhere?”

      Jack sighed and looked at the floor. He shook his head, and for a brief moment, sort of felt bad for this creature from another world. “Hades, we don’t know each other that well, and I know you’re just now learning our phrases and whatnot, but we have an old saying. Speak of the devil, and he might show up—”

      Marissa leaned in close. “Technically, it’s ‘speak of the devil, and he doth appear.’”

      Jack nearly groaned. He whispered back harshly. “Damn it. I’m trying to be dramatic.” He looked back at Hades. “She ruins everything. I’m laughing because Claire isn’t here yet, but she will be soon enough.”

      Hades walked over slowly until he stood in front of Jack. Jack was six feet tall, but Hades was at least four inches taller. He bent down slightly. There really was fire in his eyes, however impossible that might be. “I’m counting on it.”

      He pointed at the door. “You humans may leave.” The five cult members left the room at Hades’ direction, none of them giving any pushback. Only the three students, the witch, the dog, and the god remained.

      Hades gestured toward the empty couches. “Please, sit.”

      No sense in wasting time, Jack thought. We’re going to do what the bastard tells us one way or another—except give him anything about Claire. That we won’t do.

      Jack walked across the large room with Marissa and Sam following closely. He partly wished Sam had been with them from the first semester because he thought she might have been able to take over the role of leader now that Claire was gone.

      Alas, she wasn’t nearly there yet, and so it fell to Jack. No worries. We’ll probably all be dead momentarily. Then we don’t really have to worry about it.

      All three took a seat. The dog trotted over to the edge of the thick carpet that lay beneath the furniture, each head watching one of the students. The middle one was on Jack, and while he wanted to watch the beast, the real danger lay with Hades.

      Jack kept his attention there. “So, those five that just left. What are they, like your groupies?”

      He felt Marissa elbow him. He knew that she wanted him to shut up, but the more nervous he got, the more untamed his mouth grew.

      Hades walked over next to his dog and placed his hand on Cerberus’ right head, stroking it absently. “They are obedient as all humans should be, as all humans will be eventually. You have forgotten what your ancestors knew. We are to be worshipped and feared. There is fear in you, but…” Hades shook his head. “No worship.”

      Jack frowned. “Honestly, Mr. God. I looked at the store for some worship, but they were plum out. If you let me get out of here now, I’ll run to the nearest Wal-Mart and see if they’re stocked up.”

      Hades glanced at the witch, who answered immediately. “He’s mocking you.”

      “Ah.” Hades grinned. “You find yourself funny, boy?”

      The quips were coming fast now. “I find myself in ladies' rooms a lot but haven’t found myself in funny.”

      Hades sighed and took his hand off the dog’s head. “I’m going to have to kill you. I just hope the other two will provide me with what I need.”

      Jack didn’t have time to move at all. He witnessed the same thing he’d seen during the first attack—the god slicing through space with tracers following after him as if time itself had slowed down.

      The next thing Jack knew, he was hanging in the air with Hades' hand wrapped around his throat. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t scream. He couldn’t do anything but kick at the god’s body. His kicks had no more effect than a stiff breeze might.

      Marissa acted first, slamming into Hades with no thought of herself at all. She hit him with her shoulder, colliding with his ribs. She slid off like a raindrop.

      The dog leapt and pinned Marissa against the ground with one pounce. It snapped at her face, nearly killing her right then, but somehow Marissa managed to wrap her hands around its throat—though that wouldn’t last longer than another second.

      Sam rose from the couch, whatever fear that had frozen her broken at last. She jumped on the dog’s back, her hands raining blows down on its middle head while the other two tried to snap at her.

      Hades paused with his hand tightening slightly around Jack’s neck and looked at the insane sight behind them. One of Cerberus’ heads was trying to kill Marissa beneath him, and the other two were doing their best to kill Sam on his back.

      Hades laughed, kicking Sam in the ribs. She hit the floor and slid another ten feet. Hades looked down at his dog. “Enough, Cerberus. I can’t kill them all and find out what I want to know.”

      The dog gave one more menacing growl and then hopped off Marissa.

      Hades turned his attention back up to Jack, whose face was going purple. Blackness was crowding the outside of his vision, and his kicks had nearly stopped.

      “Do I kill you now?” Hades murmured. “Or is there another use for you? That’s the question. It is my brother who always used trickery to get what he wanted, while brute force is more my forte. What would Zeus do?”

      Hades released his grip, and Jack fell to the floor.

      Jack coughed and spluttered, unable to find air. He was certain he was going to die.

      The god turned to Marissa, who was still lying on the ground with dog drool covering her face. Hades noted that her arms were covered with red scratches. “You’re a lively group, aren’t you? Will all you humans behave like this, or will some have more intelligence?”

      Jack rolled over on his side, finally finding some air and barely able to speak. “I take offense to that,” he croaked. “My IQ has got to be in the top tenth percentile.”

      Hades squatted down so that he was closer to Jack. “I may end up deciding to cut your tongue out. I think that would be a fitting punishment for one who cannot stop speaking despite how much it endangers him. Now, boy, my patience grows thin. Tell me about Claire. Who is she and why is she so special?”

      Jack blinked and cleared his eyes of tears. He opened them to find Marissa staring back at him. She shook her head. No. He rolled over on his back and stared up at the ceiling. His throat was on fire and he could feel Hades still staring at him. Jack coughed and then said. “Maybe, she’s going to be the one that saves me.”

      Hades remained very still as he spoke. “No, boy. She will not save you. Now tell me about her. I demand it.”

      Jack took in a deep breath. “Because after all, she’s my Wonderwall.” He met Hades’ eyes. “Back beat, the word is on the street that the fire in your heart is out.”

      Hades' eyes narrowed. “Witch! Has this boy gone mad?”

      Tina called from across the room. “He’s mocking you again. That’s a song by a band named Oasis. He’s just saying the lyrics.”

      The flames in Hades’ eyes blazed as the muscles in his jaw flexed.

      If he doesn’t cut my tongue out, I definitely need to do it, because this is just stupid. Jack started drumming to the beat of the song gently with his fingers as he added in the melody. “I don’t believe that anybody feels the way I do about you now.”

      Hades stood up and took one step toward Jack. He didn’t slow down time, because Jack saw the foot heading straight for his face just fine.

      Then, the world went black.
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      Dean Pritcham escorted Claire, Frank, Dr. Byron, the agents, and Al to Dr. Mitchen’s laboratory and gave him the short version of what had happened to Jack and Marissa.

      Dr. Mitchen looked around the laboratory with squinted eyes. “Tell me honestly, is there a ghost here?”

      Regardless of everything else going on in the world, Dr. Mitchen always appeared cheery. Fire and brimstone could be falling from the sky while volcanos erupted across every continent, and Dr. Mitchen would still sound as if he were ordering breakfast at his favorite restaurant. Claire loved him for it.

      The group had arrived at the university thirty minutes ago, meeting Dean Pritcham at the front door. Claire hadn’t seen her in a few weeks, but it felt like ages.

      Claire thought Dean Pritcham looked the exact opposite of Dr. Mitchen. Like she had the weight of the world on her shoulders.

      Frank stood at Claire’s side, tapping his index finger on the side of his head in thought. “Hey, Doc, ye aren’t going to be able to see him. Just like ye can’t really see me for what I am. I thought ye lads were supposed to be smart?”

      Mitchen quit looking around the room though he didn’t stop smiling. “Well, I can see you, Frank, so I’d hoped maybe I could see some other version of the ghost. Does he have a name? Do ghosts have names?”

      Al stood behind Remington’s wheelchair. He’d been helping wheel it around since they all decided to head back to Boston. “I like this guy. He’s the nicest human I’ve met over here. I’d probably tell him my real name if you all weren’t here. For now, though, go ahead and let him it’s Al.”

      Frank looked over his shoulder. “Shut it, spirit.” Turning back to Mitchen, he said, “His name is Sue.”

      “Damn it, Frank!” Al grumbled. “I’ll get you back for that.”

      Mitchen smiled. “Nice reference, Frank. I don’t know if our younger crowd gets it.”

      Claire rolled her eyes. “I get it. Anyway, yes, there’s a ghost. No, you can’t see him. Dr. Mitchen, I hate that we only get to talk at desperate times, but this may be the most desperate yet. I don’t want to be rude, but what do you have for us?”

      Dr. Mitchen nodded. “Very true, and the truth is rarely rude, my dear. Come.” He turned and began his walk through the laboratory that had once mesmerized Claire, but today only felt like it was too long by half. She wanted to get in and out of here so that they could get to the business at hand.

      Killing the son-of-a-bitch who had her friends.

      Mitchen spoke as he led the way. “Perhaps these are very desperate times, but we’re actually in better shape here than we were the last time you visited us. You see, we did well with vampires. With the ghosts, we had very little time and very little that could help. But we began working on things that might combat the Greek gods as soon as the laboratory was up and running. We worked out early on that the greatest myths of all time would be likely to cross the Veil at some point, so you’re in luck.”

      He took a left, and they passed row after row of tables and the people working at them. Claire didn’t give them a glance this time. Instead, she turned her head to Dr. Mitchen. “So, what happened with Marissa and Jack? If we have all this stuff, why didn’t it help them?”

      Remington fielded the question. “We didn’t use it.”

      Claire stopped walking and turned around, nearly colliding with Remington’s wheelchair. “What do you mean, you didn’t use it?”

      Dr. Mitchen spoke up from behind her. “Perhaps I can help with that.”

      Claire nodded while still staring at Remington. “Somebody had better.”

      “There were reasons, Claire.” Remington sounded almost angry. “You weren’t here. You didn’t come back. So don’t try to judge anything we did now. I won’t hear it.”

      Claire glanced at Lance and thought he might stand up and actually punch her if he could.

      Mitchen’s voice was much softer. “Let’s all calm down. There were reasons, and if you continue walking with me, I’ll tell them to you. As you said, we are short on time.”

      Claire nodded, and the group started moving again.

      Mitchen resumed speaking as they walked. “Unfortunately, while we have one piece of technology that will help, we are not able to replicate it easily. What you’re going to see is unique and fresh out of development. If something happens to this one, it will be another two years before we create a replacement, although we are working on expediting the process.”

      Claire shook her head and looked at the floor. “It still doesn’t make sense why Marissa and Jack didn’t have it. I wasn’t here. I wasn’t coming back.”

      Remington had Al speed up so he was being wheeled beside Claire. “This is unproven technology, a what-if. You said you weren’t coming back, but you know Lance and I never believed it. You weren’t ready when we asked, but we know you better than that. We had Hades down as being like any other Myther. Marissa had her spells, a team of Navy Seals to deal with the humans. One, we thought we would all come back safely, and two, we knew that you would return if something did happen, and we wanted to have something that might help in that instance. Plus, we were wrong about what we were up against. Hades is not like any Myther we’ve encountered so far.”

      Claire gritted her teeth but said nothing. There was some logic to the answer, but it still wasn’t the choice she would have made. They weren’t playing to win, as the saying went. They’d had contingency plans, and that’s not how Claire operated. She went into every situation with the expectation of winning, and she would have used all the tools at her disposal. She wouldn’t have left anything behind.

      It’s too late now, she thought.

      They reached a door on their left, and Dr. Mitchen came to a stop. He flashed a key card on the door’s panel, and a small light set into it turned green, then he turned the handle and entered. Claire followed close behind, and the rest of the crew filed in behind her.

      White lights burned overhead, giving the sparse room a distinctly clean feel. There was only one thing in the room for Claire’s eyes to be drawn to, a circular table set against the wall on the other side with a glass casing on top of it. Inside the glass case was a hat—a baseball cap, to be exact. Purple, cursive letters were scrawled across the front that read “University of Paranormal Studies.”

      Claire moved closer to the table and peered skeptically at the cap. “We’ve got our first schoolwear? Is there a shirt to go with it?”

      Dr. Mitchen smiled without looking away from the glass case. “If we could make as many articles of clothing as possible, certainly we would have made a shirt. Unfortunately, this hat is all we have. It’s the only thing like it in the world, or it was until Hades arrived.”

      Dr. Byron spoke up from the back of the group. “You really did it? Recreated the properties of Hades’ helmet in that hat?”

      Mitchen nodded with a distinct look of satisfaction on his face but said nothing.

      Claire looked over her shoulder at the group behind her. “Does someone want to explain this to me?”

      Byron moved from behind Lance’s wheelchair and walked over to Claire’s left. Dean Pritcham came with him, going to stand on the other side of Dr. Mitchen. She spoke with amazement. “The myths of Hades say he had a helmet that could make him invisible. No one could see him when he put it on, and his dog has a collar that does the same. That’s how no one saw them when they broke in to free the witch.”

      Byron reached forward as if to touch the glass but held his hand just before he made contact. He glanced over to Dr. Mitchen. “Does it work?”

      Mitchen chuckled. “Let’s hope so. If not, it’s a lot of wasted money.” He took hold of the glass encasement with both hands and slowly removed it, exposing the hat sitting atop a circular gray base on the table. He picked the hat up and turned it around slowly in front of his face, smiling the entire time. “Claire, would you like to put it on?”

      Claire’s eyes went wide when they told her about the hat. She’d come down here expecting to receive something that would help. Somehow, it hadn’t actually dawned on her that she’d have to wear the hat. Now she knew this was the thing they’d brought her to see.

      Dr. Mitchen turned and presented the hat with the words facing her. “We didn’t know who we were building it for when we started, but now I think it’s clear we were building it for you this whole time. Go on.”

      Claire was quiet as she took the hat. “What is going to happen when I put this thing on?”

      Mitchen shrugged good-naturedly. “Hopefully, you become invisible. There is always a chance that you’ll disappear into another realm, though.”

      Claire quickly looked up and glared.

      Dr. Mitchen put his hands out defensively. “Kidding, kidding. When you put it on, no one will be able to see you, but you will be able to see us. Simple.”

      Claire stared at the purple writing again. The hat was light and didn’t feel any different from any other hat she’d held. She sighed. “If I end up in another dimension, I’m going to come back and kick your ass, Mitchen, even though I do like you.”

      Mitchen put his hands in his pockets. “That seems fair.”

      “Hurry up, lass!” Frank nearly shouted.

      Claire gave him a quick glare. “Shut it.” She took the hat and placed it on her head, bill facing forward. She glanced around her quickly. Everyone was still in the same place.

      She saw the blood draining from their faces and their eyes widening so large it looked like their eyeballs might actually fall from their heads. Everyone but Dr. Mitchen, at least.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Byron leaned forward, his face almost at where her breast was.

      Claire took a step back. “Watch it, professor.”

      He’d paused, though, and seemed to be looking straight through her at Mitchen. “Can we touch her? Is she still in the room?”

      “Yes, you can. She can still interact with objects in the room,” came the reply. “You just can’t see or hear her.”

      “Fascinating!” Dr. Byron waved a hand in front of him and was most definitely about to cop a feel.

      Claire grabbed his hand and twisted it, causing the old professor to pull back quickly and give a pained yelp.

      Remington laughed from Claire’s left. “I guess she doesn’t want you touching her.”

      Byron was rubbing his wrist, but he held no anger on his face, just wonder. “How utterly fascinating.”

      Claire stepped around him and walked to the other side of the room. The rest of the group was still staring at where she’d been when she put on the hat, having no idea she’d moved at all.

      This. Is. Awesome.

      Claire walked to Frank’s side and stood there for a second, thinking about what to do. Finally, she put her finger in her mouth, got it nice and wet, then shoved it deep in the leprechaun’s ear.

      “What the fucking fuck!” Frank jumped back, his hand trying to clean out the saliva in his ear and his eyes frantically searching for her.

      Lance and Remington were holding their stomachs, laughing. “She gave you a wet willy, huh, Frank?” Remington asked.

      Frank shook his head hard. “I don’t know what that is, but I know the lass just earned herself an ass-kicking when I can see her again.”

      Claire was smiling, but she wasn’t going to be standing next to Frank when she took the hat off. She made her way to the other side of the room to where Dean Pritcham was standing and took the hat off.

      Remington saw her first. “That was impressive.”

      The rest of the room turned to where she now stood.

      Mitchen nodded enthusiastically. “It works.”

      Frank was still rubbing the inside of his ear. “A bit too well if you ask me. Claire, me dear, you’re going to pay for that.”

      Byron ignored everyone else. “How did it work, Dr. Mitchen? How is it even possible?”

      Mitchen opened his mouth to explain, but Claire started talking before he had a chance. “Nope. I don’t have time for that right now. You two can discuss the science once I’m out of here, but I’ve got to go get my friends. Dr. Byron, sorry about the wrist. You were about to grab my boob.”

      Byron’s face immediately turned a bright red. “My-my-my apologies,” he stuttered.

      Claire winked. “No worries. Just don’t try getting fresh again.” She turned her attention to the FBI agents. “We’re burning daylight, fellas. What in the hell is the plan?”
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      It still hurt when Jack swallowed or moved his neck at all. He had a nice, large, purple bruise and was doing his absolute best not to touch it. Sam was pretty banged up too, her ribs were possibly broken. She said it hurt when she breathed, and that wasn’t mentioning the bruise on her shoulder from where she’d landed after Hades’ kick. Marissa probably got the least of it all, as the dog hadn’t done more than scratch her up.

      All in all, though, Jack didn’t think things were looking great for the group.

      The three shared a room inside the mansion. It had two sets of bunk beds, with Jack sleeping on one of them, and the ladies sharing the other. Sam stayed on the bottom one, simply because climbing up to the top was an impossibility at this point.

      They were allowed free movement within the mansion—if free meant that every time they stepped out of their room that damned dog was following them, which basically made escape impossible.

      Now the three of them lay on their beds. Jack was on his back, staring at the bunk above him. Sam was in a similar position, probably because lying on either side hurt too much, judging by the small gasps she made with every movement. Marissa’s breathing was even. She might have actually been asleep; Jack couldn’t tell.

      Jack’s hands rested on his stomach, moving up and down slowly with his breath. “Aren’t you glad you came? That reunion with Uncle Bill was really breathtaking. He clearly really loves you.”

      Sam didn’t move in response to his question. She remained as still as possible because to do anything else was to invite pain. “He’s different.”

      Jack chuckled sadly. “You mean he wasn’t always that warm and loving?”

      Sam shook her head gingerly, gritting her teeth against the flash of pain. “He wasn’t ever what I’d call warm, but he certainly wouldn’t have dismissed me like that.”

      Jack sighed. “I’m sorry you came. Remington and Lance made a mistake, and now you’re stuck here with us. You shouldn’t have been involved.”

      Sam raised an eyebrow and slowly turned her head to him. “You want to rephrase any of that? It sounds like you don’t want me here.”

      “No, no,” Jack responded. “I meant now you’re in a heap of danger just like Sissy and me, but you didn’t need to be. The FBI made a mistake thinking that your uncle would listen to you. Had they not made the mistake, you’d be safe.”

      Sam nodded, turning so that she stared at the bunk above her. “That sounds better, but it’s okay. This isn’t over yet. Plus, now I want a shot at Bill after how he dismissed me like that. My dad would burn him alive if he’d seen the way he spoke to me.”

      “Sissy?” Jack called. “You awake?”

      Marissa rolled over and looked off the bed. “I was until you started jabbering.”

      “My jabbers make the world go around,” Jack retorted. “You don’t need to be sleeping, anyway. We need that big brain of yours to come up with a plan. How are we getting out of here?”

      Marissa made a finger motion that indicated both her and Sam. “Well, I figured we might be able to escape if we sacrifice you to the dog. So, if you’re willing to take one for the team, we can make a break for it.”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Hardy-har-har. Not happening. Is any thinking at all going on in that head, or is it completely empty?”

      Marissa turned on her back. “I’ll be honest, there isn’t a lot I can come up with. Tina has cast magic across this place that makes any spells I know pretty much worthless.”

      Jack responded with a grin, “As always, it’s up to me to save everyone. No worries, I’ll do it. I know that’s my job.”

      Sam sighed. “Well, we’re waiting.”

      Jack grew silent, having nothing left to joke about. He had no plan, no more hope of getting out of here than anyone else in this room did. If they stepped outside of the room, that three-headed monstrosity would be waiting on them. Sure, Cerberus would let them walk around. But the moment one of them tried to make a run for it, he would most definitely end them.

      Where are you, Claire? he wondered silently. If you don’t come, I’ve got a strong feeling none of us are making it out of here alive.

      Jack sat up and swung his feet off the bed. “I’m bored. Let’s go find Uncle Bill.”

      “Do what?” Marissa asked.

      Jack nodded and stood up. “Yeah. Let’s go find him. What else do we have to do? Wait around until someone brings us food? Plus, Bill is a weirdo, and it might be fun to chat with him some.”

      Marissa swung her head over the bed and looked down at Sam. “It’s up to you. We don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”

      Sam shrugged and slowly sat up, every part of her clearly hurting as she did. “No, talking to Uncle Bill sounds good to me. Hell, if we get a chance, maybe I can break his neck.”

      Jack laughed. “That’s the spirit. Come on, let’s go have a little family reunion.”
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      The dog wasn’t waiting for them this time, but it only took a few minutes of wandering the mansion’s halls before he showed up. Cerberus padded along but remained five feet behind,  seeming to hate the job of following the three around.

      Jack glanced at Marissa. “I think he wants a taste of you, to be honest. Didn’t get enough the last go-around.”

      Marissa shook her head. “Look, you got us out here. Do you have any idea where we’re heading?”

      Jack shouted into the hallway. “Uncle Bill! Uncle Bill! Where are you?”

      Marissa punched him in the shoulder. “All you’re doing is hurting my ears with that nonsense. Quit it.”

      Jack shrugged as they turned into the living room. “I don’t know where the hell he is, but I’m tired of lying in that—” He grinned. “Well, never mind. You can all thank me for bringing you to the correct place.”

      Uncle Bill, with his too-thick glasses, was sitting on the hardwood floor of the massive living room.

      Jack stopped walking and checked out the rest of the room. He didn’t see anyone else. Apparently, Uncle Bill was alone. He turned his head to the left, his neck smarting as he did. “Ready for a second family reunion, Sam?”

      Sam ignored him and walked forward a few steps. Jack remained where he was, standing next to Marissa.

      The dog padded over to the wall then lay down, one of its three heads keeping its eyes open while the other two settled down to rest.

      Bill had a board game out in front of him, although Jack didn’t know what it was. He didn’t recognize either the board or the pieces, but he’d never seen a board game that included only one player. This is a weird, weird guy, to say the least.

      Sam stopped as she reached the board. Bill didn’t look up. Instead, he moved a piece as if no one had entered the room at all.

      “This is how you treat family now?” Sam asked.

      Bill didn’t look up, yet his voice was more subdued than when Jack had heard him earlier. “You shouldn’t have come. That was a big mistake.”

      “You’re here. Why shouldn’t I be?”

      Bill rolled a pair of dice. “Damn it.” He shook his head angrily, then moved the pieces across the board. “I’m here because this is where I’m destined to be. You are here…Well, I’m not entirely sure why you came.” He looked up, his eyes large beneath the glasses. “What made you come, Sam? Was it my dickwad brother? Did he put you in danger, all in some hopes of saving the country?”

      Sam shook her head, barely-controlled anger on her face. “I’m here because what you’re doing isn’t just about this country. It’s about the entire world. Everything that’s been happening, you’re behind it in some way, aren’t you?”

      Bill looked back down at his game, studying the pieces. “Those prick-washing friends of yours over there, they’re part of that university? The one trying to stop us? You’re a part of it too?”

      Sam didn’t turn around to look at Jack or Marissa. She kept her eyes on her uncle. “What is all of this about? Why are you doing this? You must see that it’s only causing death. Destruction. You’re doing absolutely no good, Uncle Bill. None.”

      Jack’s eyes widened in worry. He’d mainly come looking for this weird dude to get out of the room. He certainly hadn’t come in here to talk a bunch of shit. The last time he did that he’d nearly had his head popped off. Yet, here was Sam, telling Bill that everything he was doing was wrong. “Hey, Sam, maybe it’s time to go back to the room?”

      She didn’t so much as glance behind her.

      Bill seemed not to notice them anymore, either. “Yeah, Sam, because the world is so grand right now. We kill each other as if humans are no more than cattle. We killed different colors, creeds, and anything else you can think of.” He looked up, his face full of hatred. “Did your jackass father ever tell you how many times I was put in the hospital because my glasses were this thick?”

      Sam was silent as she shook her head.

      Bill held up three fingers. “Can you count, niece of mine? Three. I was hospitalized three fucking times because I looked and acted differently. So please don’t give me any sob story about how the world deserves to be saved.”

      Marissa leaned over very close to Jack. “He might know more than anyone else on Earth about what’s happening here. About the Veil and whatever is behind it. He probably knows more than anyone inside the FBI.”

      The two family members appeared not to hear Marissa.

      We should have had some kind of plan if we came in contact with him, Jack thought. Claire would have made sure we did. Instead, we’re just fucking winging it.

      Sam kept speaking. “So, what then? You’re helping give the world over to creatures that don’t exist? You want Mythers that only exist because of us to have dominion over Earth?”

      Jack put a gentle hand on Marissa’s hip and tapped twice. Sam knows what she’s doing, he thought. She may not convince him that he’s insane, but hopefully, she’ll at least figure out what his insanity wants.

      Bill shook his head and moved one of the game board pieces a few places. “Oh, such bullshit from a bullshit queen. They only exist because of us? Tell me, missy, how do they have entire lives over there, then? How did Hades have a whole damned army of ghosts?” He shook his head again as if he couldn’t believe the idiocy he was being forced to deal with. He grabbed the dice up quickly and let them fly again.

      “Either way,” Sam countered, “whether they exist or they don’t, you’re going to give them our world? That’s what you’re doing here, isn’t it? What your plan has been all along, to call them over so that they can destroy us?”

      Bill stopped midway in moving his piece. He leaned back, placing both hands behind him to steady himself, and stared up at his niece. “You must be the dumbest person to ever fall down the dumb tree.” He looked bewildered, as if he couldn’t quite understand how someone could say such things.

      For Sam’s part, she looked like she wanted to smack those thick glasses right off his scrunched face. “Then enlighten me, Uncle Bill. What the hell has been the point of all this? The different cult sects, the vampires and ghosts? The stuff out on the west coast?”

      A smile slowly spread across Bill’s face, looking about as ugly as anything Jack had ever seen. The man had a face for radio, naturally, but the smile? It wasn’t going to help him see any women in their birthday suits, that was for sure.

      “The point, my dumbass niece, is the creature now holding court in this mansion. Humans keep looking up into the sky for a savior. They want God or Superman or the government to come and save them. Yet, the gods already exist. They’re on another plane, separated from us by the thinnest of layers. Why would we not bring them here? Why would we not serve under them, and let them destroy the things they want and keep the things they deem worthy? They’re gods and us mere humans. And why do you think they don’t want to come here?”

      Jack’s eyes were narrow as he tried to understand what this dope was saying. It wasn’t the vampires they wanted? Or the ghosts? They’d wanted the Greek gods all along? The Titans?

      It appeared Sam had come upon on the same line of thinking, too, and that was good—because Jack wouldn’t have been able to keep his mouth shut if she hadn’t asked the questions he wanted answered.

      Sam pointed at Bill. “If you wanted the gods, then what was all the rest about?”

      Bill closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. When he released the air, he let it out slowly and then leaned forward over his game again. “I would suggest you not speak around Hades. You’re obviously too dumb to last in this new world, and opening your mouth will only let him know that sooner.”

      He tossed the dice, but Sam’s foot slapped them away before they could be still. They scattered across the room, and Bill looked up with bold anger across his face. “You stupid twat. Go get them. Now.”

      Jack’s right foot stepped forward, almost outside of his control. Marissa reached forward and grabbed a belt loop, shaking her head.

      He knew what she meant. This was between the two of them. Jack and Marissa would jump in if necessary, but right now, it wasn’t.

      Sam only shook her head at her uncle’s demand. “Answer my question. If you wanted the gods, what was all the rest about?”

      Bill tried to stand up, but Sam raised her foot and kicked him in the chest.

      Jack could tell it caused her pain to move like that since she winced, but she didn’t back down.

      Bill fell back on his ass, his own face growing bright red at the indignation. “Do you think we can just handpick who we want, you silly shit-eater? Do you think we can reach over there and grab them like they’re blue M&Ms? No, you ass-munch. What we wanted was to make them take notice, to come over on their own, because it’s much harder to force a god to come over here than it is a vampire. But once they took notice, they would come on their own, and once they came, they’d see this place should be theirs. Do you think this plan was ours? There’s so much here that you can’t begin to understand.”

      Sam stared down at the board and shook her head. “You’re just hoping that you end up on the right side of this god’s wishes? That he keeps you alive?”

      Jack glanced at the three-headed dog. He was on his feet again, all heads alert, but not yet growling or threatening.

      Bill turned over on all fours, not in an attempt to stand again but an effort to recover his dice. “He’s kept me alive so far, hasn’t he? Besides, he’s only the beginning, my know-nothing niece. There are more gods than him, and if you think they’re not noticing that their brother is missing, then you’re even dumber than you look.”

      He crawled away from the game, his eyes scanning for the dice, having discarded the conversation they were having.

      Sam turned back to Jack and Marissa. Her eyes were wide, and she shrugged and mouthed, “What the hell am I supposed to do with that?”

      Jack was just about to respond when he heard the door open behind him. He turned to see the witch standing in the doorway. “He wants you.”

      No one needed to ask who she was referring to. “Tell me, Tina. When you decided to join up with him, did you know you’d be giving up your soul?” Jack asked. “Or was that more of a surprise when you got here?”

      Tina didn’t look away. “I see your wounds healed.”

      Jack smiled back. “I imagine the ones on your soul won’t. Take us to your master. I’m tired of talking to his lackeys.”

      “We all serve someone, Jack,” the witch responded. “You are simply serving the losing side.” She turned and walked away without giving him a chance to respond.

      Sam came to stand by Jack and Marissa. “What do you think he wants?”

      Marissa shook her head with a little grin. “Thinking isn’t Jack’s strong point, Sam, so I’ll take that as you asking me. This most likely has to do with Claire.”

      Jack raised a finger. “The problem with that is, I’m always thinking, and you two fools can’t keep up.”

      The dog growled from behind, causing Jack to jump.

      Sam chuckled. “Must have been thinking too hard to hear Fido approaching, huh?”

      Jack set off after the witch. “I hope he gets hungry again because you’re not going to be able to run as fast as me.”
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        * * *

      

      Hades was sitting at the end of a long dining room table, one of those that Jack imagined the truly rich owned, but only so that they could let everyone know how rich they actually were. Cerberus trotted over to the god. Hades stroked the dog’s middle head for a second, then the animal laid down at his feet.

      Tina didn’t bother speaking at all. She simply walked over to the side of the room, doing her best to disappear.

      She’s really scared of him, Jack thought. She’ll do whatever he says, but she’s scared to death.

      Hades glanced at Jack. “How’s the neck?”

      “Great,” Jack responded. “I’m thinking about getting this type of purple tattooed there permanently, I like it so much.”

      “If you continue speaking as you did before, there won’t be any need to get it tattooed, I can promise you that.” The god drummed his fingers lightly on the table. “Now, Tina here tells me that your friend, this Claire, is ready to come for me. She does have some guts, but alas, it will all come to the same. I’ve given you free rein of this place up until now. We had our little disagreement, but I see no reason to allow that to overflow into the rest of our interactions. I am of the mind to let this girl come for me, but I did want to try one last time to speak with you three.”

      Jack walked over to the table and pulled a chair out. He plopped himself down in it and then threw his legs up on the table. “I’d love to talk to you, Hades. What do you have in mind? But before we get started, I am a bit curious about whose house we’re in? And what time they’ll be serving dinner? I’ve always wanted to eat at a table like this. It reminds me of Michael Keaton in the first Batman. Do you know the one I’m talking about?”

      He watched as Hades’ jaw twitched. The god glanced at Marissa and Sam behind him, perhaps hoping to find help there.

      “Does he ever stop his prattle?” the god asked.

      Marissa shoved her hands into her pockets. “Not that I can tell, and to be honest, it used to get on my nerves. When he does it with you, though, I find it oddly endearing.”

      Jack flashed a cocky grin. “What can I say, Hades? I’ve got a way with the ladies.”

      The god brought a hand up to his forehead. “I’m going to enjoy killing you, boy. Truth be told, the only reason I’m still dealing with any of you is because of what the witch told me. She, Claire, is supposed to be special. I have dealt with special creatures before, and I wasn’t as cautious as I should have been, thus having to pay a price. I do not wish to do so again.” He took his hand away from his head and looked the three over. “I shall make a deal with you. If you tell me what you know of her, I will make her death painless. If you don’t, her fate will be similar to Sisyphus’.”

      Jack raised an eyebrow. “Sisy-who?”

      Marissa answered from behind. “He was sentenced to push a boulder up a hill for eternity. Every time he gets to the top, the boulder rolls back down to the bottom, and he has to start all over again.”

      Jack shook his head. “You are a bunch of cruel bastards, you know that?”

      Hades chuckled. “My brother Zeus does have some of the best ideas. However, I promise you that I can come up with quite good ones myself. Do you wish to talk to me about your friend and help her fate turn out somewhat better, or do you want to see her pushing a boulder endlessly up a hill?”

      Jack placed his hands over his stomach and sighed. “I’m really more curious about what we’ll be eating for dinner, Hades. However, if you’re going to force me on to this boring topic, then I really can’t think of anything I’d like better than to watch you try to make Claire suffer for all eternity. So, with that said, I think it’s only appropriate to tell you to go fuck yourself.” He leaned back against the chair and looked at Marissa. “What do you think, Sissy? You want to tell him the same?”

      She nodded, crossing her arms over her chest. “Yeah. Go fuck yourself.”

      Jack grinned. “She means it too, Hades. She hardly ever uses language like that.”

      Hades glanced at Tina. “You can take them away.” He looked back at Jack, flames alight in his eyes. “The next time you see me, boy, it will be when I’m torturing the friend you refuse to discuss. I want you to know that you could have stopped it. You could have given her an easy death. No longer.”

      Hades stood and the dog stood with him, growling low in all three of its throats.

      Jack swallowed, taking his feet off the table and standing up.

      “Come,” the witch commanded from the doorway, having moved there without anyone noticing.

      Jack wanted to respond to the god, but he knew it would do no good. It would only end with more pain for him and perhaps the two with him. Instead, he turned and followed the witch out of the room, silently wondering if the god was telling the truth. If his refusal to give up what he knew about Claire was going to cause her untold pain.
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      Hades remained seated in the middle of the couch, the living room empty besides his dog and Tina. “Show her to me. The girl.”

      Tina understood that she had made a deal with the devil. She now understood how wrong her and Marylyn had been, thinking they were on the right side of things by teaming up with the Following. These gods from beyond the Veil…they tolerated humans as useful assets, but nothing more. Even now, if Tina were to disobey this god’s order, she would be murdered without thought.

      So, Tina did the only thing she could. She started reciting spells. Her lips moved quickly and silently, and in front of the couch, a figure formed.

      The girl, as Hades called her. Claire.

      She was pacing in front of a small bed. To Tina, it looked like she was in her dorm room. Claire was talking, though the ephemeral image didn’t show who was around her.

      Hades crossed one leg over the other. “Is there any way to hear what she’s saying?”

      Tina shook her head. “The spell will only show us her location. We can’t hear anything.”

      Hades nodded, showing no signs of anger.

      Tina was grateful for the reprieve. She’d wondered in the beginning if she might be able to kill him with a spell. That notion had been dispensed with as quickly as it’d come to her. This god wasn’t killable, at least not by any knowledge Tina possessed.

      “What do you think of her?” Hades didn’t look over as he spoke but kept his eyes on the visual of the young lady. “Is she as dangerous as your friend said? Is she some kind of key to this?”

      It was the first time he had asked an opinion of her, and Tina didn’t know exactly how to answer it. She wished Marilyn was here to deal with this—she’d been the stronger of the two, without any doubt. “I… I don’t know. Marilyn was the one who saw farther into her future. She was stronger with the craft than me.”

      Hades flicked his hand as if waving her comment away. “I’m asking what you think, witch. Tell me.”

      Tina put her hands behind her back to stop them from shaking. “When we met her on the rooftop in Miami, she shouldn’t have been able to stop us. It should have been impossible, but she did. She killed Marilyn, and here I am. Miami may not be saved, but she should be dead. Somehow, she defeated us.” Tina paused, looking at the girl who wasn’t yet twenty-one pacing in front of her small bed. “There’s something special about her; I believe that. Whether or not she’s destined to close the Veil, I can’t say.”

      Hades smiled grimly. “You fear her?”

      Tina shook her head very slightly. “No. I respect her.”

      Hades stood up and walked over to the image, peering at it as if Claire Hinterland actually was in front of him. “I can hide here with her friends for a while, I think. Perhaps not forever, but they aren’t going to find us quite yet. Regardless of how much power this government of yours has, I have more.” He leaned closer. His head was about to actually touch the image, which would cause it to disappear. He remained there for a second before pulling away and turning toward Tina. “You and your dead comrade invited them to Miami, yes?”

      Tina nodded, gripping her hands together tightly.

      Hades took a step closer to her, though Tina desperately wanted him to back further away. “Would you invite her here, witch?”

      Tina’s eyes widened because she hadn’t expected that question. Perhaps any other, but not that one. “No,” she whispered without meaning to.

      Hades smiled again, and the flames in his eyes glowed brighter. “I didn’t think you would. You do fear her, but I wonder, my witch. Do you fear me more?”

      Tina wanted to vomit. There was no answer to the question, nothing that would suffice.

      Hades tilted his head down in a slight nod. “It’s okay. You can answer.”

      Fuck it, she thought. “I fear you each for different reasons.”

      “Good, good,” Hades responded. “We are getting somewhere. Why do you fear me?”

      An easy answer. Tina didn’t hesitate. “I’ve never seen power like yours.”

      Hades shrugged good-naturedly. “Fair enough. Why do you fear her?”

      Tina’s eyes flashed to the image of Claire behind the god. “Because she has done things that she shouldn’t be able to. I fear her potential. I fear her…fearlessness.”

      Hades clapped his hands together, sending a sharp echo across the room. “Very well put. You told the truth, and I appreciate that.” He turned his back on her and looked once again at the image. “It’s time for you to be fearless, my acolyte. It’s time for you to see how great my power is and how far it can reach. The Veil is no boundary to my dominion over the dead, the underworld, or Mount Olympus. I am the keeper of souls. I want you to go get her, witch, this young woman and whoever else she would like to bring with her. The whole university she attends, if that’s what pleases her. Have them come to me. Use no trickery and no spells, only tell them you are not to be harmed since you serve me. If they harm you, one of her friends will be harmed in kind, make this known to them.”

      Hades waved his hand through Claire’s face and causing the image to flutter away until nothing remained. He turned around and faced Tina. “Go now and become as fearless as this young lady. When you return with her, you will have grown in my eyes and be lifted in esteem and stature in the coming world. Do you understand?”

      Tina tried to swallow, but her mouth felt like it was coated with sand. She only nodded in response.

      Hades smiled. “See you when you return, my acolyte.”
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      Frank sighed, throwing his feet up on Claire’s desk. “I must say, methinks I might have been an idiot.”

      Al was wearing a pair of jeans and a shirt that said, ‘I Promise, Only The Tip,’ with a bloody Friday the 13th-style knife under it. “What finally brought you to that conclusion? The rest of us have known it for a while.”

      Claire smirked. She was lying on her bed, on her back, staring up at the ceiling.

      Frank looked wistfully out the window and rubbed his thick fingers through his black hair. “I need not listen to the likes of someone who can’t see himself in a mirror. However, I’ve let these damned FBI jokers sucker me yet again. Two days I’ve been stuck in this hell-hole drinking beer not fit for swine. I could be on the beach, with lovely ladies surrounding me.”

      Al chuckled, sounding like fall leaves scraping across concrete. He sat down on Marissa’s bed, being careful not to mess up the blankets. “Frank, you may be an idiot, but not because you passed up the chance with lovely ladies. I don’t think you brought one home with you the entire time we were at the beach.”

      Frank reached for the can of beer in front of him but didn’t bring it up to his lips. “That’s because ye get too drunk and can’t stand up. If ye could drink like meself, you would have seen any number of beautiful women entering and exiting me bedroom. Instead, I’m here with ye two and getting no action at all.”

      Claire understood Frank’s frustration, even if he was venting it in his usual fashion—which was different than hers.

      They’d been waiting for two days, the damned magical hat not used once. The three of them had sat in classes the past two days, listening to Dean Pritcham and Dr. Byron run through everything they possibly could about mythological lore. They hadn’t seen Remington or Lance, nor heard a word about what they were doing. All they kept getting from the upper echelon was a simple and infuriating instruction: “Be patient.”

      Claire’s patience was running out. Her friends were…Well, she didn’t actually want to think about what might be happening to them, because that would only make her more frustrated at her inability to do anything about it. Suffice it to say, they weren’t here. “Al, do you think they’ll be able to locate him again? Hades?”

      Al shrugged. “That’s tough to say. If we were on my side of the Veil, the answer would be yes. But that wouldn’t matter, because Hades ruled the underworld like… Well, like a god. Over here, I’m sure his power is less, but that doesn’t matter too much given how powerful he actually is—”

      Frank interrupted. “Zeus save me. Can you give the wee lass a simple yes or no answer?”

      Al grabbed a pillow and threw it at Frank. It hit him in the arm, causing him to drop his feet from the desk to keep from spilling his beer. He jerked his head to the right and glared at Al. “Ye almost committed an unforgivable sin.”

      “And what would that be?” Al asked.

      Frank looked at his beer with wide-eyed disbelief. “Alcohol abuse!”

      Claire chuckled. “Can you two freakin’ stop? Al, I need an answer. Do you think they’ll be able to find him?”

      The ghost appeared to lean back on his hands. “If he wants to be found, yes. If not, well, I hate to say it, but I doubt anyone is going to do anything to Hades that he doesn’t want to be done.”

      Frank put his feet back on Claire’s desk and took a sip of his beer. “Don’t listen to this one. I shouldn’t have ever pulled him out of the hole at the beach. He’s got no faith in our powers, lass.”

      Claire sat up and put her feet on the floor. She shook her head. “I need some answers. I’ve given them enough time, and if they’re unable to come up with the answers, I’m going to find them myself.” She stood and walked to the door, placing her hand on the doorknob. She was about to turn it when a hard knock came from the other side.

      Frank took his feet from the desk and swiveled the chair to the door. “I hope one of you ordered pizza. I’m starving.”

      Claire looked over her shoulder. “You’re incorrigible.” She turned back to the door and pulled it open.

      Remington and Lance were in their wheelchairs in front of her. “We’ve got news,” Remington announced.

      Claire crossed her arms over her chest. “About damned time. It had better be good.”

      Remington pointed into the room. “Ghost and green goblin, get up. Let’s go. No time to waste.” He turned and started walking down the hall with Lance following.

      Claire turned and looked at the two Mythers. “What do you think it is?”

      Frank stood and turned his beer up. His Adam’s apple notched up and down a few times as he gulped the last few mouthfuls. He crushed the empty can and tossed it into the wastebasket. “Hopefully, they’ve got us some ass to kick. I’m out of beer.”
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        * * *

      

      The witch sat on a chair with nothing in front or beside her. The room, which was the same one the vampire had been interrogated in during Claire’s first semester, was completely bare except for the single chair that was occupied by the witch.

      Tina is her name, Claire recalled.

      Tina had her hands folded on her lap. She had an appearance of complete calm.

      Claire stood five feet in front of her, with Al to her left, and Frank to her right. The FBI agents were in their wheelchairs against the left wall, and Dean Pritcham stood in the back corner.

      “She showed up about twenty minutes ago,” Remington informed the group. He nodded to the witch. “Go on. Tell them what you told us.”

      The witch didn’t look up as she spoke, but rather stared at her hands. “He sent me to get you, Claire. Hades. I’m to bring you to him, and you can bring anyone and everything you want. His only instructions were I am not to be harmed, and if I am...” She looked up and met Claire’s eyes. “Marissa or Jack will be harmed in kind.”

      Claire raised an eyebrow, holding the witch's gaze. She’s different. She’s been cowed, but by who? Hades? Claire stared a moment longer and then looked at Remington. “I’ll deal with her in a second. You two have been here the whole time?”

      Lance groaned.

      “Can you worry about us later, Claire?” Remington pleaded. “I know you’re angry, but if you haven’t noticed, we might have something valuable in front of you.”

      Frank’s hand touched her shoulder. “He’s right, lass. Control ye anger. Those two aren’t the ones who deserve it.”

      Claire nodded. “Sorry, you’re right. She told you two the same thing, I take it?”

      “The exact same words.” Remington nodded toward Pritcham. “Her too. It’s pretty much all she will say, and while we have some tactics to get other information out of her, we don’t really have time to use them.”

      Claire looked at the witch again. “Where is he?”

      Tina was staring at her hands. She shook her head. “No. I won’t tell you where he is. I’ll bring you there. Those are my instructions.”

      Claire didn’t like the sound of that, and she imagined the FBI agents didn’t either. “What if we say no?”

      The witch shrugged. “I’ll return and tell him you said that. What he does from there is anyone’s guess.”

      Claire turned so that she faced the FBI agents. “What do you two think?”

      Remington scratched his chin roughly with his palm. “It’s definitely a trap, although who can say what kind?” He glanced at the witch. “She’s working for him. We’ve got no doubt about that.”

      Frank walked closer to the chair and circled around to the back, not taking his eyes from Tina. “How did the lass get here?”

      “She was driven here,” Remington informed them. “Pretty sure the same guy who tuned us up in Nebraska drove her. He’s in another room right now, but says he’s got nothing to say that she’s not already saying.”

      Remington gestured toward the door. “Let’s go outside and discuss this. We just wanted you to hear it from her.”

      Claire nodded, agreeing. The group turned and left the room. There were armed guards standing on the other side of the door. To Claire, this level of the university felt much more paramilitary than anywhere else.

      Dean Pritcham led the way down the hall. They banked to a room on the right, a small, bare conference room with a table in the middle.

      Once they were all inside, Frank looked at the door distrustfully. “Ye think that witch is using spells to hear us?”

      Claire pulled a chair out and sat down at the table. “I don’t really think it matters, to be honest. It’s not like we’re discussing anything top secret. We either go, or we don’t. That’s our choice.”

      Frank shrugged and moved to the back of a chair across from Claire, though he didn’t pull it out. “Maybe you’re right. You two.” He pointed at the FBI agents. “What do you two have that might help us?”

      Remington was leaning against the back of his wheelchair and was relatively calm, considering everything that was happening. “We’re prepared to send whoever is necessary. This has gone up to the highest levels of the government. You’ll have elite military forces with you, and firepower that is reserved for the military alone.”

      Pritcham tapped her finger on the table. “Didn’t you use that last time? You had the Seals or Rangers with you then, right? It didn’t make any difference.”

      Remington glanced at Lance. “Tell me if you think differently, but it’s either that or the three of them go in alone. If I have to choose, I’d rather they have the military backing them than not. What about you, Claire?”

      Claire looked at Al’s shirt and pants, which were standing in the corner. She then turned her eyes to Frank, who was staring back at her. “What do you think?”

      Frank smirked. “About the beer they’ve been giving me, or this situation?”

      Claire stared at him with no amusement on her face.

      Frank’s smile widened. “Methinks I believe what ye are thinking. If any more of ye military go in there, they will all end up dead as the others. Methinks enough people have died at the hands of this god. Methinks, lass, that maybe it’s just ye, me, and the good-for-nothing ghost who go to fight this god.”

      Claire nodded. She didn’t want more people dying, and she thought that was all that would happen if they used the military. She understood what Hades was capable of—at least what the myths said about him. The military? The FBI? They were trained to fight humans, not Mythers like this.

      Claire looked at the table. “If I say we go alone, what is everyone else in here going to say? Dean Pritcham?”

      The dean was quiet for a moment. When she did speak, her voice was soft. “I’m out of my depth here, and I won’t pretend otherwise. I came to run a university, not a paramilitary operations training center. Even so, this is where I find myself.” She shrugged and sighed. “Claire, in less than a year, you’ve grown into a leader. I didn’t think that was possible. Even now, you have much older adults looking to you for guidance. Looking to you to…I don’t know, win this thing for us? At this point, I say what you want is what we should do. That’s my thought on the matter.”

      Claire nodded. “Remington? Lance?”

      Remington turned to Lance. “Again, let me know if I’m off base, but I’ll try to speak for both of us.” He looked back to Claire for a few moments without speaking. “I think it’s both brave and foolish to want to send the three of you alone, especially after what we saw, but I think Remington and I are scary good at judging talent.” He grew silent again, just continuing to stare at Claire while she looked at the table. “I say if you think you can handle it, then we let you handle, under one condition.”

      Claire looked up. “What’s that?”

      “We obviously can’t come with you—not with injuries like this, but you’ll need to wear a wire. We’re going to have offense options ready if things go badly, and we’ll be with you on your comm the whole way.”

      Claire turned to Lance, an eyebrow raised.

      He nodded his agreement.

      Remington sat up some, groaning as he did. “If you three are going, those conditions have to be met. Don’t argue with us about it. That’s our final offer.”

      Claire smirked slightly. “I seem to have gotten a reputation, huh?”

      “You’re as stubborn as ten mules,” Lance responded, “but that’s one of the reasons we chose you.”

      Claire pushed the chair back and stood up. “You’ve got a deal. Us three will go take down a god. Let’s tell that witch it’s time to get moving.”

      Frank raised a finger. “Question. Are we all getting comms, or just the lass?”

      Lance glanced at Al. “I think we should be able to mic up Al as well, so yeah, all three.”

      Frank shook his head. “I knew it. The whole time. You just couldn’t wait to start whispering in me ear.”
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      Claire was the first in the door to drive the FBI SUV. Frank climbed in on her right, and Al got behind them on the first row of seats. The witch and the man who’d shown up with her were locked up in the very back of the SUV.

      Frank lifted his head up from the headrest. “I wonder how the FBI is tracking us? Ye think it’s with the car, or have they actually put chips in us by now?”

      Claire honestly hadn’t considered the car being tracked. They’d been driving for a few hours already, and her mind remained focused on what would happen when they arrived. “There aren’t any chips in us, Frank. It’s the car and our mics.”

      “Damn feds,” Frank complained. “I can see why ’Lil Wayne hates them now.”

      Claire raised an eyebrow and glanced at him. “Oh, you do? You relate to ’Lil Wayne now?”

      Frank nodded with a serious face. “The Alphabet Boys make it hard out here for a pimp.”

      Claire burst out in laughter, unable to help herself.

      Al spoke from the back. “If he’s a pimp, then I’m the Pope.”

      Frank shook his head, a small smirk appearing on his face. “Ye are just one of me hos, Al.”

      Frank’s poor taste in humor drew another laugh from Claire, and her eyes filled up with tears. Whether from stress or simply happiness, she didn’t know and didn’t care. She was just glad to be laughing. “Thanks, Frank.”

      The leprechaun didn’t say anything, obviously knowing what she meant.

      Claire glanced in the rearview at Al’s shirt. “You too.”

      Al shrugged. “I’ve seen Frank fight, and while it’s not impressive, he is a funny guy. So, given that he won’t be very much use when we meet Hades, I think it’s important that he gives us some comedic relief now.”

      Frank looked slyly at Claire. “Me ho seems to be forgetting what happens when he gets outta line. Maybe I’ll have to show him.”

      Claire laughed, feeling good for the first time in a long time. She reached up and wiped the tears from her face. “You two have to stop, or I’m gonna wreck the car.”

      Frank shrugged. “I’ll just teleport to safety.”

      “I’m already dead,” Al remarked. “So, you’ll only be hurting yourself.”

      Claire glanced at Frank. “How have neither of us asked him about that?”

      “About what, lass?”

      Claire looked in the rearview again. “If you’re dead, can you be hurt? Is this god going to be able to do anything to you?”

      Al’s body shifted so that he appeared to be staring out the window. “Oh yeah. Hades can do a lot to me. No doubt about that.”

      Claire’s eyes narrowed. “But can he kill you again?”

      “There are things worse than death, kid,” Al replied softly.

      Claire was quiet for a moment. “Are you scared?”

      “Me hos ain’t scared of nothin’, lass, save me hands.” Frank turned his head over his shoulder. “Ain’t that right, Al?”

      She knew Frank was trying to keep the mood light, but Al didn’t move from looking out the window, and when he spoke, his voice was grave. “Yeah, I am. Claire, you, those guys in the car in front of us, they look at him as a mythological being. Something that’s not real. That’s not the way I know him, and despite Frank’s joking, it’s not the way he knows him either. Hades is a god, and with that comes everything you would think. Almost unlimited power. If he wins, it won’t be good for any of us. Not your friends, not us three, not those in the other car. Not for anyone on Earth.”

      Claire’s smile had died away as she looked out the front window. She didn’t say anything for a second, then reached over and tapped Frank on his knee. “Get your ho in line. We don’t have time for all that sissy talk back there.”

      Frank grinned, turned around on his seat completely. “We’re going to go in there and wipe the floor with that god. We’re going to go through him like shit through a goose. Use him to grease the tread on our tanks. Because America loves a winner!”

      Al’s chuckle filled the car. “You’ve been watching that damned Patton movie too much, Betty.”

      Frank flopped back around on the seat, still smiling. “All the same, that’s what we’re going to do. You heard our leader. Get in line.”

      Claire had an eyebrow raised. “I’m your leader now?”

      Frank laced his fingers and stretched them out in front of him, popping his knuckles. “Only two spots in this car, me hos or me leaders. I know what I chose, lass.”

      Claire nodded. “You chose wisely, Frank.”

      They drove on, with Claire concentrating on the words Frank had said. Movie or no movie, they were going to go through that god like shit through a goose.
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        * * *

      

      Claire parked the SUV and leaned forward to get a better look at the building in front of her. “Anyone have any idea what I’m looking at?”

      Remington’s voice filled her ear. “We’ve been looking at it for the past thirty minutes, as the road you just traveled only leads here.”

      Claire’s hands were on the steering wheel as she asked, “Well, what is it?”

      Claire had followed the witch’s instructions, driving up a slow and winding mountain road. They were a long way from Boston, having driven all the way to Colorado. This wasn’t the top of the mountain, but there wasn’t anywhere else to go. The road dead-ends.

      Remington spoke through her earpiece. “A church, or at least, it used to be. It’s old, from back when the Mormons built this as they were heading to Utah. The best information we have says that the Mormon Church sold it fifty years ago, and the last sale was about ten years ago. Since then, there hasn’t been any update from a legal perspective.”

      Frank cracked his door open. “Thanks for the history lesson, lad. Got any useful information?”

      Claire knew that drones were flying above this place, tracking her group. “What’s the rest of the layout like, guys? Can you see anything we need to know about?” She threw a glance in the rearview, but the two prisoners only stared out their opposite windows.

      Remington’s voice filled her right ear. “Everything we can see right now shows no movement. We’re able to see heat patterns, which we think are showing us where the two different groups are. We’ve got an area on the east side of the church that looks to contain three people and another area in the west part that shows the cult.”

      Claire leaned back in her seat. “Total of eight?”

      “That’s right,” Remington responded.

      Claire looked at Al. “They’re running heat sensors on the building, but they only have eight. Five for the cult, and three for Jack, Marissa, and Sam. What’s that mean about Hades?”

      Al shrugged. “No clue. He might not show up on those things.”

      Frank stepped out of the vehicle and groaned. He bent down and did a toe touch. “The ghost is about as helpful as you two on these freakin’ headphones. More, if he’s able to fight better than me once we get in, it’s because he doesn’t have any legs to get cramped up. Ye all hear me?”

      Claire ignored him and opened her own door. She slid out of the SUV and stretched her own legs. “Anything else you can tell us, gents?” she murmured into the microphone.

      “Not yet,” Remington replied. “We’ve got visual on you now, but we’ll be using infrared once you’re inside. We’re sending a blueprint of the building to your phone now.”

      Claire reached into her pocket and pulled out the cell phone she’d been given. She didn’t like carrying it—she felt too connected—but there wasn’t much choice in the matter. “Frank, get over here. You too, Al.”

      She pulled up the blueprints as the two obeyed.

      Remington filled in the silence. “This is a massive church. It’s got three levels, plus an underground basement that is the same size as the other three floors. Now, we can’t tell you what floor Marissa, Jack, and Sam are on, only that they’re on the east side.”

      “Yeah, but that could just be a trick as well,” Frank remarked. “Might not be those three at all. Might be they just want us on the east side.”

      Claire nodded as Remington continued.

      “That’s true,” the agent agreed. “It could simply be hexed with illusions that the witch put on the place.”

      Frank shook his head. “Ye all haven’t worked out any of the kinks here. Looks like it’s up to me to save the day, yet again.” He looked up at Claire. “Ye ready to do this?”

      Claire didn’t look down at her friend, but rather toward the church. She had a bad feeling about this, worse than she had at any point prior. She looked back at the SUV, and the man was staring out the window at her, his face calm. “Remington, do you think we leave those two in the vehicle or take them with us?”

      “What do you want to do?” Remington responded.

      Claire pursed her lips, thinking. “We’ve got enough to handle inside without having two extra enemies after us. I vote we leave them in. Frank, Al, what do you think?”

      Tina was staring straight ahead, not bothering to acknowledge the people outside the vehicle.

      Al shrugged. “I don’t think it much matters.”

      Frank slapped Claire on the back. “Leave ‘em. If he called us here, then I’m sure we won’t need an escort into the place.”

      “Sound good, overlords?” Claire said into the mic.

      “Just make sure the doors are locked,” Lance instructed.

      Claire rolled her eyes. She moved to the vehicle and tapped on the back window. “I’m going to go in there and kill your boss. I’ll be back in a bit.” The man nodded back at her, while Tina didn’t acknowledge Claire had spoken at all.

      She’s been cowed, Claire thought. By the Myther you’re going to face right now.

      She straightened and turned around. We beat her once already, she thought. Her and her evil friend.

      “Okay, in we go,” she told the group.

      “You’ve got the hat?” Remington asked over the mic.

      Claire nodded, patting the hat that she’d hooked to her belt loop. “Yeah, it’s on me.”

      “Don’t lose it,” Remington instructed.

      “I’d sooner lose this mic that’s got you connected to my ear,” she shot back.

      The man in the car tapped on the window. Claire looked over her shoulder.

      The man waved his hand toward the church. “Go on, little bird. You and your friends. He’s waiting.”

      Frank turned all the way around, raised both hands up, and slowly extended two middle fingers. “Sit on it and rotate, the both of ye.” He snapped back to the church and started walking. “Tired of waiting on ye two. I’m going to meet this god, free young Jack, and then get to the nearest bar.”

      Claire touched the hat at her waist. She didn’t know when she would use it, or if it mattered at all. This was different than anything she’d faced before. No wooden stakes, no humans that could be killed. Everything she knew about Greek gods: they were nearly all-powerful.

      She felt Al’s hand touch her shoulder. It was the first time the ghost had ever attempted to touch her.

      “It’s okay,” Al told her. “We’ll be okay.”

      Claire nodded, not sure if she believed him at all, but she knew that she was going to get her friends out of this church or die trying.
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        * * *

      

      Frank stopped a few feet inside the front doors, looking around as he put his hands on his hips. “I have to hand it to either Hades or those cult people. They know how to decorate.”

      Claire glanced quickly around the room, taking in her surroundings. It looked nothing like a church at all, but rather a billionaire’s mansion. They were in a plush lobby, with a large chandelier hung above them. To their left was a stairwell, and after that, there was an archway that led to something akin to a living room.

      Claire moved past Frank and looked up the stairwell. “Remington and Lance, can you hear me?”

      “We’ve got you,” Remington responded. “At least over audio. Where are you? The heat maps vanished as soon as you entered the building.”

      Frank looked at Al. “Ghost boy, any idea how that might be possible?”

      Al walked up to Frank and stopped. “You can’t see it, but I’m shaking my head, Betty.”

      “Always with the jokes, this one,” Frank grunted.

      Claire put one foot on the stairwell, looking up into the darkness. “We’re just inside the doorway. It’s a lobby of some sort. I’m looking up a stairwell on the left side.”

      “That’s not in our blueprints,” Remington responded, sounding as if he was busy searching.

      Frank walked across the rest of the lobby and poked his head through the open doorway. “Shocker there. The FBI is messing things up. What do you see up there, lass?”

      “Lights are off.” Claire stepped off the stairs and nodded toward the living room. “What about in there?”

      Frank stepped through the doorway, causing Claire to lose sight of him. “Someone was eating in here pretty recently, it looks like.” She heard a plate move around, and then when he spoke next, he was obviously munching on something. “Grilled cheese. Not bad.”

      Claire rolled her eyes and then turned to Al, only he wasn’t there. Her face grew confused for a second, but then she saw that his shirt and shorts had been tossed over by the wall.

      “Up here,” Al called.

      Claire twisted her body and peered up the stairwell again. He’d stepped past her without her seeing it. “You’re naked?”

      “I don’t have a hat, and I can’t teleport,” he responded. “Luckily, I’m invisible if I’m naked.”

      Claire couldn’t hear his voice any longer in her ear. “Your mic’s off?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll find you two. Go on and look where the lights are. I’ll look where they’re off.”

      Claire nodded. “Be careful, Al.”

      “Just look after Betty down there,” the ghost responded, and then only silence came from the stairs.

      Frank stuck his head into the lobby. “There’s another half sandwich here if you want it.”

      Claire shook her head as she followed Frank through the doorway. Indeed, there were two empty plates sitting on a coffee table in front of a large couch, with two love seats at either end of the table.

      Frank was holding half a grilled cheese sandwich up to her. Claire shook her head. “You go ahead.”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” Frank bit into the sandwich, turning to look at the rest of the room.

      It was large, bigger than the lobby by far, but Claire saw no one and heard nothing.

      “He called us here, but he’s hiding?” Claire mused. “Lance, Remington, you still getting this?” Silence came back through the earpiece. Claire looked at Frank. “Did you hear anything in yours?”

      The leprechaun shook his head and took another bite of the sandwich.

      Claire gritted her teeth. “Well, that’s great.” She pulled the earpiece out. “Where are you?” she screamed into the room. Her voice echoed high off the ceiling, followed by more silence.

      Frank swallowed his bite. “Maybe scream louder,” he remarked dryly.

      Claire elbowed him in the arm. “I’m really going to have to search this whole place, aren’t I?”

      Frank shrugged. “Depends on how quickly Al moves around. We could just chill on these here couches and wait for him to get back.” He walked over and pressed down on one of the cushions. “Methinks I might be able to take a nap here, actually.”

      Claire sighed. “If I roll my eyes anymore, Frank, they’re going to fall out of my head.”

      Frank jumped up onto the main couch, standing on it. “Ye need to take a life a bit less seriously. Now, if this joker isn’t going to show up, I have a mind to go ahead and pilfer a few items I sees in this room. That SUV is big enough to hold quite a few valuables, soon as we kick the ne’er-do-wells out.”

      The voice that came next filled the entire room, and it boomed out as if God himself were speaking down from the heavens. “You killed a vampire. Am I right, girl?”

      Claire’s hands turned to fists at the sudden sound, but she didn’t flinch.

      Frank looked up at the ceiling, scanning the entire thing.

      The voice spoke again. “You battled a few of the dead, then you beat two witches?”

      Frank scuffed his shoe on the couch. “I get no credit, ever. I’ll have you know, I killed nearly all of those vampires, save for the last, and then handed Ms. Perfect here the gun right before she offed that witch.”

      The voice held a touch of glee as it spoke next. “I like you, leprechaun. You will fit nicely with my crew of workers.”

      “Ha!” Frank shouted. “This is the last work I’m doing. After this, I’m officially retired. So come on out and let us finish this.”

      Claire spun around, checking the corners and everywhere else for any sign of life. Nothing, she thought. She came to a stop and looked into the air. “I’ve killed vampires, witches, and ghosts. I’m looking to add gods to the list. Where are my friends?”

      Jack’s voice filled the room in the same way Hades’ had. “I’m here, Claire. Run, now.”

      Marissa’s voice came next. “He’s hurting us, Claire. He’s hurting us bad.”

      Samantha was last. “He’s going to kill us all.”

      Claire’s eyes narrowed and she looked at Frank, who smirked as he shook his head. She chuckled silently before speaking. “You might be able to mimic their voices, but I know that’s not them speaking. At least not the first two. Jack doesn’t know how to spell run. He’s too brave. And Marissa? It’s hurting us badly, and Marissa would never make that mistake.”

      The god’s voice was back, laughing so loudly it hurt Claire’s ears. “Clever, girl. Clever. Would you like to see your friends?”

      Frank hopped off the couch, stepping closer to Claire. “Careful now, lass. Don’t let your temper get the best of ye, regardless of what he does. These gods are slippery creatures.”

      Claire didn’t acknowledge Frank as she spoke to Hades. “I came for my friends. I’m leaving with them. You can give them to me now, or I can tear this whole damn place to the ground.”

      Claire saw the helmet first. It appeared as if it to be hovering in the middle of the air, and then Hades’ body formed as he removed it completely. She knew what she was looking at since there was only one Myther with a helmet that kept him hidden from everyone.

      She also understood where the phrase “looking like a Greek god” came from because he was stunning in his beauty despite his evil intentions.

      “One of my workers is here, yes?” the god asked. “I sense him upstairs.” Hades scanned the ceiling above as if he could somehow see through it. After a few moments, he looked at Claire. “There is a prophecy that you will stop the Veil from tearing. That you will kill me. Some warned me against bringing you here, but I wanted to lay eyes on you. The supposed god-killer. You may have guts, but in person, you look like any other human. Someone who will serve me in the future, when your life is over.”

      There was glee in Hades’ expression.

      Claire ignored the fire that burned in his eyes. “Tell me where my friends are.”

      Hades nodded. “Certainly. I assume that my two acolytes are safe, but they remain outside?”

      Frank stepped forward. “Yer minions are safe. Now do as the lass says and show us where the kids are.”

      Hades smiled. “Yes, I’m going to like you very much, leprechaun.” He turned around, showing them his back. “Come, let’s go to them.”

      Frank looked back at Claire with a raised eyebrow. She shook her head slightly but kept her eyes on the god, who was now walking away. She followed with Frank walking at her side. They moved through the large living room and down the stairs beyond.

      The god didn’t look back at all, holding his helmet on his hip with ease—although to Claire, the thing looked heavy as hell.

      They reached the bottom of the stairs, and the god stopped ten feet in front of them. Large windows to her left looked out on a grassy plain. They’d reached the basement.

      Hades spoke without turning. “You know that you’ll never make it outside again, right? I’m showing you to your friends because I promised that they would watch you suffer.”

      Claire touched the blade sheathed on her hip, her hand gripping it tightly. “Show them to me, and then we’ll decide who’s suffering.”

      “As you wish.” Hades squatted down and appeared to be fooling with empty air. After a moment, a three-headed dog appeared next to him, staring at Claire.

      Cerberus, she thought, knowing from her lessons what the hell she was looking at—a creature born in Hell if any ever had been.

      Hades moved to his right and pushed open a door that had no handle or knob. He and the dog slipped inside before Claire and Frank could move.

      Frank stared at where the dog had been. “I’ve heard of that damned thing before, but I can go the rest of me life without ever seeing it again.”

      The thought going through Claire’s mind was whether they should wait on Al or not—there was no way they could try to find him with Hades leading them to Jack, Marissa, and Samantha. They had to go with the god. Al would have to be okay on his own. “Come on.”

      Claire walked forward, feeling no fear despite the circumstances, only the consuming desire to see Marissa and Jack.

      She pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      The god waved his arm in front of everyone. “We’re all here.”

      And they were, even if Claire didn’t know everyone she was looking at. Five strangers and three people she knew—two of them were her best friends.

      Jack tried to smile, but his face and neck were a bruised mess. Claire searched out Marissa next, and her eyes filled with tears at the haunted look of her friend. A bandana or something similar was wrapped around her mouth—obviously to keep her from practicing any spells—and her face was severely scratched. Samantha’s right arm hovered protectively over her ribs, and Claire thought she must have broken at least one.

      The three of them were sitting on the floor, bound hand-to-foot.

      Jack was the first one to speak. “Howdy, Claire. Glad you could show up.”

      Claire’s eyes flashed to Hades. “Untie them. Let them go. Now.” Her jaw flexed so hard she barely opened her mouth as she spoke.

      The dog growled, all three heads at once. Claire’s hand rested firmly on the butt of her knife. The middle head of the dog barked. She didn’t touch the hat yet. She didn’t want anyone to know it was important. She felt the pistol’s weight on her leg as well, but she wasn’t ready to pull that just yet, either.

      “Now, Hades,” Claire demanded.

      Jack’s face was full of fear. “Be careful, Claire.”

      Claire didn’t look at him at all. She kept her eyes on the god. “Your choice. We can all die here and now, or you can let them go.” Her mind was made up, and there wasn’t any changing it. No pleading nor begging, not even logic. The lines were drawn.

      Frank unsheathed his own blade and spoke to Jack first. “Hush it now, lad. Adults are talking here. What’s it going to be, Hades?”

      The door behind Claire swung open. She turned her head quickly to see who it was.

      “No worries, just me,” Al announced since no part of him was visible. “I didn’t want to miss this party.”

      The five people Claire didn’t know spread out behind Hades, each one of them facing Claire’s group of three.

      Three men, each looking weirder than the next, and two women.

      “And who are you fine people?” Frank asked. “Might ye be the Five?”

      The dog was growling continuously, and Claire was fine letting Frank ask the questions. She needed to understand what her next moves would be, and those of her compatriots. Saving her friends was paramount; murdering this villainous god and his crew of psychopaths was secondary.

      “There is more happening here than you know, Myther,” the red-haired woman told Frank. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to come to our side?”

      Frank rubbed his blade between his thumbs. “Only two things I like are beer and bowling, and it doesn’t look like ye have either of that here.”

      The black woman shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      A man wearing a nice suit stood almost at the end of the line. He extended his hand toward Claire, and fire bloomed in it.

      That’s not possible, Claire thought even as she stared at the orange flames.

      Hades didn’t look behind him but nodded as if he knew what was happening. “You see, things aren’t exactly as they appear here.” Hades took a few steps backward, falling behind the line of five cult members. “Go on. End them.”

      Claire ripped her blade from its sheath. Her eyes hadn’t left the little ball of flame hovering above the man’s hand. “Frank, you got any idea what the hell is going on here?” Nothing that they’d studied said anything about humans possessing powers, not unless they were all witches.

      “Lass, ye guess is as good as mine, but if it’s all the same to ye, I’d rather not waste time chit-chatting about it.” A bright light flashed where Frank stood, and he was gone.

      Claire didn’t need any other instructions.

      The dog leapt at Claire but yelped as something slammed into its side, sending it skidding off-course across the floor.

      “Free your friends. I’ll help Frank,” Al yelled, sounding as if he were facing the enemies and not Claire.

      Cerberus pulled himself up off the floor, glancing around cautiously to look for what had hurt him.

      Frank had gotten behind the man with the fireball; he slashed with his blade, intent on opening the man’s back. Another light flashed, and Frank yelled with pain as someone kicked him in the back. He sprawled in front of the crowd, eyes wide, trying to scramble back to his feet. “What in the fuck was that?”

      The shorter man with coke-bottle glasses spoke. “You’re not the only one who can teleport, fuckwad.”

      Frank’s face grew angry as he shoved himself up onto his feet. He turned around, the blade still in his hand.

      Claire had taken another few steps toward her friends, but now she too was staring at this crowd of people she couldn’t begin to understand. They all have powers, she thought. Maybe different ones, but each of these five can do something dangerous.

      She didn’t take her eyes from the Five. “Frank, be fucking careful.”

      “Just go get ye friends, lass.” Frank bent slightly over and grabbed a second blade from his pants leg.

      Claire glanced once more at the dog, but the thing seemed more confused than angry. As if he couldn’t decide who to attack.

      The man holding the fire was suddenly flung into the air, the flames extinguishing as he was slammed into the far wall face-first, blood erupting from his mouth and nose. Coke Bottle Glasses was Al’s next target, his invisibility cloaking him as he attacked.

      Frank jumped into the fray, his speed almost unbelievable.

      Claire quit focusing on them and removed the hat from her jeans—it was time to use it so that she could free everyone. She placed it on her head and rushed to where Jack was sitting. A swipe of her blade cut the binds on him without him noticing she was touching him.

      “What the hell?” he whispered harshly as his arms and legs were freed.

      Claire glanced at the crowd. Frank was ricocheting off a wall with his blade pointing at the fat man. Coke Bottle Glasses had teleported back to the group, and Al was busy leg sweeping one of the women. Claire grabbed the second blade from her pants and thrust it into Jack’s hand. “Free Marissa and tell her to get those damn spells working.”

      Jack shook his head, obviously not understanding what was happening, but knowing Claire’s voice when he heard it.

      He stood, slightly shaky, but she couldn’t worry about it. She backpedaled, eyes on the fight in front of her until she reached Samantha. Claire hadn’t wanted to use a pistol at this close range, but she was out of weapons. She pulled it from its holster and placed it in Samantha’s hands—it suddenly appearing out of nowhere. “You stay back here and only take sure shots, understand?”

      Sam’s face was a mixture of confusion and hope. “Claire?”

      Claire forced the gun into her hand and then pulled back. “No time for questions. Just take sure shots. Missing in close quarters could cause one of us to get hurt.”

      Jack was cutting Marissa’s bonds, but his strength was obviously low, and it was taking him time. Cerberus had rejoined the battle and was snapping at the air, trying to find the ghost.

      Hades had backed up to a corner of the room, his helmet remaining at his side. He was smiling at the chaos.

      Fuck him, Claire thought. She rushed forward, blade bared, aiming directly at the fat man. He was positioned so that she couldn’t hit him anywhere vulnerable—his side was to her as he squared off against Frank.

      Claire slashed at his left arm, the blade sinking into flesh and sending blood spraying across the floor. He let out an angry grunt, automatically reaching for whoever had cut him. Claire felt his hand clamp onto her arm with a strength that she’d never felt before. A strength that shouldn’t exist in any human.

      The fat man threw Claire, tossing her away from him as if she was nothing more than a half-empty trash bag. Claire rose from the floor, barely able to hold onto her blade as she went. She landed fifteen feet away, crashing into a glass table. It shattered, cutting her back and sending shards spraying across the room.

      Her hat had fallen three feet from her. She was visible to the room again. Most weren’t looking at her but were struggling to gain an advantage in hand-to-hand combat.

      Hades saw her, though—his eyes were directly on her. The smile on his face had faded some.

      He’s wondering how I did it, Claire thought. He’s wondering how I turned invisible.

      “Claire, get up!”

      Claire’s head whipped to the left. Marissa stood over her, battered and bruised but extending a hand. Claire grabbed the hat off the floor and then reached up to grab hold of her friend’s forearm.

      Marissa screamed from the other side of the room. “No!”

      Claire’s eyes narrowed as she automatically searched for the voice.

      “It’s not me!” Marissa shouted again.

      Claire looked up at her friend, still holding one another’s arms. She watched as the skin on Marissa’s body melted, shape-shifting right in front of her as if it were no more than water. A moment passed, and then Claire was staring at the black woman.

      “Hi, sweetie,” the stranger cooed. Her fist rushed down and slammed into Claire’s jaw, sending stars fluttering across her vision. The fist came down again, and then a third time.

      The woman let go of Claire’s arm and she collapsed to the floor, trying to hold onto consciousness.

      Hades’ voice boomed across the room. “Bring me that hat.”

      The woman kicked Claire in the ribs for good measure, then bent over her to take the hat from her hands.

      Claire desperately tried to fight her off, but the blade had fallen to the floor, and her left hand did little more than swat at the woman.

      “That’s enough fighting now, sweetie.” She stood and turned, ready to head back to Hades with his prize.

      Jack was in her way. “I don’t know what the hell that is, but I know it’s not yours.”

      Claire sat up halfway, leaning on her elbows. “Jack,” she managed weakly, “get it back.”

      He wasted no time, crossing the distance between them in mere moments, his blade slashing in a fury. The woman dodged left and right as his knife swept down again and again.

      Claire pulled herself up, her jaw hurting and her vision still blurry. The woman’s skin appeared to be melting again, as if it wasn’t completely there, although Claire didn’t know if that was because of her own injuries or the woman’s shapeshifting ability.

      A light wind brushed by Claire’s side and then the woman was bent over, clutching her stomach.

      Al! Claire thought victoriously.

      The ghost ripped the hat from her hands, and then Jack brought the butt of his knife down on her temple. She collapsed to the floor.

      Jack turned around. “We don’t have time right now, but I want one of those. Grab your knife.” He bent over and picked the knife up off the floor, handing it to Claire with a wry smile.

      They both turned to look at the wreckage. The fat man and Coke-bottle glasses were squaring up against Frank. The leprechaun had blood dripping from his mouth.

      Marissa was against the wall, whispering spells, but they weren’t working. Samantha stood in the corner with the pistol raised, but her hands were shaking.

      There’s no way she can fire that thing, Claire thought. We’re losing this. We’re losing it worse than we’ve lost anything before.

      Claire looked for Hades. He remained in the back, his eyes on the hat. He didn’t appear to care about anything else around him. His three-headed dog was moving toward Claire, teeth bared in each of its mouths. Coming for the hat.

      Only one idea came to Claire. The last thing they had, at all. She swiped the hat from Al and shoved it on her head. The dog stopped and sniffed the air for her.

      The fat man swung at Frank, barely missing him as the leprechaun stumbled backward, exhausted.

      No time, Claire thought. She forced away the pain and mental fatigue and rushed across the room, passing first Jack and then the dog. Both of them turned in her direction when her wind whipped by them.

      Coke Bottle Glasses teleported behind Frank as the fat man lunged, both taking hold of him. Having regained consciousness, the man in the suit staggered to his feet, taking in his surroundings. Fire lit in his hands again, and he looked across the room at Jack.

      Hurry, she thought. For the love of God, hurry.

      Claire reached Sam. Her hands were still shaking on the pistol. Claire slowed, knowing that this had to be quick. The moment the pistol disappeared, Hades would know what had happened. Even now, the dog was sniffing the ground and slowly making its way toward her.

      Claire glanced at Hades.

      The fire grew in the man’s hands as he regained his stability.

      Claire closed her eyes, took in a breath, and reached for the pistol. She’d done this before, and she’d done it well. Yet again, everything hung in the balance of her ability to shoot evil in the face.

      She opened her eyes and snatched the pistol from Sam’s shaking hands. It disappeared to everyone else in the room. Claire turned and pointed the pistol at the god, her movements sure and swift. Her grip balanced with both hands, she pulled the trigger.

      Once.

      Twice.

      A third time.

      The bullets slammed into Hades’ chest in a tight pattern that left black holes staring back at Claire.

      Everyone in the room stopped and turned to the sound, even the fat man who was belting Frank.

      Claire took her hat off, then let her hand fall to her side. Hades looked at her, one hand going to the wounds in his chest. No blood leaked out. He staggered forward a step, his eyes growing wider, and then he fell to his knees.

      “What have you done?” the other woman asked. “What have you done?”

      Hades, still touching the holes in his chest, smiled at Claire. “Do you think this is it, girl? Do you think you’ve won?”

      Rumbling started beneath the ground. The pistol was still aimed at Hades, but Claire looked at Frank.

      He nodded, knowing exactly what she meant.

      The leprechaun burst upward, breaking Coke Bottle Glasses’ grip on him. As he fell, he launched his leg out, kicking the fat man across the jaw and sending him sprawling to his knees.

      The white woman rushed to Hades, and as she reached him, he threw a fist out and slammed it into her chest. She smashed into the wall and slid down onto her ass. Hades fell to both hands, leaving him on all fours. Yet, there was still no blood.

      He kept his eyes on Claire as the rumbling grew worse all around her. “I am immortal, girl. I walk amongst the dead. I fly amongst the clouds in Mount Olympus. Do you think this will stop me?”

      “Jack!” Claire shouted as Frank stomped Coke Bottle Glasses to the ground.

      “You ready to leave?” he called back.

      She nodded her head vigorously. “Yeah. I think now’s a good time. Marissa, grab Samantha!”

      “Already got her!” Marissa shouted.

      Dust from the ceiling floated through the air. The crumbling base was reaching up to the rest of the building.

      The dog was next to Hades now, one of his heads licking the god’s hand while the other two whined. A large chunk of the ceiling fell and shattered into pieces. “Where are you going, Claire? Do you not wish to see what happens when you anger a god? Do you think you can run from me?”

      Claire didn’t know what was about to happen to Hades or his followers. They were staring at their fallen god as if they couldn’t believe what was happening, despite the fact the church was going to fall down around their heads.

      Claire had a decision to make: ensure these people and their god died or get her friends to safety.

      “If I were you,” she told Hades, “I’d hope we never meet again. For your sake.”

      Claire turned and looked at her crew. “Let’s go.”

      Jack shook his head and grinned even as dust particles from the ceiling floated around his face. “About freakin’ time.”

      Claire took off, her pace taking her quickly to the door. She pushed it open and held it for the group. Frank came next, speeding through and turning down the hallway. The students followed, not as fast, since Jack was nearly hobbling.

      “Al, you with us?” Claire shouted as she let the door swing shut.

      “Ahead of Frank!” The ghost called back.

      The shaking floor was getting worse, making the glass windows to her left rattle in their frames.

      “I’ll see you soon, Claire!” Hades called from behind the closed door.

      Something crashed from the ceiling behind Claire, and she took off, almost running into the backs of her three friends when she caught up to them. “Slowing us down, Jack-ass!”

      Jack looked over his shoulder as he hobbled along. “Going to slow us down a lot more when I turn around and beat your ass.”

      Claire heard the doors behind her swing open. “You’re not leaving.”

      She turned and saw the man with fire—she still didn’t understand how it was possible. “Keep going,” she told the crew. “I’ll handle him.”

      Another flame rose in his hand, quickly forming into a ball that rolled over and over above his skin.

      Claire was thirty feet away. She reached down for her pistol, ready to end this quickly. Her hand found only the holster. She looked down and suddenly realized she had dropped the damn thing back in the room.

      Fuck, she thought.

      She looked over her shoulder briefly, seeing her friends looking at her. They weren’t willing to leave—even Frank had stopped. “If you all don’t leave now, I’m going to do to you what I do to him.”

      Jack stepped forward. “We’re not leaving.”

      Claire didn’t have time. “Get the hell out of here!” She turned back around. The fireball had grown larger, and the shaking of the building was getting worse. She felt for her blade, but that was gone too. She was defenseless.

      “Here.” Jack shoved a knife in her hand, making eye contact with her. “We’ll see you upstairs. Kick his ass.”

      The man with the fireball in his hand looked to his left. “I know.”

      Claire’s eyes widened, clueless as to who or what he was talking about—unless Hades or that damn dog was standing invisible next to him.

      Give them a second to get to the stairs, she thought. Distract him.

      A rumble moved from deep beneath the ground. She didn’t have much time. None of them did. Claire started walking forward as she spoke, blade in hand. “Whoever you’re talking to isn’t going to be able to save you.” Just let them get out, she told herself. Keep him busy long enough to let the rest get out.

      Marissa screamed from behind Claire. “We’re at the stairs!”

      Claire nodded. Good.

      The man looked at Claire, the stern look on his face turning to that wicked grin again. He launched the fireball. It blitzed toward her, the heat distorting the air around it. Claire whipped sideways and backed up, slamming into the already shaking glass windows. The fireball soared past Claire and hit the wall at the end of the hall, lighting it on fire.

      The man’s eyes were alight with glee. “Your friend, Jack? You want to know who did that to his face?” He pointed a thumb at his chest. “Yours truly.”

      Claire’s hand had been on the hat, ready to put it on and end this quickly. She slowly lowered it, gripping the blade tighter with her right hand. She was going to kill this son-of-a-bitch with him looking into her eyes for what he did to Jack.

      Another fireball grew in his palm. “The only issue I have is, I won’t be able to take my time with you.”

      Claire started running, her legs pumping furiously as she rushed him. The fireball grew larger, but her teeth were bared and she didn’t care if the building came down on her so long as she killed this psychopath.

      Claire was ten feet away when he launched the second fireball. It was on her in seconds. She slid to the ground feet first and the fire raced just above her, singeing her hair. She scissored her feet when they connected with his, sending the man to the floor. Another fireball was growing in his hand, and Claire knew she couldn’t dodge it this close.

      She leapt to her feet as the man turned his palm to her, and she raised the blade and flung it at the man. It flew straight, driving into his chest through the way to the hilt.

      His eyes grew wide, and his mouth dropped open for a moment. The fireball faded from existence as his eyes glazed over.

      Claire’s rage was only broken by glass shattering at her side, the building coming down around her. There wasn’t time to consider anything else but the urge to simply run.

      The end of the hallway was engulfed in fire, blocking the stairway. Claire turned and looked at the other end, but it ended in a right turn. She looked at the shattered glass window, but fire roared across the open field. Running there would be the same as staying here.

      A bright light flashed on Claire’s right. Her head flashed toward it as she raised her blade, ready to attack again.

      Frank was standing there in all his green glory. “Calm yerself, lass. I’m here to save the day as always. I’m going to take hold of ye and then we’re teleportin’ out of here, ye got it?”

      Claire sheathed the blade. “You’ve got enough control of your teleportation to get us out of here?”

      Frank shrugged and grinned. His eyes were alight beneath his bushy brows. “I don’t think ye have any other choice at this point. Come on, lass, enough dancing with the devil.”

      Claire nodded, grabbed hold of her friend, and then a light consumed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Claire’s body ached, but she knew she’d gotten out of there easy.

      “Ye have the luck of the Irish, lass,” Frank had told her.

      Her face was swollen, and it hurt to open her mouth. She’d been to see Jack in the infirmary yesterday and told him that.

      He’d stared at her as if he wanted to jump out of the bed and rip her head off. “Shut it, Claire.”

      She’d laughed and then sat down next to Sam. She hadn’t left Jack’s side since they escaped the church from hell.

      “How’s Marissa?” Jack asked.

      Claire crossed one leg over the other. “She’s in better shape than you. The nurses told me they’re releasing her tomorrow.”

      Jack brought a carton of milk to his lips, taking a sip with the straw. When he finished, he shook his head. “I don’t know how you always get out of this stuff uninjured.”

      Frank walked into the room just as he spoke. “I’m beginning to think she’s half Irish, lad. That or she’s just lucky I’m always there to save her ass. How’re ye holding up?”

      Sam pursed her lips together. “Well, he never stops complaining and thinks his jokes are on par with Chris Rock’s, so I’d say pretty well.”

      Jack lowered his milk carton. “You know how it is, Frank. I just need a better audience.” He looked at Claire. “It’s been three days. What the hell is going on out there?”

      Frank pointed out his own bruised face. “Hey! Just because we didn’t take the same beating ye did, doesn’t mean we didn’t need medical attention.” He turned around and pointed to the back of his head. Hair was missing at the base of his skull, revealing green skin beneath it. “Nearly went bald trying to save this lass over here.”

      Claire chuckled. Frank was pretty amazing. She would never try to take that away from him.

      The leprechaun whipped back around. “And might me add, these damned nurses wouldn’t let me go until today, saying I had a concussion. Ye know what that means, lad? Means I haven’t had a beer in three days.”

      Claire shook her head, still laughing. “We’re meeting with Remington and Lance in an hour or so. Honestly, I’ve tried to stay away from it all. Haven’t even heard from Al yet—”

      Jack sat up and moaned immediately. “Ughh. Damn it. Is he okay? Al?”

      Frank stepped forward and put his hand on Jack’s lower leg. “He stopped by my room, lad. He’s okay. Said he’s taking a few days for mental health, but he’ll be back.”

      Jack sighed and leaned back on his bed.

      Sam smirked. “Careful. People might think you actually have a heart if you keep that up.”

      Jack closed his eyes. “Don’t tell anyone. Now go on. You’re meeting them in a few hours? I want to be there.”

      Claire shook her head and stood up. “Nope. You and Marissa are staying right where you are for now. We’ll come and tell you what is said when we get back. Like I was saying before you nearly broke yourself trying to sit up, I’ve kept my head down since getting back. I don’t know what’s going on. School seems to be continuing, but no one has talked to me about classes yet. I don’t even know if I’m enrolled.”

      With his eyes still closed, Jack smiled. “They should expel you.”

      Claire rolled her eyes and turned to Sam. “Remington and Lance didn’t say whether or not you can come, but I suppose you can if you want to.”

      Sam shook her head and motioned to the paperback book on her lap. “I’ll just stay here. I’m enjoying the book.”

      Claire smiled and nodded. I don’t think that’s all you’re enjoying, but I’m not going to say anything.

      “Take her with you,” Jack teased through a smile. “She’s so annoying, Claire.”

      Sam raised an eyebrow and looked up at Claire. “It’s amazing any of us put up with him.”

      “That is the truth.” Claire turned to Frank. “Come on, Betty. Let’s go see what the FBI guys want.”

      Frank gave her a quick glare. “Only that good-for-nothing ghost gets to call me that. We’re grabbing some beer before we have to speak with them.”
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        * * *

      

      Remington and Lance were still in their wheelchairs, though their faces were much less battered-looking than before.

      Frank clapped as he walked into the room and laid eyes on the agents. “Thank Zeus! I thought ye two would be ugly forever! Ye are healing up fairly nicely, I’d say!”

      Lance looked at Remington, nonplussed.

      “I was hoping Hades might have broken his jaw or something,” Remington remarked. “Kept him from talking for a bit.”

      Frank raised his open beer to the agents. “No such luck, lads.”

      Only the five of them were in Dean Pritcham’s room—the two agents, the dean, Claire, and Frank. Claire didn’t bother sitting down. She remained standing, looking at the two agents in their wheelchairs. “Have you found his body?”

      Lance scribbled down something and lifted it up so that Remington could see it. Told you.

      Claire shook her head. “No. Not right now. Did you find Hades’ body?”

      Remington let out a long sigh. “Sometimes, I think Lance got the better of the beating, not having to explain everything to you.” He met her gaze. “We found no bodies, Claire. None at all. The building collapsed on itself, and flames burnt everything black, but we found absolutely no bodies.”

      He raised his hand in protest, seeing she was about to argue with him. “We’re still sifting through the wreckage, so yes, it’s possible we might find something. But as of right now, we’ve found no one and no clues.”

      Claire’s heart was thumping in her chest. “What does that mean? There’s no way the cult survived. They were all down there in that room, watching Hades die. Frank and I took care of the only one who left.”

      Lance reached into the side of his wheelchair and pulled out a tablet. He handed it to Remington. The agent took it and turned the screen so that it faced Claire and Frank. “Dean Pritcham has already seen this. It’s happening over two oceans, so it hasn’t been spotted by large groups yet, but we think we know what it means.”

      The screen lit up, showing two different areas of a night sky. The lightning was unmistakable. It was exactly what Claire had seen before Hades had shown up, except behind the sky this time, where it was thinning, the view was split. On one side, she saw the ocean, and on the other, a mountain with clouds surrounding the peak.

      Frank ran a hand through his hair. “Gods, ye have to be kidding. That’s Zeus’ and Poseidon’s realms you’re showing us?”

      Remington nodded solemnly. “We think so. We think more gods are coming. We think this might be the Following’s endgame.”

      Claire looked at the agent. “How did they get those powers, the cult leaders?”

      Remington chuckled and leaned back in his chair. “If that witch is telling the truth, you’re not going to believe it.”

      “Try me,” Claire answered.

      Remington tapped the tablet. “From them.”

      Claire’s eyes grew wide from shock. “We have to stop them.”

      Remington nodded. “Yes. Yes, we do.”
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      Thank you all for reading this one! It still means the world to me that people enjoy the words I put on paper.

      I’m also extremely glad Michael quit snoring. We all say thank you!

      Amy and I couldn’t agree more with Michael about this universe. Personally, I’d like to know what kind of myths the fans would like to see in the future. I would definitely love to write about the creatures you all want to see—your favorites. Feel free to drop me a line at: jacemitchell@gmail.com.

      I love the LMBPN fan base and how they all interact with us authors. I know Michael does too since it helps us keep writing the words.

      Claire’s story isn’t finished yet, obviously. I hope you’re ready for Book 4 because the stakes are rising for her and everyone else on Earth.

      See you all in the next book!
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      Thank you for reading our stories. It allows us to continue bringing these images in our heads to you!

      So, I just read Jace’s Author Notes, and I am left to wonder just WHAT the snoring issue is? For some reason (could be I have slept since we talked about snoring), I don’t remember anything about this particular issue, and I am going to claim it was all made up. Or that I’m tired and confused.

      Or some such other excuse ;-)

      If you get a chance, head on over to Amazon, pick out a book or two you like, and write a review.  You will help that author (whoever it is) a little bit. Even if an author has a book with a few THOUSAND reviews, the fact a new review is up there HELPS.

      New reviews matter, regardless of the number of reviews. ;-)

      Have a fantastic End of the Year and a beautiful 2020.
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