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      My parents and sister are at the airport, getting ready to board a plane headed toward Greece. Meanwhile, I’m waiting to be checked out of the hospital.

      I’m supposed to be on that flight with them—a three-month work trip that my archeologist mom organized. But two weeks earlier I came down with a virus that turned into pneumonia. This, combined with my lifelong mortal enemy, asthma, made breathing suddenly a lot harder. And then nearly impossible.

      That’s where the hospital comes in.

      The doctors saved my life. And then totally ruined it by telling my parents I should stay home tucked under a blanket on my grandmother’s couch so I could be all rested up for my senior year of high school come fall.

      I honestly didn’t think they would really go without me. No offense to my grandma, but she’s pretty old and kinda wobbly. No way would my parents leave their sickly daughter with her while they were on a totally different continent.

      “Leave me behind? Screw that,” I’d laughed right after the doctor who gave me the bad news left the room.

      No one else laughed. Mom, Dad, and my older sister Mavis just stared back at me.

      I swallowed, not liking those looks. “Right?”

      “Well, sweetheart—” Mom paused as she took off her glasses and began to clean them on the hem of her shirt. It’s one of her favorite avoidance tactics. When I was ten and asked her what sex was, she polished so long and hard that she snapped them in half.

      Suddenly I was worried.

      “Dad?” I turned to my no-bullshit go-to guy.

      “Sweetheart, we rented out our house. Not to mention that for Mom, it’s a work trip.”

      “And I’m getting college credits for an internship,” Mavis added. That one really stung. Mavis and I have always been close. Sure there’s the usual sisterly bickering, but beneath that we genuinely like each other. I was looking forward to spending the summer together exploring Greece with her and hearing about her first year of college out in California. All year she only came home for Christmas and I missed her like crazy. But now she’s heading off again. Without me.

      I argued—eloquently, I believe, or as eloquently as someone who has to suck on an inhaler when they get too worked up—for my right to go on this trip. Sure, it was about having fun, but it was also about education, and opportunity and… and the fact that I’d already rubbed it in all my ex-friends’ faces that I was going.

      In the end, we compromised. And by compromised I mean they just decided.

      They would go to Greece as planned.

      I would stay with Grandma and she would teach me how to knit. Which was also, Mom pointed out, a learning opportunity. They presented me with a big cotton bag filled with a rainbow’s worth of yarn and my very own pair of knitting needles.

      It was one hell of a consolation prize. But I wasn’t raised to be a sore loser, so I forced a smile and a thank you. Somehow I even managed to wish them well on their travels. Did an evil voice deep inside wish them months of chronic diarrhea? Maybe. But at least I didn’t say it aloud.

      Maybe I can knit them some diapers.

      Now, I hold my bag of knitting supplies as a nurse wheels me out to the curb where my grandma waits behind the wheel of her ’85 Lincoln. As I settle myself in the passenger seat my phone bings with a text.

      MAVIS: We just boarded.

      MAVIS: Didn’t get seats together, but luckily I’ve already made friends.

      A pic follows this second text. Mavis and some unbelievably good-looking guy grinning into the camera.

      That is so typical Mavis. Even her bad luck turns out good. Stuck by herself and ends up next to one of the hottest guys in the universe.

      The car jerks sideways and thumps up onto the curb and then down again. My phone flies out of my hand.

      “Almost got that sonofabitch!” Grandma yells, giving her steering wheel a slap that I can’t decide is meant to be congratulatory or an admonishment. I look back to see an alligator sunning himself beside the ditch at the side of the road. Gran hates them ever since they ate her Bichon Frise, Elsa, and attempts to mow them down with her car whenever possible. “Next time, next time,” she mutters.

      “Hey Grandma,” I say, in my best poor pathetic left behind tone of voice. “Maybe I can drive the rest of the way home? Get some practice in? It would really lift my spirits.”

      Grandma shoots me a look that is clearly meant to convey she may be seventy-three, but she ain’t senile yet. “Sweetheart, you’ve failed that driving test what is it…eight times now? Didn’t the last tester beg you to quit before you killed someone?”

      “Grandma, I know how to drive,” I protest. “I’m just a bad test taker.”

      I’m actually epically terrible. I tend to freeze up in high stress situations. And there is no situation more stressful than trying to go where you want without having to beg Mom or Dad for a lift.

      “You’re sick, Edie. What kind of grandma do you think I am? Why not rest a little bit on the way home? You look a little peaked.” The light changes and Grandma floors it, slamming me back into my seat.

      Another battle lost. It’s true, though, I am tired. I close my eyes and try to pretend I’m on a plane. It’s lifting up into the sky, to travel across an ocean, before finally settling down in the land where gods were born.

      

      As we pull into the parking lot behind Grandma’s condo the typical Florida afternoon downpour begins. Grandma slowly totters along while holding her little old lady umbrella that she always keeps in her handbag over my head so I don’t get soaked and end up back in the hospital. It’s nice and all, but I’m about three feet taller than Grandma so I end up just kind of walking hunched over to get under the umbrella, which doesn’t make my chest feel too hot.

      Finally we get into the creaky old elevator. It grumbles and lurches its way up to the sixth floor. By the time Grandma unlocks the door all I want to do is cry.

      “What’s that face for?” Dad asks.

      I gasp. He’s seated at Grandma’s breakfast bar with a cup of coffee. Not on a plane to Greece—but here.

      “You stayed!” I rush forward, throwing my arms around him. “I knew you wouldn’t leave without me. Where are Mom and Mavis? Are they mad they missed their trip?”

      The look on Dad’s face as he peels away from me tells me everything I need to know. “Edie, it was Mom’s grant. And her dream. You know that. Asking her to miss this chance…”

      I swallow hard. Force a nod. “Right. I know.”

      And I do know. Mom met Dad when they were both studying abroad in Greece years ago. They fell in love, she got pregnant, and Mom decided to stay home with us kids and give up her career until we were older. I never really understood it. Why couldn’t she do both?

      When I ask Mom she’ll only says she was overly worried about our safety just like any young mom. Really, though, Dad’s always been the more overprotective one, while Mom is constantly pushing me to let go and embrace my wild side. I’ve tried to tell her I don’t have a wild side, that I’m pretty sure I was born without one. That’s when she gets this glint in her eye and insists that someday I’m going to surprise myself. If Mavis is around she always like to add, “In bed.” Ha ha ha, Mavis.

      Anyway, once I started high school, Mom decided it was time to pick up where she left off. She finished her degree and then this opportunity to work in Greece came up. Dad didn’t like it. They tried to hide the fact they were arguing, but even though neither of them are screamers, there’s always a certain tone to their voices when they’re upset. Eventually Mom won and well, it was immediately obvious how excited she was. Suddenly Greece this and Greece that was all Mom could talk about.

      So yeah, unless I was on my deathbed, there’s no way Mom wasn’t getting on that airplane. And Mavis, well, she was always Mom’s favorite, while I’ve always been Dad’s.

      I hug Dad again. “Thank you for coming back for me.”

      He ruffles my hair. Or tries. It’s wet, so he just sort of rubs my head instead. “Well, I had to decide who needed more help staying out of trouble—you or your mom. You won, but only just barely.”

      “Hey, Dad,” I smile up at him. “Speaking of trouble…since we’re here all summer with nothing to do, maybe you can help me get more driving practice in.”

      “Aw, baby girl.” Dad smiles fondly. “I would rather spend an afternoon wrestling alligators then be inside a vehicle you’re driving.”

      “Dad!”

      “But I did have an idea.” He rummages in his pocket and then holds up two laminated cards with a ta-da expression.

      “Those are bus passes.”

      “Yup. Good all summer. I figured, well, maybe we could explore the public transportation system in our fair city. It’s eco-friendly and it’ll be an adventure!”

      I stare at Dad. He is working so hard to sell this. Only the vice principal of a junior high school would be this excited about bus passes, and only a monster would burst his bubble.

      “Wow. Bus passes and knitting. Best summer ever.” Somehow I manage to keep most of the sarcasm out of my voice.

      Dad grins back at me. “Best summer ever,” he echoes.

      Thing is, I think he means it.
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      That night I have a terrible nightmare. I can’t breathe, like when I have an asthma attack but a hundred times worse. I realize I’m underwater. My grandmother floats by, her eyes vacant. She’s dead. I wake clawing at my throat. Dad finds me sobbing on the floor.

      Inhaler in hand, he makes me take three deep breaths to calm my breathing.

      “It’s okay, it’s just the medicine you’re taking. It gives you bad dreams.”

      “It was so real.” I tell him. “I thought I was drowning. Grandma—”

      “Your grandma is fine. She’s sleeping.”

      He gets me back to bed and stays with me until I fall asleep again. It takes a while. The cold feel of the ocean is in my bones.

      

      After a couple of days of rest I’m back to normal. It’s actually fun living on the beach with Grandma. She has a bunch of kooky friends. They beach walk every morning and knit in the afternoon. Although I think their knitting circle is just an excuse to day drink and gossip.

      My dad and I start taking bus trips together. We go to historical sites and then find the best beach bungalows to eat seafood. It rains a lot, even for Florida, and Dad is terrified I’m going to catch a cold or worse again. He gets me a full body rain coat that is stifling in the humid Florida heat.

      Every so often he oh so casually asks if I want to give Bronwyn or Toby a call and see if they want to come along. The first few times I mumble something about them being busy, but finally I can’t take it anymore.

      “Dad, we’re not friends anymore. Okay? I have no friends. I am a social pariah. So let’s just go to the home of the world’s largest milkshake and make ourselves sick drinking them. Sound good to you?”

      Of course, Dad being Dad, he couldn’t let it go. He waited until we were trapped on the bus together to ask, “Wanna tell me what happened?”

      No, I really didn’t. How could I explain that I got drunk and kissed the star of the lacrosse team? A guy I’d been crushing on for two years. A guy who was currently dating someone else.  But that’s not even the worst part. Our kiss gave him some sort of weird rash. All around his mouth and lips—even his tongue—it looked like he’d been burned or something. He told the whole school I’d given him gonorrhea. And then two other guys on the lacrosse team said I’d given it to them too.

      Just like that, I wasn’t just a slut. I was a dirty skank. Never mind that I’ve never had sex with anyone. And that this was only, like, my third kiss. Not that anyone would believe that. My friends didn’t drop me so much as slowly back away, until they were just specks in the distance.

      No one came to visit me during my week in the hospital. That’s when I realized this wasn’t going to blow over. I’d sorta nurtured a dream that Mom would love Greece so much she’d insist we stay and I’d finish out my last year of high school there. But that’s obviously not going to happen.

      “Hey, Edie.” Dad nudges me. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. I’m a cool dad, remember?”

      I laugh. My dad is such a huge dork.

      I tell him an edited version of the story—minus the drinking and gonorrhea. And he says all the right things. How it takes two to kiss and how that boy was the one cheating on his girlfriend. Finally he kisses my forehead.

      “You’re young. You’re allowed to make mistakes.”

      And then we drink milkshakes so big we have to unbutton our pants for the bus ride back to Grandma’s.

      

      Once a week we Skype with Mom and Mavis and it’s always the worst part of the week. Mavis is tan and glowing and has five different gorgeous Greek boys madly in love with her. She tells me about each one in great detail. Including the hot guy who was on the flight with her— Nico. If he’s anything to go by, Greece has the hottest boys on the planet.

      Halfway through the summer, I start to dread Skype day. Mom never seems totally into it. It’s weird, almost like she’s nervous to stay on the line too long. I can tell it irritates Dad, but he won’t say anything to her about it, or at least not when I’m in the room. There are definitely some lowered tones when I walk away, but I try not to eavesdrop. If they’re fighting, that’s their thing.

      I’m actually relieved one day when Dad says no one’s picking up. Dad freaks, though, and tries to connect five more times. Each time there is no answer he becomes more upset.

      “They’re just busy,” I say. “Mavis probably has a new boyfriend and Mom—”

      “No.” Dad cuts in, his voice sharp. “Your mother wouldn’t. We had a deal. She couldn’t miss a Skype. I didn’t want to worry that she’d gone missing.”

      “Missing? Why would she go missing?” I stare at Dad. “What are you talking about?”

      He blinks, as if seeing me and remembering I’m his daughter. “I meant if she got lost while sightseeing. I’m just…I’m going to call her cell. I’m sure it’s a time thing.” His phone is already in his hand as he speaks. There’s no way I’m getting any more answers out of him.

      Later tonight we’re going to an all-you-can-eat place called the Shrimp Shack. I’ll ask him again on the bus about the Mom going missing thing. Being stuck in a confined space and questioned ruthlessly can work both ways.

      Dad scrubs his face and mutters, “Not answering. Damn it.”

      “Dad?” I ask. He doesn’t seem to hear me, too engrossed in whatever he’s typing into his phone.

      Deciding to give him some space, I step out onto the balcony.

      Grandma is already on the boardwalk with her friends. Even from the sixth floor she’s easy to spot with her bright orange sun hat.

      “Hey!” I call out, waving to get their attention. One of her friends catches sight of me and nudges Grandma. Soon there’s five old people waving wildly.

      I am still laughing when I see it.

      My hands freeze in midair. Dogs in the condos all around us begin to bark madly. It’s like they can sense what’s coming.

      A wall of water in the ocean.

      “Grandma!” I scream. “Run!”

      Sirens begin to wail. Grandma and her friends finally see what’s rolling in behind them and just stare in shock. Finally, they get moving, scrambling back toward the building. I lean over the balcony, watching as they disappear beneath the awning below.

      From behind, strong arms wrap around me. My father pulls me away from the railing and yells, “We have to get higher up.” He jerks me back into the condo and then shuts the sliding glass door, flipping the flimsy lock—as if that will keep out what’s coming.

      I can’t tear my eyes away from it. It’s a wave unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. I could swear I see the shape of a person. A giant foamy head with leering mouth and two long arms reaching forward. I blink and shiver as two great watery hands slam against the beach.

      The condo shudders.

      We run to the condo doorway and I turn back in time to witness the wave’s face slam against the glass door. It shatters—shards of glass and water mixing as they tumble through the air—and time slows.

      The glass flies toward me. I freeze, unable to move, once again proving Mavis’s theory that I’d be the first to die in a zombie movie. Closing my eyes, I scream; the sound burns and scrapes at my throat.

      “Edie, c’mon,” Dad tugs at my hand.

      I cough and a puff of smoke comes out of my mouth. The glass and water that had been flying at me are gone, leaving only wafts of steam.

      I barely have time to process this as Dad grabs my shoulders and pulls me through the doorway. Water pools around our feet as we rush for the stairs. The sea rains down on us, the stairway becoming a river. The current is strong but Dad goes first to take the brunt of the force and I struggle behind him, using the railing to pull myself up.

      When we reach the eighth floor, the water breaks—the wave must not have been this tall—and we tiredly make our way up to the top of the building and out onto the roof. The rooftop greenhouse gleams in the sunlight, but no one is inside. We’re the only ones up here. Are we the only ones who made it?

      I collapse, drained, and Dad hugs me. “It’s okay,” he says as I shiver against him. “You’re in shock. You’re okay,” he repeats. He thought to grab my inhaler, or had it on him, and places it in my mouth.

      “Deep breath,” he tells me.

      I nod and inhale, letting the medicine open my lungs. I also let myself cry a little.

      I come back to myself slowly. Where did that wave come from? Why was there no warning? What happened to my grandma and all her friends?

      “Grandma!” I yell, struggling to my feet. I rush to the edge of the building.

      “No, don’t look,” Dad yells after me, but I have to see.

      I look out over Cape Athena and freeze. There’s water as far as the eye can see, with buildings poking out and cars bobbing to the surface.

      The ocean has swallowed the land.
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      Again, I think of my grandmother.

      “Maybe she was able to grab hold of something,” I say, even though I know it’s unlikely. Dad knows who I mean.

      “Yeah,” he agrees, his hands landing on my shoulders. “She’s a wily old lady. I wouldn’t count her out.”

      I lean back into Dad as more tears leak out and the water swirls below us.

      “Edie, sweetheart, I know this isn’t a great time, but in case anything should happen to me—”

      I whirl around to stare. “Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

      Dad nods. “I hope not. But this—he spreads an arm wide, indicating the devastation around us— “Florida doesn’t get tsunamis or tidal waves, or whatever that was.”

      “It’s global warming. Crazy weather and storms and…” I’m desperate for an explanation.

      “I don’t think so, not this time.” Dad sounds so certain. “This…this is something else.”

      The image of that face in the water flashes across my mind. I push it away. “I don’t understand. What else could it be?”

      Dad hesitates for a long moment. “Mom and I always told you that you were named after my Great Aunt Edith. But that isn’t true. I don’t even have a Great Aunt Edith. I don’t have any family at all, except for Mom, Mavis, and you.”

      I am suddenly more scared than when we were running from the water. This moment feels too big. I swallow and try to make a joke. “Are we clearing our consciences before we die? If so, I should probably tell you—remember several years ago when the old globe in your study broke? Well, it was me, not Mavis, who broke it. I wanted to see how fast I could spin it and well, it went pretty fast before it fell off your desk.”

      Dad doesn’t laugh.

      I nudge him, desperately needing his grim expression to change. “C’mon, you’re not withholding forgiveness in our final moments. Are you?”

      Dad takes my hands. “Edie, I know you’re not ready for this. But we’ve run out of time and you need to know who you are.”

      “I know who I am.” I hold up my inhaler. “Asthma. Chronic bad back. Oddly good at knitting. I’m basically seventeen going on seventy.”

      Dad shakes his head. “No. Edie. You need to listen. Your mother named you. Your re—”

      The whole world shakes and rumbles. I stumble and Dad catches me.

      “Not another wave,” I cry, searching the empty horizon.

      “Edie.” Dad’s hands clench around my arms. “Run for the stairs. Go down to our floor but stay in the hallway. Away from all windows.” He releases me with a push. “Go now! Hurry!”

      Running is not an asthmatic’s strong suit. Especially after how quickly we got up the stairs. I kind of jog-walk down the stairs, then take a break on the third landing. There’s running and shouting in the hallway, and I hear a dog barking excitedly, reminding me of Grandma’s dead Bichon Frise and Grandma’s silver head disappearing under the awning and…

      “Shit,” I say, slamming my shoulder into the door for our floor. A rogue wave doesn’t just happen. There had to have been an earthquake somewhere. Are there earthquakes in Greece? Mom wasn’t answering her phone.

      I grab my phone from the counter—remarkably it isn’t wet—and go right to Twitter. #RogueWave is trending and #CapeAthena. Everyone is marking themselves safe and there are endless thoughts and prayers flying around. What I don’t see is reports of an earthquake anywhere, or a missed call on my phone. In the age of instant news, Mom and Mavis didn’t check in when they knew our condo took a direct hit from a tsunami.

      That’s not a good sign.

      My phone goes off and for a split second my heart leaps, certain it’s Mom.

      But it’s Dad, FaceTiming me.

      I hold up my screen, ready to share my fears, no matter how bad, when I see it’s not just Dad in the picture. He’s in the greenhouse up on the roof, plants thick and heavy on all sides of him. There’s another face behind his, wet, dripping—pure water itself. It’s on the other side of the greenhouse glass. I can see it pressed up against the window, pulsing. It’s like the face I saw in the wave, but detached just standing behind my…

      “Dad?” I ask, my voice quiet and unsure.

      “Edie, listen to me,” Dad says. “If somebody comes to you and tells you to go with them, do NOT do it.”

      “Um, duh?” I say, wondering if this is more side effects of my medication. Surely there isn’t some water specter standing behind my dad while he talks to me about stranger danger.

      “Unless they say the word ichor. Do you understand?”

      “Icky?” Yes, I am definitely hallucinating. Dad is telling me to only go with icky people. I let out a wild, high pitched giggle.

      “Ichor,” Dad repeats patiently. “I. C. H. O. R.” Behind him, a crack starts to appear in the glass.

      “Edie, I’m sorry. I wish I had time to explain—”

      But he doesn’t. The glass breaks, the face pushing through and overtaking Dad in a wall of water. His phone shorts out and I’m standing in our living room staring at a black screen, just saying the word dad, over and over and over.
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      Okay. Okay. Okay.

      Mom and Mavis are incommunicado.

      Dad is—I’m not ready to think about that yet.

      Which leaves Grandma. Dad told me to stay away from windows, and there’s no way the water has gone down yet, but it must have. I can hear other people now, voices rising up from the beach. If people are outside, surely I can be near a window?

      I look out. Tentatively. The water has receded. The beach is littered with all kinds of things that rolled from further inland when the water swept back out to sea. There’s a car on its side, basically everyone’s patio furniture, a lot of bicycles, and a bunch of huge umbrellas from all the outdoor restaurants. I spot a bright orange hat and let out a gasp. Grandma.

      But first, I’ve got to at least try the roof. My legs tremble as I trudge up the stairs for the second time. It’s not just the exercise. I’m scared. If I was watching myself in a movie I’d be screaming, “Don’t go on the roof, you dummy!”

      I hesitate at the door and then, giving the handle a twist, come bursting out.

      “Auuughh!” I scream in full warrior mode. Or try to, but my lungs can’t muster more than a squeak.

      It’s all for nothing. And no one.

      The greenhouse is entirely gone, broken glass and torn plants scattered across the rooftop. There’s the wreck of the metal frame, twisted and gruesome, but that’s it. No Dad. No trace. Almost like the water just came and swept him off the roof, but that’s not possible.

      I walk to the edge of the roof and look at the building across the street. The bricks are only wet about twenty feet up. The water didn’t get as high as the roof, no way.

      I close my eyes and remember Dad’s expression on that FaceTime call. Intent. Focused. Scared. He knew that water face thing was out there. Hunting him.

      But that can’t be possible. Dad is the stuffy vice-principal. An evil water monster is not gonna come after a guy who makes dad jokes and dreams of someday retiring to play the competitive Scrabble circuit. I mean, right?!?

      I shift every torn leaf and chunk of metal I can, looking for some clue that he’s still alive. Looking for some hope.

      I finally find it beneath a piece of glass that I carefully use the toe of my shoe to flip aside. Dad’s cell phone. The screen is cracked, but when I pick it up a picture of my own face smiles up at me. Dad is beside me in the pic, half cut off because he’s terrible at taking selfies. It’s from our last bus ride. Tears well up, blinding me. I scrub them away and type in Dad’s code. The phone doesn’t unlock. I try until it locks me out.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      I used his phone last night to order dinner. He never changes his code. It’s the month Mavis was born and the month I was born. 0309. When and why did he change it?

      The sun is beating down and I know there’s nothing more up here. I take the stairs all the way down, hoping Dad will be at the bottom, wondering where I am. With Grandma at his side. I hold onto this hope as I navigate the stairs. They’re a wreck; fish and sand and seaweed make them slippery and I have to be careful not to fall.

      It takes forever but I make my way down to the lobby. A few people are gathered there already, talking and crying and praying.

      Passing them, I make my way out to the beach, broken glass and bits of torn up pavement shredding my sandals in seconds. By the time I’m past the worst I’m barefoot, the wet sand strangely cool on my aching feet.

      I just walk for a little bit, searching faces. Everyone is looking for someone, people are calling names, people looking for their dogs, and dogs looking for their owners. I spot a cat sitting high in a windowsill, tail twitching in the sun, completely unconcerned.

      “Dick,” I say, and I swear it looks right at me.

      I see dads and moms and children all finding each other, a lot of joyful reunions. But not me. I haven’t found Grandma. What I do find is a line of yarn, drawn tight in the sand. It’s a bright orange, the same color Grandma had been using to make an afghan for the minister’s wife. The one I don’t like, she kept saying.

      I follow the yarn, and it leads me right back to the condo, under the awning where I saw Grandma run for safety. I thought she’d made it, and Dad had said not to count her out, but I’ve been looking for Grandma for at least an hour, and something tells me I should have found her by now.

      When I enter the building I see the yarn leading up to the elevator. The doors are closed, the yarn pinched tight. There are a bunch of men working around it, talking excitedly. They get quiet when they see me, and my chest gets even tighter.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      The men look at each other, one of them finally decides to take the plunge. “The elevator…it looks like she was trying to go up, to the sixth floor.”

      “That’s where she lives,” I tell them. “My grandma.”

      One of the guys take his hat off. My heart sinks.

      “She didn’t make it,” I say, almost to myself.

      “No,” another guy says. “She did, but…”

      My heart leaps, hoping Grandma is fine. Except he said but.

      “But what?” I ask, desperate.

      He pauses, not wanting to tell me more. That’s when I spot the blood, just starting to seep from inside the closed doors, tinging the orange yarn a dark red.

      “It fell.” I finish for him. “It fell six floors.” I sink to the ground and am comforted by strangers.

      

      It’s been a few hours and everyone is being really nice to me. Mostly because it looks like I’m the only person that lost someone. Lost everything. I try to tell people about the second wave, the one that took Dad. I say “wave” instead of “water face” because people are already worried enough about my mental and emotional state. But nobody saw a second wave, and eventually I figure out the EMS people are not going to let me go back up to the room if I don’t start making sense.

      So I try. I tell them no, I’m just confused. Dad was definitely swept away by that first wave, and Grandma died in the elevator. Her friends find me, tell me they had warned her away from the elevator, but that she couldn’t get up the steps fast enough with her hip, and she had to get to me, immediately.

      She didn’t. They know that. I know that.

      They all say what they think will help—EMS people, condo management, Grandma’s friends. That it will be okay. That it was an act of God. That it’s a good thing my mother and sister are away and are safe.

      There’s some talk about me being a minor and not able to stay alone, but there’s a ton of confusion—lots of damage and minor injuries to take care of—so I just slip away and go back upstairs.

      I shut the door, happy to put something solid between me and the rest of the world. I collapse on the couch, grabbing my phone again and hoping to see that Mavis called. Or Mom. Something. Neither has posted on social media in the last twenty four hours.

      There’s no one. Nothing.

      I sit on the couch as the sky grows dark. I play back the day, rewriting different parts. I tell Grandma not to go for her walk. We don’t go all the way up to the roof. When Dad tells me to run, I insist on staying with him. Instead of FaceTiming me, Dad gets away from the water monster. Why did Dad waste his time with that anyway? Or why didn’t he say the normal things? Stuff like I love you. Instead, I got ichor. Whatever that means.

      Ichor. The word echoes in my head. I can hear Dad spelling it out.

      My body stiff, I shift to pull my phone from my pocket. I do another Mom and Mavis check, which again comes up empty, before Googling ichor.

      “What?” I stare at my screen.

      It means blood of the gods.

      I tense. One of the back spasms that’s plagued me my whole life, pulses through me. I cry out in pain. Dad always make me lie on the floor when this happens, so that’s what I do now.

      I lie on my back, stare at the ceiling, and wait for this to pass.
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      Six Months Later

      Mom and Mavis are still missing. I’ve been told the Greek police force is stumped. They seem to have disappeared without a trace.

      People say to have someone you love go missing and not have answers is the worst. But they’re wrong. The worst is when you get the call that your father’s body has washed up on the beach ten miles north of where he was last seen. The worst is going to the morgue to identify him. The worst is having to make the decision to bury him next to Grandma.

      The worst is my life.

      I have foster people now. I refuse to refer to them as family.

      They’re not so bad. But they’re not so great either. Thank God I’m seventeen and only have to do this for a year.

      I think they had this idea about really making a difference in someone’s life. Carla, that’s the lady, told me on the first day, “We’re gonna get your inner light shining again.”

      But that light is permanently burned out, so far as I can tell. And I like it that way. I don’t want to feel. I don’t want to think. And I sure as shit don’t want to shine.

      I can tell Carla and her husband, Rod, are disappointed with me. I’m a dark little rain cloud drifting through their beautiful house full of beautiful things. They’re art collectors and dealers. Expensive and strange sculptures seem to be their specialty. Expensive and strange and delicate. If I get within breathing distance of anything they immediately cry out, “Ah, don’t touch that! It’s delicate!”

      This weekend, though, I have the house to myself. Carla and Rod are on an all-day buying trip. I could tell they were nervous about leaving me alone with all their precious art for so long. The last thing Rod said was, “Uh, just so you know, most people wouldn’t understand the true value of what we have here. If you took one of these sculptures, like say ‘Wisdom’ right here”—he gestured to a sculpture that looked like a pile of human teeth. “If you took that to the local pawn shop they wouldn’t give you anything for it.”

      “Don’t worry, I wasn’t planning on pawning anything while you were gone,” I told him.

      Rod let out this big fake laugh. “Oh no, no, I know you would never. Of course not, I was just saying.”

      Once they’re gone, I flop on the couch and try to find something to binge watch on Netflix. I’m debating between two different cooking competition shows when there’s a knock on the door. I’m tempted to ignore it, but Rod and Carla specifically mentioned an important delivery I needed to sign for.

      With a sigh, I head toward the door and look out the peephole. There’s a courier with a package on his hip. He knocks again, and then checks his watch like maybe he knows I can see him and I’ll get the point that he’s got other packages to deliver. I crack the door open, the security chain still in place.

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      “Rod Mason?” he says, raising his eyebrows. I probably don’t look like a Rodger. But I also don’t feel like explaining, so I just nod.

      “Package for you,” he says, looking at me expectantly. It’s a box, not an envelope he can slip through the crack to me. I groan a little, inwardly. I know it shouldn’t be the first thing on my mind right now, but this guy is hot and right now I am…not. For the first time in a long time I reconsider my oversized sweats and t-shirt look.

      I open the door and hold out my hands for the package, but he shakes his head. “Sorry, gotta sign.”

      I motion for him to follow me inside while I look around for a pen, and he does, closing the door behind him. I hear it click, and think to myself that’s pretty ballsy of him, but when I turn around—pen up in the air like maybe I’ll stab him with it—he’s just standing in the front hall, smiling. I try to act like I wasn’t going to impale him with a Bic as I take the clipboard from him.

      “Now, remember to write Rod Mason, since it’s not for you…Edie.”

      I glance up and he tips me a wink, a sly little one that almost has me smiling back until I realize something. “How do you know my name?”

      “I know a lot of things, Edie,” he says, voice calm. Like he’s trying to keep me that way too. “Your name. Your Dad’s name, the name of the thing that killed him.”

      “What?” I drop the clipboard and it clatters at my feet. “He was killed by a rogue wave.”

      The guy laughs. “No way. Leviathan doesn’t have that kind of power. Levi just hitched a ride on that wave, as a way to get to your father.”

      “Levi? Who the hell is that and why would he want to get to my father?”

      The smile falters, the dimples disappear. “You really don’t know, do you?”

      I shake my head, and he drops the box. Whatever’s inside crunches loudly in a way that tells me Rod and Carla’s latest super delicate and expensive sculpture might be a little bit broken.

      “Great,” he says. “That’s just…seriously?”

      I edge away from him, back toward Carla’s desk where I’m pretty sure there’s a letter opener. I reach behind me, hands clattering over a calculator, her notebooks, and then—yes! The slim blade slips into my palm.

      “Look,” the guy goes on. “I’m the messenger god. Also, occasionally, a finder of lost things. Like you. But I didn’t realize exactly how lost you would be. I figured your dad told his daughter—”

      “Told me what?” I yell, brandishing the letter opener in front of me.

      He studies me, and then he says, “Ichor.”

      The word stops me. It’s the passcode Dad told me.

      “Ichor,” I repeat. “Blood of the gods.”

      “Aw, look at that. You do know things. Good job.” He says it like someone praising an especially stupid little dog. “Yep, blood of the gods, and it’s gonna get spilled real fast if we don’t get you up to the Academy. I’m Hermes, by the way.”

      He holds out a hand, but I don’t shake it, my fist still tight around the letter opener.

      “Herpes?” I’m so confused.

      He doesn’t even blink. “One million two hundred thousand and seventy-eight.”

      “What?”

      “That’s how many times I’ve heard that joke. Now,” he swipes the blade out of my hand—at least, I think he did. It’s like he didn’t even move. I just felt a breeze on my hand and then he had the letter opener…and I didn’t.

      “Listen,” he says, tossing it back and forth. “I’m not going to hurt you. Obviously, your Dad didn’t tell you much, but he did tell you the password.”

      “Ichor,” I repeat, like maybe it’ll protect me somehow from something. Like that Leviathan?

      “Levi—Leviathan,” I say aloud. “What is that? What killed my dad?”

      Hermes walks over to an antique silk armchair that isn’t actually meant for sitting. Or at least that’s what I was told. But Hermes didn’t get that message, apparently, because he collapses into it, still twirling the letter opener in his fingers. “Oh, Levi’s nothing, really, just a water monster.”

      “A monster?”

      “Not a particularly powerful one, either. Be glad they didn’t send Scylla after him.” He pauses. “But I guess they didn’t have to. Levi got the job done.”

      “The job…” My heart, which has been like a rock in my chest, thumps hard, reminding me it’s still there. “The job of killing my father, you mean?” And now I can feel the blood pumping through my veins too, and I realize as my hands start to tremble, that I’m not scared.

      I’m pissed.

      Hermes throws one leg over the side of Carla’s chair, and that’s when I spot them. Little wings on his feet, popping out of his ankle on either side.

      “Holy shit,” I say, backing away until the couch hits me in the knees. I fall onto it. “What is that? What are you?”

      Hermes ignores me my order as he lifts up his leg. “Didn’t think wings would come as that much of a shock to you. Unless…” he cocks his head again, like he’s getting messages from above. “You really don’t know anything, do you?”

      I shake my head. “Well you didn’t know that I didn’t know, so I guess we’re both a little under-informed today.”

      He grins. “You’re cute when you get feisty.”

      “Oh my god, are you seriously flirting with me right now?”

      “Oh. My. Me. Yes I am.” He tilts his head so his hair flops over his left eye. My mouth goes dry. He is so intensely…intense.

      After six months spent with all my feelings on lockdown, it’s too much. I pull out my inhaler and suck air into my too-tight lungs. By the time I tuck it away, I’m calm again.

      I look back at Hermes, who is amusing himself with a sculpture of the Eiffel Tower made entirely of Barbie doll limbs. “I’d rather have the explanation without a side of flirtation.”

      He looks amused. “You think I can just turn all this charm on and off?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, okay.” He leans forward in the chair. “Have you ever had anything happen to you that you couldn’t quite explain? And no—” He stops me before I can say, yeah my dad being killed by a big water face. “I mean something that happened to you, or maybe because of you? Something you did?”

      I’m about to shake my head when I remember that first rush of water and the glass front doors of the condo going to pieces in front of me, the water rushing forward until…it stopped. But it didn’t stop, it just kind of evaporated.

      “Yes,” I say. “Maybe.”

      “And what about…” Hermes gets up, moving slowly. “Don’t think I’m being weird, kid. Just hold still, okay?”

      I definitely think he’s being weird and I keep a close eye on him as he circles behind me. He keeps telling me to relax and I keep telling him to back off, until finally he lets me have the letter opener back. I grip it tightly as he touches my back.

      “I promise you can stab me if you think you need to,” he says, and then his thumbs press down right between my shoulder blades and I scream.

      It’s a familiar pain, but one I haven’t felt in a while. The school nurse had made one hell of a face when they did scoliosis checks in sixth grade, sending home a note saying that I probably need x-rays. Dad said I didn’t, said the school should stick to worrying about test scores and he’d worry about his daughter’s health. But then the pains began, and Mom developed a worry line between her eyebrows.

      It had become a dull, constant ache, one that I carried with me every day and rarely notice anymore. Not until Hermes pushed on the spot. Immediately, one of my back spasms wracks me with pain.

      “Don’t touch me,” I shout at Hermes, and I mean to sound tough, but it’s useless. I just sound scared and hurt. And I dropped the knife, anyway.

      “Sorry.” He comes back around in front of me, face suddenly sympathetic. “You’ve never let them out?”

      “Let what out?” I ask, still seething through the pain, though it’s dulling.

      He shakes his head. “Wow, that must hurt like a bitch. I feel like I’ve got fasciitis just after one day tucking mine in. Your father might’ve though he was protecting you, but really he wasn’t doing you any favors.”

      “Don’t you dare insult my dad,” I tell him, my voice a little stronger.

      “Okay, okay, look,” he says, when he sees my frustration growing. “It’s the easiest way to convince you. Listen to me. I want you to think about that pain, really feel it.”

      “I do feel it,” I growl at him, rolling my shoulders.

      “No, like really think about it. How it feels as if there’s a center that it radiates from.”

      “Will doing this make the pain go away?”

      “Make the pain go away? It’ll be better than that. It’ll be like the best morning stretch of your life.”

      An involuntary sigh whooshes from my lips at the thought of that sort of stretch. I close my eyes, re-thinking this ache that’s been with me since sixth grade. “Two centers,” I correct after a moment. “There’s not just one.”

      “Great, good,” he says. “Now I want you to focus on those centers with your mind and push them out.”

      I crack one eye open. “Push them out?”

      “Yeah.” He holds out his palms flat, moving his arms toward me. “Push that pain out, away from your body.”

      “Okay, weirdo,” I say. Then I do.

      The pain intensifies and I feel like I’m about to pass out, but then there’s a release. It’s so sudden and so complete that I drop to my knees.

      There’s a rush of wind past my ears, but there can’t be. Carla and Rod keep all the windows shut tight for humidity control. I look through the doorway to my bedroom where the closet mirrors reflect my shock. That’s not all they reflect.

      Two leathery black wings sprout from my back.
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      “What the actual hell?” I ask.

      I flex and the wings flex with me. That’s it. I’ve lost my mind. As I stand and search for my phone, my wings clip two different sculptures. With a gasp, I spin around to grab them and hit two more.

      I freeze, afraid of more destruction. “Make them go away.”

      “You need to practice shifting,” Hermes tells me. “Then eventually you’ll be able to change into a full”—he looks at me— “well, not sure what you are, honestly. Obviously you’re not a werewolf, or a merfolk. I mean, we can rule out anything that doesn’t have wings. Maybe you’re a harpy. They’re rare but not unheard of.”

      I hold up my hand to stop him. “How do I…un-wing?”

      “You mean, shift back? Just think about pulling your power into yourself. I know that sounds weird but if you do it right, it won’t hurt.”

      I concentrate. And nothing happens.

      “You should partially shift at least once a day.”

      “Good to know.” I rub my face. “Now what the hell is going on?”

      “I’m here to invite you to attend Mount Olympus Academy.”

      “Oh my god,” I say.

      “Gods,” he corrects.

      I deflate. My dad is gone and my mom and sister are incognito. I pull into myself and feel kind of a pop. I turn around and around. My wings have disappeared!

      My relief is short-lived. A quick look around tells that it was actually five different sculptures that smashed to the ground. Falling to my knees, I pick up pieces, wondering if there’s any chance I can get them put back together.

      “My foster people are going to kill me.”

      “Hmm.” Hermes shrugs. “Humans murder over the strangest things.”

      I look up at him, unable to tell if he’s joking. “I didn’t mean literally.”

      He stands and holds out a hand. “Leave that junk. Leave these terrible people who have so much junk and come with me.”

      I stare at his hand, tempted for half an instant. Then shake my head and go back to sorting out lacquered gummy bears that had been shaped into a giant octopus.

      “Look, I knew the password,” he tells me. “Also, YOU SPROUTED WINGS. What more proof can I give you that the gods are real and you belong with them?”

      “And you’re here to take me to Hogwarts?”

      “Mount Olympus Academy,” he corrects with a gleam in his eye. “We’ll help you, teach you about your past, and do our best to find your family.”

      “Find my family?” Gummy bears fall from suddenly numb fingers.

      “Your mother and Mavis, right?”

      I nod as tears suddenly threaten. “You could really find them?”

      Hermes reaches down and lifts me to my feet. No—floats me to my feet. “For one of our students there is nothing we wouldn’t do. Your mental and physical health is our first concern.”

      He seems sincere. There’s a warmth in his eyes. And his hands which are still holding me. I want to smile back. I want to—

      “Stop.” I jerk away, breaking the contact and whatever he was doing to me. Almost like he was trying to hypnotize me with warm gooey niceness. “What was that? And what is this school really? You just want my organs, don’t you? Are you going to sell my kidneys on the black market?”

      Hermes has the audacity to laugh.

      “Is this all just a joke to you?”

      The laugher fades and he reaches out to me. I scuttle away.

      He shakes his head. “I apologize. Okay? I didn’t realize when I came here today that I’d have to explain everything to you. It’s tedious and I thought a little charm might move us along a little faster.” He pauses and frowns. “It’s strange. It’s been centuries since that little trick failed to work for me.”

      “Seduction is a little trick?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Oh please. That wasn’t seduction. If I wanted to seduce you, you would know.”

      Hermes takes another step toward me and though I want to hold my ground, I can’t. I can’t even hold his gaze, which is once again intense enough to make my breath short.

      I pull out my inhaler and take a few short puffs before I’m finally able to say, “I’m not going anywhere with you. I don’t like you and I don’t trust you.”

      “Not even for your mother and sister?”

      “I. Don’t. Trust. You,” I repeat.

      “Right.” He nods. “And what about for your father?”

      “He’s dead.”

      “Yes. Murdered. And the ones responsible are laughing at how easy it was.”

      My hands clench into fists and my wings whoosh open once more.

      Suddenly Hermes is at my side, not touching me, but his mouth so close to my ear I can feel his warm breath. “The Academy doesn’t teach normal classes. We train creatures like yourself to hunt. We would teach you how to find those who killed your father. You could make them pay.” He pauses and then adds softly. “For your grandmother too.”

      “Grandma?” My throat goes tight.

      “That elevator falling was not an accident.”

      My heart is no longer a rock. It is solid and beating and furious. An hour ago it all seemed pointless. But suddenly I’m alive again. Dad and Grandma were taken from me and there was nothing I could do about it. Or so I thought. I can’t turn back time. I can’t bring them back. But maybe I can find justice.

      Finally, I have a purpose.

      I turn to look Hermes in the eye. “How soon can we leave?”

      He smiles. “How quickly can you be ready?”

      I run for my room, laughing as my wings catch more sculptures and they crash around me. It’s less amusing when I can barely get down the hallway. Or through my bedroom door. Luckily, as I quickly throw some clothes into a satchel they fold up once more. I tear off my ripped t-shirt and study it for a moment, realizing my wardrobe is going to need some modifications if I’m gonna be doing that on the regular. Since I’m changing, I also switch out my dirty sweatpants for jeans. The last thing I grab is Dad’s cell phone. I gave up on trying to figure out the code to unlock it and haven’t bothered to charge it.

      Hermes calls from the other room, “You don’t need to bring everything you own. You’ll be given a uniform and anything else you need. Cell phones don’t work on campus. Neither do computers. There’s no WiFi, so nobody bothers. Bring some of that perfume you’re wearing, though. It’s got a nice smoky smell.”

      “Okay, creeper.” I mutter, not bothering to inform him that I don’t wear perfume. Quickly, I grab a few last things, like a framed picture of us just before summer. I’ve kept it face down on my bedside table. Now I look at it again.

      Dad’s mouth is open as he tells some joke I can’t remember. The rest of us are laughing. We look so happy it hurts.

      I shove the picture in my bag and go to find Hermes.

      “Let’s go. How did you get here? Do you have a car parked outside? If not, I have a bus pass.”

      Hermes grins. “Oh honey, I don’t ride the bus.”

      “Well?” I ask.

      “We’re going to fly.”
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      After ten minutes of trying to unravel my wings, Hermes gets frustrated and tells me to hop on his back. It’s beyond awkward at first and I think we’ll be too heavy for his little ankle wings, but he takes a running leap and we’re airborne.

      I cry out, but it’s really not that scary. After everything I’ve been through, I mostly just feel exhilarated. I’m going to find Mom and Mavis. More importantly—I’m going to make whoever took my dad and grandma pay.

      I look down on the beach-goers, still cleaning up. “Can’t they see us?” I shout into Hermes’ ear.

      “What do you not get about god-magic?” he shouts back. Soon we’re so high I can see way out into the water, the clouds just above us. Hermes flies inland, toward the swamps. I tighten my grip when he swoops.

      “Follow the path of the lotus,” he tells me. “You’ll find the Academy.”

      “I don’t understand…”

      That’s when Hermes drops me.

      For the first few seconds all I can do is scream. As the ground rushes toward me thoughts of my family fly through my mind. Reflex takes over and I feel the pain and release of my wings unfurling.

      I hold them out and they catch the wind. My descent is softened. I let out a loud barking laugh. I can actually fly.

      Well, I can fall less quickly. But still way too fast.

      The ground—full of swamp trees and brackish water—comes up swiftly. I try to flap my wings but can’t break my momentum.

      I crash into the swamp.

      I stand, shakily, drenched. The water is up to my knees. I will my wings to retract and am pleasantly surprised when they do. I am anything but happy about my surroundings, though. I’m in the middle of absolutely nowhere. The everglade bottom is slimy and unpleasant and I’ll probably die of some weird fungal infection before I can even reach this mysterious academy.

      “Thanks, Hermes,” I shout up to the darkening sky. “You colossal asshole!!!”

      Something slithers next to my leg in the water and I scurry to the nearest tree. All I can think about is Grandma’s hatred of alligators. I hope I’m not about to become gator bait.

      What did Hermes say? Follow the path of the lotus. What even is a lotus? I look around. In the distance is a light, and I figure it might be a camper--or some murdery swamp people—but hey, I don’t have much of a choice at this point.

      I walk for what feels like forever, smelly slime up to my knees, and sucking sound following me everywhere I go. And that’s not all that’s following me. There’s definitely something in the trees. I can only hear it when I stop moving, but then it does, too, and I’m left staring suspiciously over my shoulder when I probably should be paying more attention to the water around me. Something sweeps past my legs and I jump, my wings accidentally sprouting. I swear I hear a giggle.

      “Bite me,” I say, then really wish I could take the words back. I have no idea what was in the water. I pull my wings back in, happy to note that it gets easier every time.

      The light doesn’t seem to be getting any closer, but the way starts to become easier and the water pulls at my legs, more like a river than a marsh. It smells better too; the heavy fecund scent of the wetland is replaced with a flowery perfume.

      A flower actually floats by me, the current taking it ahead. A lotus is a flower! I remember and rush after it.

      But rushing is hard in water, and the current changes direction suddenly, pushing against me rather than helping me along the way. I’ll never get to that light if I don’t think of something. The flowers are floating past me now in a torrent, seeming to tease me that it’s so easy for them to get to where they’re going.

      “Hermes, I hate you,” I tell him. I hate him for showing up in my life. I hate him for not telling me more. I hate him for coming onto me (and myself for liking it, just a little bit). But mostly I hate him for dropping me from the sky with no warning. Like a shitty parent just throwing a kid into the pool and telling them to swim.

      Oh, wait. Maybe that’s exactly what he was doing. Testing me.

      Except I don’t have to swim. I have to fly. There’s only one problem with that.

      “I DON’T KNOW HOW TO FLY!” I shout up at the sky. “I couldn’t even pass a driver’s test!”

      No response.

      “Fine,” I say, and climb up on to the bank. Some lotus flower petals stick to my legs and I kick them off before popping my wings out.

      I try flexing them. I get a couple inches off the ground, but not much. And I’m exhausted. I automatically reach for my inhaler. It’s only once I bring it up to my mouth that I realize—I don’t need it. I’m breathing hard, but I’m not breathless. My lungs aren’t tight.

      Having wings pop out of my back was crazy. But this is definitely the shock of the day. I look at the inhaler in my hand once more and then toss it over my shoulder, suddenly feeling free.

      It’s time to fly.

      Birds, I tell myself. Think about birds.

      But when I close my eyes I don’t see little feathered birds. Two large beady eyes stare back at me. It should remind me of the alligators Grandma hated, but there is more intelligence in these eyes… and they’re red. It’s a deep, glowing red, like a ruby. No…like a ruby that’s on fire. I stare back, entranced.

      You are not a bird, those eyes tell me. You are a force beyond nature. You are a—

      My eyes fly open. I don’t want to hear more from whatever is inside of me staring out. It’s too much. I’ve seen plenty of horror movies. Red eyes can’t mean anything good.

      I pull my wings back in, overwhelmed. And hopeless. I kneel beside the water to scoop some into my mouth, too thirsty to worry about it making me sick. What does it matter, I’ll probably die out here. It’s only as I dip my hands in that I notice the water has changed directions again. The flowers are moving towards the light.

      What kind of river changes directions at will? I’m suspicious, but too tired to care as I slide back into the current, letting it take me toward the light.

      One moment I’m thigh deep in water and the next I stumble through a rusty copper gate onto a grassy knoll.

      Through a copse of trees I glimpse a gorgeous building. It looks like it’s made out of white marble and belongs in Washington, DC more than a Florida swamp. Or… I realize. It belongs in Greece.

      This must be Mount Olympus Academy.

      “You have to find the way yourself, the first time,” a voice at my shoulder tells me and I jump out of my skin. Literally. My wings unfurl. I’m starting to feel like a broken umbrella here.

      “That’s interesting.” A girl in a private school uniform complete with Mary Jane shoes stands in front of me. I’m half embarrassed I look so shabby right now.

      “I’m Cassie,” she tells me with a toothy grin. “I saw we’d have a new student today. Also, the headmaster told me.”

      “I’m Edie,” I tell her. “Who…I mean what…”

      “Oh, I’m just your run of the mill seer. The witches and warlock crowd think I’m perfectly useless,” she informs me cheerfully. “You, on the other hand.” She reaches out and tugs at my wings.

      “Hey!” I pull away. It has got to be rude to touch someone else’s wings without asking.

      “What are you?”

      “I don’t know. Hermes said I would learn in time.”

      “Well, let’s get you sorted.” she tells me. “First thing you have to choose your discipline so we know what dorm to place you into.”

      “Um yeah, hey Cassie, explain it to me as if I had no idea what you’re talking about.” I follow her, trying to get rid of my wings, but not succeeding. I just manage to hug them tightly against my body instead.

      “Okay. Well, there are four different tracks. Defense is the least prestigious. That’s where most of the witches and warlocks, including me, get sorted. But they bumped me last semester. They’re all about healing, casting protective spells, or creating devices for those out in the fields.”

      “Sorta like Q does for James Bond,” I say.

      Cassie shrugs. “James Bond? Was he a student at your former academy?”

      “No,” I laugh. “James Bond is James Bond. He’s fictional, or at least I think he is. The line between what’s real and not feels pretty thin lately.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” Cassie says with a little gurgle of laughter. “But I think you’re very funny.”

      We pass beneath a stone arch and enter a beautiful courtyard. An elaborate fountain sprays jets of water so high into the air that they disappear into the clouds.

      “Wow,” I can’t help but say.

      “What were we talking about again?” Cassie asks. She answers herself as I continue to gawk. “Oh right, the various disciplines. Next are the tracker and spy craft schools. They’re separate but share a few of the same classes. It’s also mostly shifters in those. You know, your run of the mill were-folk—you’d probably fit right in there.” She tweaks the edge of my wing again and I jerk away.

      “Hey, could you maybe not invade my personal space?”

      Cassie’s eyes grow wide. “Sorry!” Her hands fly up in surrender. “I’m terrible with boundaries. It’s why the witches hate me. Well, they also say I don’t know when to shut up. And I had a prophecy that half the class would cheat on the midterm exam and the professor overheard me when I announced it. So everyone sorta wants me dead—not literally, I’m sure. Well, maybe literally.” Cassie shrugs and looks sheepish. “But we could be friends.  I mean, with those wings—” She very carefully gestures but doesn’t touch. “You might be a bat. Not exactly the sexiest of shifters, but incredibly useful and great for tracking or spying.”

      Oh shit. With my luck I’m totally a bat. A flying rat.

      I shouldn’t be crushed, but I am.

      Cassie, oblivious, continues talking. “And finally, the last and—let’s be honest—most brutal of all the tracks, is the assassination class. A few of the less civilized shifters end up there, but it’s mostly vampires. The violent ones love that track. Less thinking, more killing.” Cassie makes little stabbing motions—I think. It’s also possible she’s trying to raise the roof. Finally her hand falls.

      “I’m a little nervous, because that’s where I’m going to be now. Midyear switch! After I got booted from defense the gods didn’t know where to put me. They said I’d be useless as a spy since I can’t shut up. And I’m a hopeless tracker; I barely know my left from my right. I think they figured if all else failed I could just talk our enemies to death. Honestly, I think expulsion would’ve been on the table if it wasn’t for my mother working here. Thank goodness for the fact that this place wouldn’t run without her.”

      “Is your mom the dean or something?” I ask.

      “The Dean?” Cassie goggles at me like I’ve said something insane. “No, that’s Mr. Zee. My mom runs the archives. She’s a finder. Of objects and stuff, you know.”

      I nod, pretending like I do know.

      “She started working here before I was born, so I was basically raised on campus. And since Mom’s the only person who understands her filing system, they’ll never be able to get rid of her.” Cassie pauses and then adds with a little shrug, “Or me.”

      “Wow,” I say. “You’ve never lived in the real world?”

      “Nope. From what I’ve heard it’s not that different from our world. Well, except for bathing in a huge tub of hot cocoa. I’d maybe like to go and try that out once.”

      I am debating whether or not to tell Cassie that is definitely not a thing, when suddenly her whole body goes rigid.

      “Cassie?” I reach towards her as her eyes go milky white.

      “You’ll be in the assassination class too. We’ll sit next to each other at lunch and share our meals. We’ll be best friends.” She blinks and her eyes are normal again. A giant smile spreads across her face. “Can you believe it? We’re gonna be besties!”

      Once again treading all over my personal space, Cassie throws her arms around me.
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      Cassie walks me straight to the admissions office, and takes a seat by the door. “Don’t worry, Themis is always fair. She’ll take good care of you. And I’ll be right here when you’re done.”

      “Great.” I give her a thin smile and step inside.

      A beautiful blonde woman sits behind the desk. She looks me up and down, pursing her lips. I feel super judged.

      “Hello, Edie. Hermes told me he would be bringing you here today.” She doesn’t sound entirely happy about my arrival. Her long arm adjusts a pencil on her desk, putting it in line with all the other ones. “I’m the guidance counselor. You may call me Themis.”

      “Just Themis?” I ask. “Is that like your first name? Should I call you Miss Themis?”

      She smiles faintly. “I’m no miss. If you must, Ms. Themis is fine, but our faculty doesn’t depend on the use of honorifics to get the respect they deserve.” She pauses a beat before adding, “Nor do I.”

      She stands and walks around her desk. “Please. Sit.”

      “I’ll stand,” I tell her. I’ve still got swamp water on me and her furniture looks even nicer than the stuff Carla and Rod had. Plus, I’m too weak to pull my wings in. I tried earlier, and they just drooped there.

      She nods and studies me, arms crossed. “I’m sure Cassie filled you in on our various disciplines. That girl isn’t good at much, but she certainly can talk.”

      “That’s mean,” I tell her.

      Ms. Themis smiles wanly. “Sometimes the things I say may sound…harsh, but it’s in my nature to judge. And to create order. Please, let me help you.”

      She puts a hand on my shoulder and my wings are suddenly gone. “You’ll get better at this, don’t worry,” she tells me kindly. “Now sit so we can chat.”

      I collapse tiredly into the chair and she returns to her side of the desk. “What did Cassie tell you about our Academy?”

      “There are…were-people and vampires…and…” I stop. It’s all a jumble in my mind.

      “We help people like you. People who shift into other shapes. People who don’t belong anywhere else. We train them as protectors, or as spies, or sometimes they track down dangerous monsters. And sometimes they kill them.”

      I sit up.

      “That’s it. I want to kill monsters,” I tell her.

      “Shifters mostly become spies. Depending on what they shift into. That discipline would be most beneficial to you—”

      I shake my head. “A monster murdered my family. I want to become…” I think about what Cassie told me. “I want to become an assassin.”

      Ms. Themis’ lips twitch. “The assassination class is the most rigorous. And you’re coming to us late in the year.” She pauses then asks. “What kind of student were you at your previous schools?”

      “Really good,” I lie.

      “I do have your records,” Themis replies with one single perfectly raised eyebrow.

      “Oooh.” I quickly backtrack. “I meant I was always on time and attentive and…” I wrack my brain for another positive and can only come up with, “clean.”

      “Impressive.”

      I can feel myself being pushed away from the assassin track which is my only reason for being here. And that is not happening. “Look, I don’t test well. It’s a high pressure situation—”

      Themis breaks in. “All our classes are high pressure. Especially the assassination class ones.” There is something like pity in her eyes and I can feel her gearing up for the part where she lets me down gently.

      “Wait! Cassie had a vision—that’s what she does, right? Predict the future? She saw us in the assassination class together.”

      “Cassie’s visions are not set in stone. Quite the opposite, really. The future can be changed. Cassie also sometimes exaggerates what she sees.”

      I stand. “Look, I came here for one thing. I’m not going to waste my time spying on whoever.” I take a deep breath and attempt to stare down a god. “I. Want. Revenge.”

      Ms. Themis nods slowly. “That’s easy to say, Edie, but I don’t think you fully appreciate the gravity of the situation.”

      “My father was killed. I understand the gravity just fine.”

      “He was killed. But you must understand that it wasn’t a random act of violence. Your father was a casualty of war. A war that we’ve been fighting for much longer than you’ve been alive. The other side has one goal: the complete eradication of the gods who run this Academy as well as anyone we’ve trained or worked with. They will not stop until everything and everyone we love is destroyed.”

      War. It’s a heavy little word. For some reason I’d had the idea that this was more of a rival gang situation. The wave monster guy versus the gods. But war is way bigger. And messier. Yet somehow I’m now in the middle of one and volunteering—no, insisting—on fighting.

      It occurs to me that I might be in over my head. I gulp and resist the urge to run out of the room screaming.

      “Who exactly are these people we’re at war with?”

      “They’re not people at all. They’re monsters.”

      “Ummm…” I hesitate because I’m pretty sure this is a stupid question. But still, it’s gotta be asked. “You mean literally? Actual monsters, like that Levi thing that murdered my father?”

      “Yes, indeed. They are monsters in all senses of the word. The students in our assassination class are trained to meet them on the battlefield—wherever that may be. Though it pains me to admit it, these students must in some ways become every bit as monstrous as those they are fighting.” She pauses and levels me with a hard gaze. “You need to ask yourself if you truly are up to this challenge. You haven’t been raised with this knowledge. However hard everyone else works, you will have to work twice as hard. You’ll have to take the full load of assassination classes, as well as a remedial flying class so that you can learn how to use your wings. Are you ready for this?”

      For six months I’ve done nothing but grieve and mope and be sad. My father and grandmother are dead. Murdered. My sister and mom are missing. Maybe dead too. I am for all purposes completely alone in the world.

      I close my eyes and the giant glowing ones from the swamp once again stare back at me. Maybe I’m not completely alone after all. Whatever I’m meant to shift into is inside me…and apparently it has opinions too. Or one opinion, at least. It wants to be in the assassination class. The idea of war doesn’t scare it one bit. The eyes communicate that as clearly as any written message might. They are glittering. And eager. And ready.

      My wings are not a broken umbrella. They are this thing inside of me, struggling to come out.

      I am terrified.

      But also, weirdly sorta…excited?

      “Yeah,” I say. I stand and my wings burst out of my back and billow into the room. “I am ready for this.”

      

      I didn’t understand how exhausted I was until I lay down on my bed. Almost immediately I am dead asleep. It seems like only seconds later I’m being shaken awake.

      “Who are you and what are you doing in my bed?” A girl dressed all in black stands over me, daggers in her gaze.

      I blink blearily. “Your bed?” I look around.

      “Yeah, dummy. My bed. If you’re my new roommate obviously your bed is the one with all the new stuff on it.”

      I scramble to my feet. “Sorry. I didn’t realize.”

      “Whatever. I heard about you,” she tells me, tearing the blanket and sheets off her bed, like I have some kind of contagious disease.

      Already? I think. I imagine Cassie, bursting at the seams with news, running off to tell everyone about my arrival.

      “You’re the shifter who thinks she’s something special,” the girl continues.

      That definitely doesn’t sound like something Cassie would say. No, I’m guessing my new roomie added that part all on her own. We’re definitely not going to be having pillow fights anytime soon, or painting each other’s nails.

      She lies on her stripped bed. “Well, you’re not special. I give you two weeks before you fail out. Or are dead.” She smirks at this last bit. Like she’s imagining it and likes what she sees.

      “Well, nice to meet you too,” I tell her. “I’m so glad my roommate is a supportive person and not a soul sucking bitch.”

      Her eyes flick to me. “Blood sucking bitch.”

      “Whaaaa?”

      She makes a hissing noise and flashes me her fangs.

      Oh. Hell. No.

      “Don’t worry, I’d rather eat roadkill then suck on a shifter.”

      “Super comforting,” I mumble, turning to my bed and all the stuff covering it.

      There are clothes—new underwear and pajamas and my uniforms. Ms. Themis said that the uniforms are magic and when I shift will allow space for my wings. Other than that the uniform looks like pretty standard private school stuff, complete with knee high socks and a preppy tie.

      Also in the pile are books, and on top is my class schedule. ASS CLASS is printed in block letters at the very top and I let out a laugh. My roommate eyes me.

      “You know, I may not sleep but I do like quiet.”

      “I was just…ass class…” I giggle. “I’m Edie, by the way.”

      She huffs. “I’m Valentina. My friends call me Tina.”

      “Nice to meet you, Tina,” I say sarcastically.

      “I said my friends call me Tina. You are definitely not one of my friends, so let’s not do this.”

      “Do what?” I ask.

      She turns. “This roomie thing. You and I are not going to ever be friends. I am going to pretend that you don’t exist and try very hard not to kill you, since that will get me kicked out of the Academy. You are going to try and stay out of my way.”

      “But…”

      “Let me explain something to you. This is the warmest welcome you’re going to get. No one in the assassination class is going to think your little wide-eyed ‘gee shucks’ act is cute. That kind of bullshit could get us all killed.” Tina turns away from me. “The less you talk, the better for your health.”

      I take a deep breath. Ass Class? More like Asshole Class. I turn my back on my less-than-friendly new roomie.

      “Oh, and don’t touch my Vee.”

      “What?” I whirl back around. “Don’t touch your what?”

      Tina smiles, obviously thrilled at the reaction. “Vee, my Venus Fly Trap,” she says, and points to the corner, where a huge plant rests by the window.

      “Um, is that breathing?” I ask.

      “No,” Tina tosses her hair. “But I wouldn’t be surprised at all if Vee became self-aware one day. You’re a terribly smart little angiosperm, aren’t you?”

      Her voice merges into baby talk on the last sentence, and she actually scratches the plant under the chin. I swear, it smiles. I can see myself waking up in the morning missing a finger, and Vee slowly digesting her breakfast.

      Feeling deflated and realizing that Cassie might be the exception rather than the rule as far as friendliness goes, I spend some time sorting through my new stuff before making my bed and crawling under the covers. I take the picture of my family and place it on my nightstand, feeling very alone.

      You’d think it would be impossible for me to fall asleep with a real-life blood-thirsty vampire laying a few feet away, but when I close my eyes, the glowing eyes blink back at me. It’s almost as if they’re trying to tell me they’ll keep watch while I sleep. And even though it’s ridiculous, it’s comforting too. I sink into a deep sleep.
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      I wake in the morning to find Tina levitating a few inches above her bed, reading. I think Vee might have turned her head a little, like the plant is reading over her shoulder. Hmmm, if vamps don’t sleep they have a whole eight extra hours to study. How will I ever keep up with them?

      I realize I am thoroughly screwed.

      Great start to the day.

      I also realize that, despite the venom of her words, she was right about one thing she said last night. I can’t go googly-eyed every time something weird happens. Weird shit is my new normal.

      I turn my shocked wide-open mouth into a yawn and sit up to stretch. Tina thumps down on her bed, shoots me a look promising retribution, and then quickly gets to her feet. Like, she doesn’t just get up, she literally goes from horizontal to vertical like an old-timey Dracula movie.

      “I’m going to use the bathroom. I have a daily routine that I’m not interrupting for you. If you can’t hold it maybe we can put some newspaper in the corner for next time.” With an evil laugh she disappears into the bathroom. Instead of thinking about how badly I need to pee, I get dressed. I’m more than a little disconcerted that the sexy Catholic school girl look kind of works for me. I check myself out in the mirror, testing my wings while Tina spends FOREVER in the bathroom. Does a vampire even use the bathroom? I snicker at the thought.

      I decide to distract myself with trying to get my wings under control.

      That’s because another thing Tina said last night has been bothering me. If everyone already thinks I’m a joke, I can’t have my wings popping in and out all through class.

      Now I take a deep breath and push. My wings pop out of my uniform and I’m surprised to see they’re an iridescent blue.

      “Are they supposed to change colors?” I ask my reflection.

      Tina finally comes out of our bathroom.

      “Are you a show girl or something? Planning to hit the Vegas strip?” she says, eyeing my wings.

      “They’re blue,” I say.

      “Oh, good job on color identification,” she says. “We can bump you right up out of the toddler classes now.”

      “Bite me,” I say, then quickly follow that up with, “Wait, no don’t.”

      I’m alarmed to see that Tina’s fangs have come out, but she covers them with her lip. “Don’t invite me. Seriously,” she says. “I’m not getting kicked out over your trashy mood-winged ass.”

      “Mood? Is that what it is?” I turn checking out my wings from behind. They’re a pretty sort of blue right now, a little metallic sheen to them.

      “Or maybe they just trying to compensate for that lame uniform,” Tina says with a little laugh.

      “Um, you have to wear the same uniform.”

      She holds out her arms, displaying her super punk look. Ripped black tights paired with big black stomper boots. Safety pins are fastened down the length of her skirt and her white shirt is unbuttoned revealing an old Metallica t-shirt that hangs off one bony shoulder.

      I hate to admit it, but she looks super-hot.

      “Aren’t there uniform regulations?” I ask, eyeing my own perfectly preppy uniform in the mirror.

      “Vamps don’t follow regulations, Swamper.” She stops in front of the mirror and smooths back a few stray hairs. I can’t resist peeking to see if there’s a reflection there. Catching my eye in the mirror she smirks, letting me know that she knows exactly what I’m doing.

      “Swamper?” I ask. I can tell by the tone that what she just called me is not good, but I have no idea what it means.

      “Yeah,” she checks her reflection one more time. “You’re a total Swamper. You might have made it through the gates physically, but mentally you’re still out in that swamp. You don’t belong here, period.”

      She does one last adjustment, pinching a lock of hair between her fingers and pulling downwards. It turns green under her touch, an eye-catching little highlight. Tina catches me watching and drops the strand fast. She clears her throat and shrugs into a backpack, finally turning to look at me.

      “That blue looks pretty hopeful. Optimistic, even,” Tina says. “That’s gonna change fast.”

      On that note, she leaves, not offering to show me around campus or help me find my first class. Which, printed at the top of my schedule, appears to be something called, “Killing with Your Bare Hands.”

      Since I’m coming in almost halfway through the year I must be really far behind. Some of the shine comes off my wings, telling me they are definitely mood related. I tuck them back inside my skin as my stomach rumbles, reminding me I don’t know where the cafeteria is, either.

      Luckily, I don’t need to worry about finding my way around campus. Cassie is parked outside my door, greeting me with a huge smile and an offer to take me to the dining hall for a quick breakfast, followed by Killing with Your Bare Hands, and then my next class, and the one after that.

      “We have the same schedule,” she tells me, practically glowing. “Well, except for remedial flying, obviously. I can’t fly.”

      “Me neither,” I mutter.

      “You’ll be with me practically all day, every day!” Cassie says, spinning.

      “Hooray,” I say, half-meaning it. Her enthusiasm is exhausting, and it’s not even nine a.m. She’s obviously not the coolest kid on campus. Not that I was ever into chasing after popularity. I used to be happy with my middle of the pack social group. I would’ve said we were pretty welcoming to everyone. That is, until they dropped me after the supposed gonorrhea incident. It sucks to be at the bottom of the food chain.

      The way Cassie waves to other students, calling out their names while they nod back coolly or ignore her entirely, tells me it’s even worse than I thought. Cassie isn’t just uncool. She’s social kryptonite. At my old school she’d be the girl your mom made you hang out with because she felt sorry for her. On the other hand, she hasn’t threatened to kill me yet, which was Tina’s way of saying hello.

      I glance at my schedule again, as my stomach growls. Nobody even asked if I was hungry when I showed up yesterday.

      “I wonder what’s for breakfast?” I say aloud, and Cassie’s eyes immediately roll back into her head, the whites glowing and her face going slack.

      “Seven grain waffles. Steak and eggs, extra rare,” she intones in a deeply creepy voice. “Blood and yogurt parfaits.”

      Her eyes roll forward once more and she gives me a cheery smile. “Oops! Sorry. I know my prophecies are annoying. They’re always about, like, if it’ll rain on Wednesday or who has a foot fungus. Nobody really listens to me anymore.”

      She says it like it’s funny, and not incredibly depressing.

      It does end up being helpful, though, to know to avoid the parfaits as we go through the breakfast line. I might’ve thought it was some sort of strawberry syrup without the forewarning.

      Killing With Your Bare Hands is in a room that is half classroom, half gym. Cassie and I take a seat near the back while the other students seem to already have their cliques. Of course, it is halfway through the term. Tina is surrounded by a whole gaggle of girls with resting bitch face.

      The class is taught by an extremely tall, very hot, very shirtless man who introduces herself as Kratos.

      I turn to Cassie and jerk my head in the teacher’s direction. “Mr. Kratos?”

      “Drop the Mr. He’s just Kratos.”

      “Okay, but Kratos…he’s a god, right?”

      “Demi-god, technically,” she whispers back. “Of war.” Her eyes widen dramatically, like she finds this both scary and exciting.

      I guess that also sums up how I feel about this dude—er, god. I can’t seem to rip my gaze away from his bare torso. Golden skin covers bulging muscles. So. Many. Muscles. He is definitely a badass. He has it written all over himself. Like literally. It’s tattooed across his back.

      He sidles past my desk, giving me a little smirk to let me know he saw me checking him out. Then he tells us to open our books to page three hundred and five. It’s a chapter titled, “They’re Not Actually Dead Until They Piss Themselves.”

      “Alright, who wants to walk us through strangulation?” Kratos asks.

      Almost everyone immediately raises their hands. Great, so not only is this the most difficult course, but it’s full of overeager super achievers. Kratos skims over the extended arms and then does the classic teacher thing of picking a guy at the back who seems more interested in studying the ceiling.

      “Val,” Kratos nods to him. “Please come to the front of the classroom.”

      The boy stands and for the first time I miss my inhaler. This school is overrun with extremely good-looking people, but there’s something about Val that’s more than just pretty. He walks to the front, all liquid and smooth, like he’s not made out of flesh and bone. I realize pretty quickly he might not be. I have to remember I’m not in high school anymore—I’m at Mount Olympus Academy. He’s got his uniform a little bit punked out, like my roommate Tina, but he’s wearing a t-shirt with a cute bunny rabbit under it, which feels very not-vampire to me.

      “What is he?” I whisper to Cassie.

      “And for your victim,” a hand settles onto my shoulder, heavy and squeezing more than necessary. “The new girl, who likes to talk during class.”

      Everyone giggles. Even Cassie, although I’m starting to realize it’s her auto-response to everything. Kratos propels me to the front of the class, while I fight the urge to adjust the back of my skirt and make sure I didn’t tuck it into my underwear when I used the bathroom.

      “Hi,” I say to Val when I get up to him, and he nods, using the motion to both acknowledge me and toss a shiny black curl out of his eyes.

      “Hey,” he responds, his voice low and slightly rumbly. The last thing I need is some dumb crush—especially after my last one ended so badly. And yet with just that one word I can feel the fascination forming. My eyes latch onto his shirt, which is a sunny yellow. This close, I can read the words printed above the trembling rabbit, which say, Inside I’m just a scared wittle bunny wabbit.

      “Your shirt is great,” I say, nervously.

      “I know,” he agrees in a way that is both dickish and inexplicably attractive. I frown as the shivers travel down my spine. I refuse to fall under this guy’s spell. And that means no more sweet little Edie. I’m in the assassination class now. I need to be a badass.

      “Not that you care, but I’m Edie.” Okay, that was more passive aggressive than badass. I’ll have to keep working on it.

      “No,” Val replies with another hair flip. “You’re dead.”

      And then I’m in the air—not because my wings are out, but because Val’s got my neck in one hand.
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      I automatically grab Val’s wrist and pull, but it’s like steel. I look down into his bright blue eyes, silently begging him to stop because I don’t have the ability to speak right now.

      He doesn’t, and Kratos begins to narrate my death.

      “You can see by the way her color is changing that the oxygen has been cut off. First the skin will go gray—”

      At their desks, students lean in closer, taking notes on my skin tone. Tina is in my line of vision and her gleeful smirk enrages me. My lungs are on fire, black spots popping in my vision. I claw and scratch at Val’s hands, but I’m not even leaving marks on his skin. My vision begins to darken and my chin slumps onto my chest.

      I’m about to pass out. My eyes flutter closed. Suddenly the eyes of the thing inside me stare back. They are angry. And they remind me that I’m not completely defenseless.

      My wings pop. I open my eyes and glimpse them in my peripheral vision. They are lustrous and bright red with anger. The sight of them gives me strength. I give a gigantic push, both wings wafting around me, creating a draft that makes Val unclench his fist and sends him sprawling back onto his ass.

      There’s a gasp from the whole class as I settle back onto the ground, and I don’t know why. Surely on a campus full of vampires and werewolves, a girl with wings is not a big deal? But people aren’t looking at my wings. They’re looking at Val—who is on fire.

      “Oh shit,” I yell, but Kratos is already on it, casting a heavy blanket over Val and rolling him across the floor until he’s just a tube of cloth, with feet sticking out the bottom and hair out of the top. Singed, smoking hair.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, running up to Kratos, who gives me a shove that sends me rolling down the aisle.

      “Don’t approach without permission,” he shouts, casually flipping the blanketed Val into the air, unrolling him. He hits the ground, blackened skin smoking. There are only scraps left of his t-shirt that I’d admired a few moments ago. His perfect face is still perfect, but the rest of him…

      He’s ruined. He’s dying. The skin on his chest is peeling away, revealing white bones beneath.

      And somehow, I did that.

      Tina stands over Val, trembling. “What did you do to him?”

      I’m crying, or at least I think I am. The tears are evaporating on my cheeks, sending steam into my eyes.

      “I’m so, so sorry,” I keep saying over and over again as I kneel next to Val. I look up at Kratos, who is standing dispassionately over us.

      “Fern! We need a medic over here!” Kratos calls and a girl who was standing off to the side of the class rushes over, a bag at her side.

      She pulls a metal thermos from the bag and gives Val a drink of whatever is inside. His skin stops bubbling and his eyes flutter open. The open skin closes back up. But it’s still black and ugly. Like a burnt piece of paper. He looks like he could easily crumble.

      “Finish fixing him,” Tina screeches. She picks the medic up with one hand and gives her a little shake.

      “That’s enough,” Kratos says, easily removing the shaking medic from Tina’s grasp. “Remember this young witch is also in training. She did what she could, but Val will need a trip to the infirmary to finish healing.”

      Even as he says the words, two older medics bustle in with a stretcher between them.

      As they lift Val, his mouth goes back to its normal position—but not before I spot his elongated fangs. He’s a vampire.

      “He’s fine,” Kratos says. “Burns can be tricky but vampires naturally defy most injuries. Fire is the most difficult for them, though. Good thinking, new girl.”

      “Yes, good thinking, Swamper,” Tina echoes, her ire focused on me once more as the young medic exits with Val. “If this were a defense class.”

      “What was I supposed to do?” I ask. “Just die?”

      “No,” Kratos says. “But Tina has a point. This was a demonstration. I assumed you were a vampire, because you are rather attractive. That was my mistake. I should have known your limitations.”

      “She’s wearing a regulation uniform,” Cassie argues. “You should’ve known she wasn’t a vamp.”

      Kratos only shrugs. “Human clothes don’t interest me.”

      “Awesome,” I mutter. “I almost died because you didn’t do your research.”

      “No,” Tina is quick to counter. “Valentino almost died. My brother better be okay or you’ll only wish you were dead.”

      “You’re…” Almost immediately my brain makes the connection between Valentino and Valentina. Yep, those are definitely twin names. Terrible twin names, but twin names just the same. “Oh.”

      Tina turns to the class, hands on her hips. “I demand to know what she is. These classes require a certain amount of trust. They make all of us vampires take blood oaths, disclosing any extrasensory abilities. But this one just waltzed in here, a complete unknown. Did we learn nothing from the incident last semester? I think I speak for all of us when I say that we can’t trust this Swamper, this thing, when we don’t even know what she is.”

      I wait for the teacher or Cassie or someone to defend me. Instead there are head nods all around and even some scattered applause.

      Kratos turns to me and even before he speaks I have an idea of what he’s going to say. “That’s fair. And Tina makes good points.” He frowns, thinking. “Also, you breathed fire and that’s not something we’ve seen—ever.” Kratos tilts his head up toward the ceiling, the same way Hermes did back at the foster’s house. “This is above my pay grade,” he tells it. He waits a moment, seeming to listen, before focusing his attention back on me.

      “Themis wants to see you. Says she’ll straighten this all out.”

      Tina smiles, making it clear her fangs are out. “That’s all I wanted, sir.”

      I remember Cassie saying Themis was a stickler for the rules. Was there one against burning your classmate? And if so, what is the punishment?

      “Now?” I ask Kratos.

      He nods.

      I gulp. I guess I’m about to find out.
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      “Twenty minutes into your first class and you’re back in my office.” Ms. Themis glares over the top of her glasses. “I’m afraid this does not bode well for your future at Mount Olympus Academy.”

      “What are you saying? Am I getting expelled on my first day?” I sink further into my chair.

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. Expulsion would be a last resort. And Mr. Zee would make that decision, not me. However, this may be a sign that the assassination class is simply…” she pauses and shoots me an apologetic look. “Not a good fit.”

      She’s right. I know she’s right. And yet, “I thought he was killing me. It didn’t feel like an exercise. Also if that had been real, I would’ve won. Isn’t it good that I didn’t freeze up? You said we’re at war. Don’t you need someone who does what needs to be done? I honestly didn’t know if I could kill someone, but now…now I think I could.” It’s a strong speech, despite my wavering voice.

      But Themis is unimpressed. “We need more than beings capable of killing. I would call that the bare minimum requirement, actually.” She stands and comes around the front of the desk. “I don’t suppose Cassie told you about the incident we dealt with over summer semester?”

      I shake my head, confused by the sudden change of subject.

      “We lost a student in battle. At first we feared it was two, but one played dead, and though badly wounded, managed to make her way back to us. We were so relieved at having this student returned that we never questioned her story. It never occurred to us that she might’ve been compromised. Months passed before we realized she’d been turned and had become an agent working with the monsters—against us. With the help of another student, she escaped before we could fully interrogate her.”

      Themis slams the desk with a balled up fist. Then she gestures to the golden scale sitting on the far edge of the table. Nothing sits on either end of the scale and yet the one side floats higher than the other. “Ever since then the scales have been unbalanced. The whole campus is on edge. Trust has been frayed.” Her hand closes around my jaw, forcing my eyes up to meet her own. “And the war—we are closer to losing everything than we ever have been before. The Academy was always a sacred place, free of fear, but now that it’s been invaded once, it will never be the same again. The next time the war comes here it will not slip through the gates in disguise, but instead tear them right down. If the scales are to be tipped the other way, in our favor, we will need to be strong. A chain is only as strong as its weakest link.”

      I stare at her. “And right now, I’m the weak link?”

      “I honestly don’t know. You’re strong, with an unknown power. You must understand, though, everyone here is strong. We need more than that. We need a team that works together. Seamlessly. Doubtlessly.”

      She releases me and returns to her side of the desk. I rub where her fingers dug into my skin. “I understand that,” I say quietly. “And I want to be part of that team.”

      “Then it’s time to shift, so we can all see what’s on the other side of your skin.”

      She makes it sound like I’m a shirt that’s on inside out. “I don’t know how.”

      “Take that.” Ms. Themis points at her desk, to a glowing lump of something that looks like mold. Hesitantly, I reach forward and take it in my hands. I’d expect it to be slimy, but it’s hard and smooth as a rock. “Hold the stone between both hands. Close your eyes. And just breathe.”

      I do as she instructs. The moment my eyes close, the thing inside me stares back. It snorts anxiously and steam rises, hot enough to warm my face. It wants out. But it—me—is also scared. As searing pain rips through me, I realize why.

      “Auuughh!” The scream rips from my throat.

      My eyes fly open. Dropping the stone, I leap to my feet. “What the hell, lady?”

      She nods, calm as ever. “As I suspected. Your shifter self is trapped inside of you. A magic spell that was no doubt made to last a lifetime. Your father’s work, I’m betting. No doubt he was trying to protect you.”

      “My Dad cast a spell on me? I don’t think so. He didn’t like brushing my hair because I’d scream when she’d tug too hard.”

      “But this would have been painless. And your father was quite talented in the magical arts.”

      “We are both talking about Danny Evans, right?”

      This earns me a small smile. “We are indeed. But your father wouldn’t have shackled your shifter self without having some release mechanism.”

      “Release mechanism? Don’t even think of telling me to bend over and cough. Not after that stone—” I hold out my hands which have been stinging horribly and for the first time I notice they’re covered in angry red blisters. “Holy shit!”

      “Yes, you’ll need to visit the infirmary before your next class.” She consults the watch on her wrist. “And you ought to hurry. Being late will not help your situation.”

      Relief pours through me. “So I’m still in the assassination class?”

      “For now. But”—Ms. Themis holds up one long finger— “you must let go of the fear and find a way to free your inner…whatever it is inside you, or I will have no choice but to find another place for you.”

      

      The infirmary is the next building over, which makes it easy to find. Fern, the medic who helped Val, is there. I expect her to be stand-offish but she waves me over.

      “That was an impressive display in class,” she says to me with a lopsided grin. “I’ve never seen anyone take down a vamp like that.”

      “Totally not on purpose,” I tell her.

      “You’ll learn to control it…whatever it is.” She takes out a bottle and squirts it on my tender skin. It stings a bit as it foams. “It seems hard now, but you’ll get through.”

      “Thanks.” I say, weirdly touched by her kindness.

      “Us girls with little old lady names have to stick together,” she tells me, flashing her broad smile. She wipes the foamy medicine off my arm. My skin is as good as new. It’s absolutely amazing.

      Well, amazing to me. I can’t help exclaim, “Like magic!”

      Fern lets out a little laugh. “That’s because it is magic.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      Fern leaves me to attend another student and I eye the magic medicine. I hesitate a moment and then shove the can of the spray foam into my bag. With a vampire for a roommate it seems like it might be a handy thing to have.

      A glance at the clock tells me I only have ten minutes before my next class starts. Throwing my bag over my shoulder, and with a farewell wave to Fern, I rush from the room and almost immediately slam into a wall of cold steel muscle. I reel backwards and stumble over my own feet. Before I can land on my ass, the wall grabs hold of me, reeling me back in.

      Of course, it’s not a wall. It’s a bare chest. Less extravagantly muscled than Kratos, and smoother, but still undeniably masculine.

      “Oh,” I say. “I’m sorry, I—” I finally stop ogling the perfect chest and move my gaze upwards to an equally perfect face. A perfect face I already know too well. “Val.”

      “Edie. Right?” He smiles, his pointy canines not at all threatening. At least that’s what I tell myself.

      “I’m really, really sorry for burning you. I mean you look good now—” My eyes can’t help but drift back down to his bare torso. “Really good.” Quickly I refocus while I can feel my face burning red with embarrassment. He lifts his eyebrows slightly as if to say he knows exactly why I’m blushing and then returns the favor, his eyes sweeping down my body and back up again.

      “You look good too,” he says at last.

      I can’t tell if he’s mocking me or if he’s sincere, or maybe some combination of both.

      “That reminds me, your t-shirt. It was ruined.”

      He shrugs. “No biggie. Tina made it for me. I’ve got several others like it. It’s a joke between us. She says I’m the least discriminating vampire in the world when it comes to fashion.” He pauses and then adds with a smile private smile. “And other things too.”

      I want to ask what those other things are, but it feels too forward. “I should go. I’ve got class.” I spin around and make a lunge for the door, suddenly desperate to exit this awkward conversation before I make a total fool of myself.

      “Me too. I’ll walk with you.” Val reaches for the door handle a split second before me so that my hand lands on top of his. His hand, like his chest, is cool to the touch.

      “Great!” I say, forcing myself to let go.

      We walk in silence as all around us students pour from different buildings and out across the quad. There’s no missing the way people stare at me, or the double takes when they see Val at my side.

      “Is this a deliberate display?” I ask him. “Showing everyone there’s no hard feelings?”“There aren’t any hard feelings. You’re an animal.” I visibly bristle at this, but Val shrugs. “All shifters are animals. You felt threatened and acted on instinct.”

      “I was threatened. You nearly killed me.”

      “I smelled that you were human. I would’ve stopped,” Val says, and then adds with an arch smile, “before you set me on fire.”

      “I’m…” I’m close to saying I’m sorry again, but since it appears I didn’t actually damage Val, I’m not feeling nearly as bad as I did before. Plus, I’m not entirely sure I believe him.

      We enter a shady path that runs between two of the buildings and Val suddenly stops. “At least tell me it was special for you. You don’t set every guy you meet on fire, do you?”

      He’s flirting with me. Not just flirting. He’s looking down at me with that heavy lidded look like he’s thinking of kissing me. Which is crazy! The medics might have healed his body, but they couldn’t quite remove that burnt flesh smell from what was left of his clothes and hair. He needs a good long shower—maybe two—before that will be washed away.

      And yet, he leans in closer.

      “Who else have you set on fire, little Edie?” His voice is teasing. Coaxing. Like this is all just a joke.

      “No one,” I start to say, but then with a gasp I remember. “Oooh, so it really wasn’t gonorrhea.”

      As the sexy look disappears from Val’s face, I realize I’ve said that last bit aloud.

      “No! I don’t have…I didn’t give, or get…or transmit.” Stopping, I take a deep breath. “I made out with a boy at school. It was, you know, fine.”

      “Fine?” Val is back to being amused, and slightly flirtatious. Though more cautiously so.

      “Well, there were some other things going on like he had a girlfriend and I—we shouldn’t have been kissing, but that’s not important to this story. The crucial bit is that he had a rash at school the next day and told everyone I’d given him gonorrhea.”

      Val’s lip curls. “Humans are disgusting.”

      “Well yeah, I mean, this human was. But anyway, I figured it was some sort of reaction to my soap or moisturizer. Now, though, I think, is it possible that I…”

      “Burned him?” Val helpfully finishes for me. He rubs his chin as he thinks about this, playing at thoughtfulness. “I’d guess it was more likely that you when you got hot and bothered, this boy ended up slightly singed.”

      I slap a hand over my mouth and then moan from behind it. “I’ll never be able to kiss anyone again.”

      Val, the jerk, has the audacity to laugh at this.

      “Oh, I’m so glad you’re amused,” I huff.

      “Edie…” He reaches for my hands and I jerk them away. “We’re gonna be late for class.”

      He catches hold of my hand, refusing to let me push past him. “No we won’t. It’s right around the corner.” I tug at our joined hands but he refuses to release me. “What are you, Edie? I’ve never seen anyone create fire before. Not from their mouths, anyway.”

      “That does seem to be the question of the day.” I try to make it a joke, but my voice wobbles toward the end. Frustrated, I fling myself back just as Val finally lets me go. I stumble several steps and as I blink Val is suddenly there to catch me. It seems impossible that he could move so fast. But lots of things seem impossible these days.

      “Can I…”  He hesitates as he sets me back on my feet and then takes a step back. “Can I see your wings again? I was a little on fire the last time so it was difficult to get the full picture. The guys pushing my gurney to the infirmary gushed the whole way there about how extraordinary they were.”

      There is something about the way he says it, totally sincere with not even the slightest hint of his usual underlying mockery, that I can’t resist. I set my backpack on the ground and then like a girl doing a twirl in a pretty dress, I fan my wings out. And then am embarrassed when I realize they are a rosy blushing pink.

      “Nice,” he says, reaching out to run a finger along my wing. It’s a gentle touch, slow and soft. The wings twitch and send a shiver down my spine. And I don’t mind it… at all. “Now I see why they’ve been looking for you.”

      “Huh? Who’s been looking for me?”

      At that moment a bell begins to toll.

      “Uh-oh, that’s our cue that class is about to start.”

      “About to start? You said we had time!”

      “No, I said it was right around the corner. And it is. Which is why we have time for this.” Leaning forward he presses his lips to my cheek, just barely catching the corner of my mouth. “You’ll kiss again,” he says softly as he pulls away. “You just need to find the right person.”

      And then before I can react or reply, he grabs my hand and tugs me through the corridor and out into the sunlight where the rest of our class is already waiting. Depositing me beside Cassie, he drifts off into the crowd of vampires. It’s almost like he was never there at all.

      Except when I touch the spot where he kissed me, it’s still cold to the touch.
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      Me almost dying pretty much sets the routine for the next few weeks.

      I try to keep my head down but Cassie and I are the only non-vamps in the Ass Class, so we kind of stick out. I thought things might be easier in Tracking for Assassins, since it’s an interdisciplinary class. The trackers are mostly shifters, so it seemed possible that I might actually make some friends.

      I thought wrong.

      “Shifters can be as clique-ish as vampires,” Cassie explains as we make our way outside for our first group project. “Wolves stick to wolves, panthers stick to panthers, merfolk stick to…”

      “Merfolk. Yeah, I get it. Everyone here is a bigot.”

      The vamps are all huddled in a group, laughing and talking in the sunshine.  Cassie told me they wear a special spray-on sunscreen. SPF 200. That must be why it always takes Tina so long in the bathroom every morning.

      Our instructor is a fit woman called Artemis—yes, that Artemis, the goddess of wild animals and hunting. I’m finally starting to know these things without having to ask Cassie thanks to a “Dummies Guide to Greek Mythology” book I found in the library.  Artemis explains that each assassin has to pair up with a tracker, the goal being to see how well we work together. I’m immediately nervous. No tracker is going to want to pair with me, since I’m a super novice assassin.

      But one of the shifters approaches me with a smile.

      So far, with the exception of Cassie, everyone else at school has been a little standoffish. Or actually a lot. During every meal Cassie and I sit alone at our giant empty table in the dining room. It probably doesn’t help that I still haven’t been able to release my inner whatever. Not that I’ve been trying too hard. Keeping up with classes has keeps me so busy that I don’t have time for much else. And, there’s also the fact that I’m maybe still a little scared of finding out exactly what those glowing eyes belong to. Still, I can’t forget Themis’s warning—the clock is ticking.

      But I don’t exactly want the tracker who has picked me. He’s a bat. Also, a bit batty. He’s always staring at me!

      “Greg,” I say, trying to force a smile.

      “Edie.” His grin twitches as he approaches me. “I’ve been thinking. We should mate.”

      I blink. “Whaaat?”

      “You know, have sex.”

      “I know what it means. Why would I…”

      “Well, there aren’t that many of us bat shifters left, so we should probably procreate soon.”

      A few vampires overhear us and start chanting, “mate, mate, mate.” I glare at them and they immediately fall silent. That’s been happening ever since I set Val on fire. Which… I turn, and glare at Greg.

      “You do know I breathe fire when I get excited?”

      He nods. “Yeah, and I’ll admit that was worrying. But then I realized. We’ll just do it batty style.” Greg mimes like he’s…what is he doing? Pretending to direct traffic while thrusting his hips and—

      Ooooh. I got it now.

      “We are not having sex batty style or any other way!” I shake my head. “Absolutely not. No dates. No shacking up. No—”

      Greg cuts me off. “Oh, no. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want to date you or anything.”

      “You just want me to birth your bat babies?”

      “Exactly,” he says. I try to back away but Artemis appears next to us.

      “Great, you guys are a pair.”

      “Oh no,” I look around but there’s no one left. I’m stuck with bat boy.

      “Greg, your job is to locate the minotaur’s lair, taking Edie with you to complete the assassination.” She stops, turns to me, her mouth a thin line.

      “You understand that you are not to actually kill anyone, correct? No more fires?”

      I nod. Smart-assing Artemis is not cool. She pinned a kid to the wall last week for it. Like, actually, with arrows.

      “You have forty minutes. This is a pass/fail test.” She looks at me. “We’ll see how well you do and determine if you need extra tutoring. I’m thinking you do.”

      My stomach tightens nervously with my typical test anxiety. I push it away and turn to Greg. “So let’s…” but Greg is gone. In his place flaps a bat, making awkward zig zagging patterns in the air. A tiny little uniform—complete with wee plaid tie—covers his little bat body.

      I close my eyes. Please, don’t let me be a bat.

      “Follow me,” he squeaks and flies off. I run after him, hoping that I can keep up.

      “Did you just talk to me…in bat?” I huff as I catch up to him.

      “Yup,” he nods his little bat head as he squeaks yet again. A noise which my brain is somehow able to translate into words. Crazy. “All shifters can understand each other when in animal form. Witches can usually understand a few words here or there. Vampires, though, are big fat zeroes when it comes to animal linguistics. You can shift and talk shit right to their face and they don’t have a clue!”

      Greg squeak laughs at this and I can’t help but join in.

      Remembering that we’re in the middle of an assignment, we focus back on our task. We’re supposed to be tracking a fellow classmate, someone Artemis pulled out of first period and sent off into the woods. Greg swoops and swerves a few feet ahead of me, and I’m following dutifully when something occurs to me.

      “Hey, aren’t bats blind?”

      Greg stops mid-air, then comes to perch on my shoulder. His wing brushes my cheek and I try not to shrink away from him.

      “Eh…not exactly blind, no. But I can’t see very well.”

      “And you’re a tracker?”

      “I’m a bad tracker,” he says, squeaky voice going even higher. “But what I can do is smell.”

      “Great,” I mutter.

      “It is great, know why? Because werewolves are awesome trackers…and they stink.”

      It’s almost funny. I kind of smile, but quickly wipe it off my face in case he offers to impregnate me again.

      “And huge,” he adds, pointing to a spot in the underbrush that has been completely flattened.

      “Oh, okay,” I say, walking through it, Greg still on my shoulder. “So we just follow the path of destruction?”

      “Pretty much.”

      We’re the last to make it to the meet up point, but we’re under the time limit. I’m proud of myself–I didn’t freeze up even with a tiny little bat riding on my shoulder. His little bat claws are clinging to my hair; I brush him off and he flutters away, turning back into a boy.

      He grins. “We make a great team. We should definitely have children together.”

      “Okay, is this weird preoccupation with procreation a you thing, or a shifter thing?”

      He shrugs his shoulders. “Not all shifters have to worry about the continued existence of their race. The winged ones, we’re a little more rare. Bats, harpies, owls, ostriches.”

      “Ostriches,” I say, waiting for him to crack a smile, or let me know he’s joking. He doesn’t.

      Please, I think. Please don’t make me a bat or an ostrich.

      “Have you molted yet?” Greg asks, and I decide I’m done with him. I back away while he’s still talking. “Wait…we should set up a time to…”

      I don’t let him finish. I turn and basically run to go find Cassie instead.

      “How’d it go?” I ask when I find her.

      “Fine. My shifter ditched me so I just saw where to go.”

      “You followed the werewolves too?” I ask.

      “No, I mean like”—she rolls her eyes back into her head—“saw. Except first my sight took me to the bathroom, because apparently I’m going to develop a urinary tract infection.”

      “That’s terrible,” I say. “But at least your shifter abandoned you rather than suggested you two have bat sex.”

      Cassie laughs. “Yeah, that’s Greg for you. He’s really into being a bat. If there’s even a chance that you’re one too, he’s not going to leave you alone.”

      “Hey, Edie.” Suddenly Val is at my side. He’s so quiet, I didn’t even hear him approach. Vampires definitely have an unfair advantage. “Look, if you’re not busy with Greg—”

      “I will never be busy with Greg.”

      This actually earns a full smile. A fleeting one, but I catch it just the same. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know there’s a full moon party tonight.”

      “Oh?” I ask, trying to sound cool and hoping that he can’t tell my heart is beating madly. Is Val asking me to this party?

      “Yeah, it’s mostly a shifter thing, but vamps and parties. You know.”

      I have no idea at all, but I nod like I understand. “Totally.”

      “Right.” He nods back. “So I just wanted to ask…” He hesitates and I wonder if beneath the super cool guy exterior, he might actually be a little bit bashful. His eyes meet mine. They are dark and intense, stealing my breath as he asks, “Can you keep an eye on Tina? She goes a little overboard at these things sometimes. If she gets out of hand, I’d appreciate if you’d come get me.”

      My heart sinks so slowly, I can almost trace its journey. “Sure,” I manage to say at last. “of course I’ll keep an eye on her.” Somehow I fake a laugh. “Vampires and parties, right? What can ya do?”

      Val’s mouth curls in that slightly mocking way that seems to suggest he sees right through me. He holds out a piece of paper. “My room number. In case you need me.”

      Our fingers brush as I take the paper. And then finally, Val walks away.

      “Wow,” Cassie shakes her head. “For a minute there I was worried he was getting ready to ask you to the party. That would’ve been terrible.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “Cause vampires get totally wild and crazy at parties, right?”

      Cassie gives me one of those looks that means I’ve got it totally backwards. I’ve gotten to know that look too well over the past few weeks. “No. They like to just stand around looking above it all and making fun of everyone else.”

      “Sooo, what do you think Val meant about Tina getting out of hand?” I ask nervously.

      “Oh, he’s definitely worried she’s gonna bite you,” Cassie replies.

      “Great. So nice of Val to warn me.”

      “Actually, it kinda was.” Cassie gives me a searching look. “Do you think he might sorta like you?”

      I roll my eyes. “Definitely not. And I for sure do not like him,” I lie, hoping it will help make it true. “He’s just a guy I once set on fire.”

      Cassie doesn’t look totally convinced. “Okay, well, that’s good. It’s better to stay away from that one,” she tells me. “He’s got a reputation.”

      “What, as a heartbreaker?” I ask, watching him walk away in his floaty way. That is actually the saying on the sparkly purple t-shirt he’s wearing today. It still blows my mind that Tina makes them. Usually the only creativity she shows is in finding new ways to insult me and make my life miserable.

      “Um, tear your eyes away from his torso, Edie. That guy is more than just a heartbreaker. It’s more like he’ll rip your heart out of your chest and dance on it. Seriously. There’s a second year who quit because he broke up with her.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not going to let some guy make me quit. I need this place.” I’m almost surprised by how true this has become. It’s not that I’m happy here. There’s too much that’s new and weird and stressful and just plain difficult for me to even imagine enjoying myself. But unlike when I was living with the foster people, I have a purpose here.

      And also, okay, there are a lot of hot guys. I’m not gonna pretend that isn’t a perk or that it doesn’t brighten my days, because it does.

      She nods. “Okay, well, let’s get lunch and I’ll walk you to remedial flying.”

      As we head to the dining hall I can’t help but search for Val in the crowd. With that purple shirt he should be easy to find. Also, I’ve noticed over the past few weeks that while he’s always with the vampires, he tends to stand slightly apart from them.

      “Looking for anyone in particular?” Cassie asks in an arch tone.

      “Um, no, I was just wondering…” I search my brain for something I might’ve been thinking, but I’m saved by Cassie’s eyes rolling back in her head.

      She throws her arms out and falls to the ground proclaiming in an eerily loud voice, “The tuna will be bad. The tuna, the tuna. Beware the fish, for it will make you—”

      “Hey!” I actually interrupt her vision by shaking her, even though the damage is already done.

      “Wait, I wanted to hear more about the bad tuna,” Tina mocks. “Sounds like a campus-wide food poisoning issue. Which end will it come out of? It’s such a mystery!”

      Cassie only shakes in my arms. I wish she’d stand up for herself—like, actually, but also literally. She’s getting heavy.

      Tina’s friend Jenn hops up and does an impromptu reenactment of Cassie’s vision, throwing herself on the ground and writhing, gripping her stomach. Too bad there’s no drama club here; she’s really good. If only it wasn’t at Cassie’s expense.

      She’s finally standing on her own, but she’s got her face covered, like she can’t stand to watch Jenn’s antics.

      “Jenn, you are hilarious,” Tina laughs.

      “Yeah, sounds like a good time at dinner tonight,” Marguerite, another of Tina’s cronies, adds and they laugh. “Real shits and giggles.”

      “Just ignore them,” I tell Cassie.

      Her face is beet red. But Tina won’t give it a rest. She marches over and gets in Cassie’s face. “You know, if your prophecies actually mattered maybe you wouldn’t be bounced around from one discipline to another. Everyone knows you’re only here because of your mom.”

      “Whoa,” I say. “Back off.”

      Tina flashes her fangs at me, a strand of green hair slipping out from behind her ear. “And you…why are you here at all? Swamper.”

      One of the teachers walks over to us, all imposing and god-like, and to my relief Tina actually backs off. She rejoins her crew but before she sits she takes her tie and makes a hanging motion. The meaning is clear. I’m on her shit list. Well, not really a surprise.

      Cassie looks mortified, so I try desperately to change the subject.

      “So what’s the deal with the vamps not wearing their uniforms to regulation, anyway?”

      “What? Oh that.” Cassie shrugs. “You know vamps.”

      “I’m starting to.” And one in particular who I’d like to know more… I quickly shut down that train of thought.

      I’ve got her on a new thought track though and she rolls with it. “I mean, they’re sorta anarchists at heart. And deeply, deeply selfish. Which is why dating one would be a bad idea.”

      “Well yeah. Obviously.” I force a fake laugh. We get our lunch and walk to an empty table in the corner. No need to call more attention to ourselves.

      She’s full steam ahead now. “My mom actually remembers when they were first debating about letting them into the Academy. Shifters and witches were here from the beginning, and vampires always seemed like a perfect fit. I mean everyone knows vampires love to kill. They’re natural assassins and they have no conscience or respect for life.”

      “I don’t really see the problem there,” I can’t help observing.

      “Right. You’d think so. Except vamps have this weird thing where they’ll get super attached to someone and it’s like no matter what happens after that,they’re loyal to the very end.”

      “Again, that seems not so bad.” I say, playing with my food.

      “No, it’s awful. The gods want us to be loyal to them first. Above friends, family, and even ourselves. But a vampire…well, like Val, for instance. He was super attached to his old roommate. They were best friends. And the roommate wasn’t even a vampire. He was a werewolf. But then—” Cassie suddenly stops talking.

      Flustered, she laughs. “Why am I talking about this? You asked me about uniforms. So anyway, the vamps don’t shift so they add other, non-magic apparel stuff. The shifters are essentially practical and pragmatic creatures, so they appreciate that the uniforms are made to magically shift with them. And the magic types are unbending rule followers. They think the world will dissolve into chaos if they don’t do everything by the book. And if it’s a book of magic we’re talking about—well, that could be true.

      “Oh, and Tina’s hair. I mean, they could have just let her in for her hair, am I right? I mean, like wow. Her punk look is totally awesome, jives with her whole I might kill you thing.”

      Cassie is so very obviously trying to change the subject, but it’s a good time for me to ask something I’ve been curious about.

      “Seriously,” I agree. “I wish I could get highlights like that.”

      “Isn’t that a thing in the real world?” Cassie asks, clearly confused. “They’re called salons, right?”

      “No, I mean, I wish I could get them like she does.” I pick up a piece of my hair and pinch it, pulling downwards like I saw Tina do, turning her tresses green. “Pretty cool, right? She just like wills her hair to be the color she wants.”

      “Um, no,” Cassie shakes her head emphatically. “That would be a shifter trick, and there’s no way Tina’s got some shifter in her. Nobody is more proud of being pure vampire than that girl.”

      “But…” I’m going to argue, but decide not to. I thought I saw Tina tweaking her hair, but that was my first day here. I was a mess, and I also thought her Venus fly trap was breathing so it’s possible I’d just had a really long day.

      I open my mouth to go back to the whole Val and his roommate story, certain I can get Cassie to spill everything. But before I can, she looks down at her wrist. There’s no watch there, but that doesn’t stop her from saying, “Oh wow, look at the time. I gotta go be somewhere else that isn’t here with you. So, okay, catch ya later. Bye!”

      And with that she runs off, leaving me alone at the table.

      I watch her go, stunned that for the first time Cassie has had enough of me before I’ve had enough of her.
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      Remedial flying is taught by a crusty harpy named Ocypete with no people skills.

      Actually, she has amazing people skills. Berating people skills. I’m the only one in the class, and weeks into my lessons with her, she’s highly frustrated with me. Although I did finally figure out how to say her name, I whisper it to myself on the walk to class every day, just in case. “Ms. Ah-sip-pity.”

      I got it right on the first try today, but she’s still irritated with me.

      “Do I look like a Ms. to you?” she spits.

      “Sorry, it’s just a habit from my old school—”

      “Yes, you’ve brought a lot of habits from your old school. You were a mediocre student there too, weren’t you?”

      That hurts. “I was a bad test taker.”

      “Pfffft.” I’ve never had a teacher give me raspberries before. It’s shockingly effective because I’m immediately ashamed of myself.

      “Tests have nothing to do with it,” Ocypete says. “You’re afraid and you’re holding back.”

      I think of the eyes inside me, the red ones I see sometimes when I close my own. Ocypete’s not wrong. They do scare me. But I don’t appreciate having it pointed out, and I definite don’t like it when she pokes a claw into my soft belly.

      “It’s time to let all of you out,” she says.

      “I don’t know how to shift. Nobody’s teaching me! And Themis said there was a spell holding me back from—”

      “Themis doesn’t know her ass from her elbow. And no one is taught how to shift. You just do it. In fact, it’s a lot like flying. You’re the only thing around here with wings that can’t fly,” she rants at me, popping a pair of dusty-winged feathers out of her back. She rises a few feet in the air, but it’s not a lesson, she’s just that irritated with me. I immediately feel awful.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, for about the fiftieth time since our lessons together began. My wings—a faded dull rose now—droop at my sides. “I didn’t even know I had wings until, like, a few weeks ago.”

      She puts her own away. “I heard you’ve kept them in all this time. That must have been painful.”

      “Yes,” I tell her, hoping for some sympathy. Instead she’s suddenly got hold of my ear and I’m on the ground, her bony fingers digging into the side of my skull. It hurts like hell because she doesn’t exactly have fingers. More like claws. Nasty, curled, withered little bird claws.

      “Well it’s going to hurt a lot more if a monster gets a hold of you and you can’t get your ass off the ground.”

      “Wow, okay, okay.” I hold up my hands in surrender even though I’m already face planting. I couldn’t be more surrendered, unless I roll over and show her my belly. She lets go of my ear and I get to my feet. Something runs down the side of my neck.

      I swipe at it, and my fingers come away bloody.

      “Hey!” I say. “Are you really allowed to just hurt me?” It’s a question I’ve asked more than once, since her hurting me has become a thing. She’s never actually answered me.

      She doesn’t show any sympathy even at the sight of my blood, which she’s never managed to spill before. Instead she hops—literally hops—forward and licks my hand. I jump back, pulling my fingers with me in case she decides to go for more.

      “Gross,” I say.

      “Hmm…” She rolls her tongue in her mouth, tasting my blood. “Not a harpy, like me…not a bat either.”

      “I’m not an ostrich, am I?” I ask.

      She thinks about it for a second, shakes her head, then spits. “No, but I can’t really say for sure what you are. Let’s see those wings again,” she says, noticing that I’d tucked them away.

      I comply, a little embarrassed that they’re gray now. A defeated, unhappy gray. She circles me.

      “Scaled, not feathered,” she says to herself. “Interesting. Regardless, it doesn’t matter what you are if you don’t know how to use them. Pay attention.”

      “I have been paying attention!”

      And it’s true. I’ve listened attentively as she lectured me on running starts, triple wing pumps, and adjusting your arms and legs to cut down on wind shear.

      When I can’t even get off the ground again today, she decides to focus on posture instead, instructing me on how to keep my arms and legs as close to my body as possible, even when I’m just standing around.

      “If you really want to eliminate wind shear, you should cut your breasts off,” she informs me, to which I politely decline.

      “Suit yourself,” she says, showing me her own, trim silhouette. “I can rise a hundred feet in a second.”

      “And I can get laid,” I tell her, which she actually laughs at.

      By the end of the hour I’m covered in grass stains from wiping out so many times, my hair is a windblown mess, and I’ve got more bumps and bruises then I usually do when I leave Kratos’ class. But my wings are a bright jade green, and there’s a bounce in my step when I ask Ocypete if I can start calling her Pity for short.

      “It’ll be ironic,” I tell her.

      “Fine, if I can call you talented,” she says.

      “I said ironic, not sarcastic,” I mumble. Ocypete actually laughs at that.

      Maybe I’m growing on her.

      “Well, you’re the worst flyer I’ve ever seen.” She tells me. “No sarcasm there.”

      I sigh. Maybe not.

      

      Luckily, Tina isn’t in our room when I get back and Cassie is still avoiding me. But instead of laying down, I dig under my mattress for Dad’s phone. I’ve had it with me ever since I picked it up from the ruins of the greenhouse where he died. I thought there might be something on it to help me figure out what was going on, or at the very least, see his texts and calls. Dad obviously knew something I didn’t, and maybe he was talking about it with other people.

      But it hadn’t mattered. I’d been elated back in foster care just to see it power on—confident answers were taps away. Instead, I’d been faced with a lock screen with the old passcode—0309—not working. Dad must have changed it.

      He must’ve been in a hurry, though—or too technologically challenged—to put a limit on passcode attempts. I’ve got all the tries I need to crack this thing. I’ve tried combinations of birthdays, holidays, anniversaries, with no luck. So I got methodical and started with 0001, and then 0002, and so forth. I’ve been at this for six months, and tonight I’m diving in with 0589.

      I know there are about a million options. I’m sure there’s some sort of formula I could use to find out the depressing amount of actual number combination possibilities, but Hermes wasn’t lying about one thing—there’s no signal at Mount Olympus. I can’t use my phone, but I can keep it charged and access anything saved on it. So the same will be true of Dad’s, if I can get it open.

      I’m tapping in 0600 when it occurs to me that I’m at a school with people who turn into bats, suck people’s blood—and accurately predict what’s going to be for breakfast. Why am I sitting here guessing when I can just ask Cassie for help?

      Cassie also rooms with a vampire, but apparently she prefers to share a coffin with her boyfriend at night, so Cassie essentially has the room to herself. Cassie has begged me to ask for a transfer, but while Tina may be a bitch, at least she’s quiet sometimes.

      I knock on the door. Cassie opens it a crack and peers out. For a second I’m worried she’ll slam it in my face, but then she flings it open all the way. The next thing I know, she’s dragged me into room and is sprawled across her bed in a dramatic pose.

      “Fine. I’ll talk. I can’t take the torture of being apart anymore.”

      I blink. And then slowly sit on her roommate’s bare mattress. “Um, okay.”

      Cassie looks at me intently. “Swear you will tell no one what I’ve told you. Or that I’ve told you. No one is supposed to speak of this. Ever.”

      I hesitate. “What are we talking about?”

      “Fine, you’ve twisted my arm. I will tell you the story of Val and his werewolf roommate.”

      “Okaaay. Let’s have it, then.”

      Cassie sits cross-legged on her bed and folds her hands in her lap. “It all began when the new shifter started here a year ago. Emmie was a cat shifter. And, well, she was also my roommate. Everyone loved her. Val’s roommate, Derrick, he really loved her, like looooveeed–”

      I hold up my hand to stop her. I get it. Cassie shrugs.

      “She was just one of those people. You know?”

      I do know. Mavis was like that. Is like that.

      Sometimes it annoyed me, which seems so petty now. It just felt like everything was always just so easy for her. Friends. Romance. School. Anything she wanted fell into her lap.

      Now, though…now I’d give anything to see her again. To have one of our movie nights where we’d spend an hour arguing over what we’d watch before finally deciding to just pig out on pizza while some makeover show played in the background.

      I miss her so much it hurts.

      “Anyway,” Cassie continues, “Emmie left school after a few months and they said it was a leave of absence, but apparently she was on some super-secret mission with another student. Exciting, right? It’s amazing Emmie was sent, being so new, but she was the most naturally talented tracker the school had ever seen. But then, the worst thing happened—they were captured by the monsters. The other student died, but Emmie got away. When she returned to the Academy—”

      “Wait.” I spring up from the bed. “I know this story. Ms. Themis told me. The girl became a traitor and then fled. And her boyfriend—who must have been Val’s roommate—went with her.”

      Cassie’s mouth hangs open. She is totally and completely deflated. “Why didn’t you tell me you already knew?”

      “I didn’t know that I knew.”

      “Hmm…” Cassie considers this for a moment and seems to accept it. “Well, yeah. They escaped. There was like a terrible awful storm that night. I’m talking downpour, and that might have helped Emmie escape. That’s the flip side of being an amazing tracker—you also know how to cover your own.”

      I shrug. “Sorry. And…I actually came to talk with you about something else entirely.”

      Cassie perks up. “Oh?”

      I pull Dad’s phone from my pocket.

      Cassie’s eyes become huge. “Oh my gods! Is that a cell phone! I’ve heard of those! Let’s order pizza from Pizza House. And then prank call people and ask if their car is running!”

      “Cassie…” I hesitate, trying to find a good way to put this. “You may want to consider getting off campus and seeing a bit of the real world. I think it might help you understand it better.”

      “Oh wow, I’d love to do that.” Her eyes glow. “Let’s go together this summer! You can show me all the sights!”

      I sigh. I was actually planning on hiding out at the Academy as long as possible. Here I can forget about all I lost, but outside of the gates there would be a million painful reminders.

      “Listen,” I say, switching the subject without making any promises. “I haven’t really told you much about my family and where I come from…”

      “Understatement of the year.”

      She’s right. I haven’t told Cassie anything. And it’s not like she hasn’t asked. Despite liking to talk, she isn’t the type to monopolize every conversation. She’s also deeply curious about life “on the outside” and is constantly pumping me for information about the non-Academy world. Maybe I have some trust issues after my friendships imploded last year. It’s also hard to talk about everything that happened and have to relive it all again.

      Which is why I plan to give Cassie the bare minimum details. Somehow, though, once I start talking it all spills out of me.

      Finally, I finish with, “I thought I knew my dad. But he was hiding secrets about me from me. And who knows what else. I need answers. I need—” I need my dad back. But I don’t say that aloud. Instead, I hold the phone out to Cassie. “Could you do your eyes rolling back into your head thing and try to see the code?”

      Cassie takes the phone and looks down at it. After a moment she makes a low humming noise in her throat. I sit forward eagerly.

      She looks back up at me. “Sorry, I’m getting nothing. It’s hard to read tech without having a connection to the person it belongs to.”

      “Oh.” I slump, more disappointed than I have any right to be.

      “But,” Cassie adds. “We could try getting our hands on a Seer Stone.”

      “Seer Stone?”

      “Yeah, they have a few in the vault. They’re sacred so they’re kept with the other important artifacts. My mom…well, my mom would never break the rules but I know my way around down there. If we see anyone, though, you might have to distract them until I can find a Seer Stone and well, touch it—it will enhance my power. But it’s a risk. If we get caught, we’ll be in trouble for sure.”

      I nod, not quite understanding. “So the stones are worth this risk because…?”

      “If I get my grabby hands on one of these stones and I’m also holding your dad’s phone, presto! Login code seen!”

      I spring to my feet. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go.”
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      Cassie leads me out of the dorms and around the back of the school. From the center of campus comes the typical sounds of a party. Music. Voices raised in laughter. And wolves howling. Okay, not all the typical sounds.

      “I forgot about the party,” I say, looking up where sure enough a full moon is overhead.

      I also forgot about my promise to watch Tina. Or watch her fangs so they don’t accidentally sink into my neck. It’s probably best I’m not anywhere near her right now. Too late, it occurs to me that Callie might’ve wanted to attend the party.

      “You weren’t planning on going, were you?”

      “Nah, it’s not my scene.” Cassie shrugs. “When Emmie was here we’d go together and it was fun, but now that she’s gone everyone just ignores me or makes fun of me.”

      “Yeah, I get it. I’ve had some bad party experiences too. People suck.” Cassie nods in agreement and yet I can’t help but look back toward the party sounds and wonder what a certain guy who definitely sucks is up to right now.

      “This way,” Cassie says, taking a turn that leads us almost back into the swamp. There’s some Greek-looking ruins, crumbling pillars and statues.

      “Um, I know we’re in the assassination class but you’re not taking me out here to kill me for extra credit or anything, are you?”

      Cassie throws me a wounded look. “I would never! We’re besties!” She motions toward the ruins of a building, stone steps descending into the earth. “This is just the secret way to get to the vault. Come on!” She jogs down the steps and I can’t do anything but follow.

      The corridor is damp and dirty. Creeping vines hang along the stone walls and as I peer closer several giant spiders quickly scurry away. As I quickly jump back, Cassie fiddles with something in her pocket, and a light goes on.

      “It’s super dark down here. I’m glad I remembered my flashlight.”

      We walk along the corridor until it slopes up slightly, leaving the spiders and brackish puddles behind. Cassie motions to an ancient-looking door, slightly ajar. On the other side is a normal, if dusty, room. It’s filled with artifacts, from pottery to gold coins to stone busts and jewelry.

      “This is the non-magical objects room,” Cassie explains. “No one ever comes in here. It’s just junk.”

      Sure, ancient priceless artifacts are junk. I don’t argue. She leads us to the other side of the room and turns off her flashlight. “Let’s peek around the corner,” she whispers. “See if the way is clear.”

      I open the door a bit and have a peek. The way is definitely not clear.

      Standing just a few feet away is Hermes. He’s speaking to an older gentleman who is wearing a toga. Obviously the toga thing goes with the whole ancient Greek vibe here, but it’s still hard not to think of it as a silly costume.

      The older dude moves a bit and his outfit choice becomes more obvious. The man knows how to rock a toga. Which is to say: he’s ripped.  With all the six-packs walking around this school you’d think I was attending Mount Olympus Gym Rat Academy. The sight of rippling abs has almost become humdrum. But the toga guy has the type of abs that Men’s Health double-page spreads are made of. His six-pack is more like an eight-pack and his arms are sculpted like a Greek god.

      “That’s Mr. Zee!” Cassie squeaks in my ear and I shoot her a look. I hold my breath, hoping they didn’t hear her, but Hermes continues.

      “I just don’t understand the need for secrecy,” Hermes is saying. “Bats don’t spontaneously set themselves on fire. An accident of this magnitude—”

      “We don’t know it was an accident. I will not sow the seeds of fear and dissent.” Toga guy—er, Mr. Zee—has one of those super deep commanding voices. I bet even when he says, “I gotta take a piss,” it comes out like he’s ordering an army to advance and kill.

      Hermes raises his voice. “Well, if it wasn’t an accident, that’s an even better reason to inform the students. They need to protect themselves.”

      Mr. Zee puts a hand on Hermes’ shoulder. “We will protect them. We always have.” He pulls Hermes in closer. “Now, let’s retire—”

      Hermes shakes his head. “You’re not going to distract me with sex. Well, maybe you will. You’re lucky you’re so hot.”

      My eyes widen as they share a wet slurping kiss. After several long moments they part, both panting hard.

      “Let’s find someplace more comfortable,” Mr. Zee says. Hermes quickly answers in the affirmative and the two walk down the hall and disappear.

      “Did you hear that?” I ask Cassie.

      “What, Hermes and Mr. Zee? Yeah, everyone knows they bang. Hermes is the most sexually fluid person in the world. He even tried to come on to Ocypete at one point—she almost gouged his eyes out as a rejection!”

      Hmm. Well, there goes my feeling special about having a god flirt with me. Apparently Hermes will make a move on anything. With a shake of my head, I refocus on the more important thing here.

      “No, they said there was an accident! What if we’re in danger?”

      She pauses. “Do you want to go back?”

      “No.” We’ve come too far. “Where are the Seer Stones?”

      “Across the hall. If it’s clear, I’ll lead the way.”

      I double check that no one else is lurking in the halls. “Yeah, it’s clear.”

      Cassie leads me to another room, but this one is better kept. It’s full of books and objects, which Cassie informs me are all magical. Some glow from within, but most just look ordinary. Like, how is a frying pan magical? Does it make perfect frittatas?

      “Here!” Cassie calls from across the room where she’s opening drawers in a cabinet. I rush to her side. There’s a stone the size of a Venti Starbucks cup. It’s gray and kind of boring looking, really.

      “That’s it?” I ask.

      Cassie nods, her eyes wide. “My mom always warned me against touching them. I think she’s afraid ramping up my abilities will be too much for me.”

      “Wait, it won’t be harmful, will it?”

      “No, Probably not. Maybe,” she says uncertainly.

      “If you don’t feel comfortable,” I tell her, my heart sinking.

      “This is for a good cause,” she quickly replies, now determined. She holds out her hand. “Give me your dad’s phone.”

      I do and she places her other hand on the stone. It flashes a brilliant white light and Cassie’s eyes roll back in her head.

      “9372.” Smoke pours from the stone, and flows around her. “The answers you seek will lead to ruin. The father you want is not the father you had.  Beware, the light is coming for you.”

      What does it all mean? That bit about my father sends a chill through my whole body.  A second later Cassie releases the stone and blinks at me. “Wow. That’s a rush. I…” She’s blushing a little bit. “Sorry if that upset you. The bit about beware the light and all. Sounded pretty dangerous, huh?”

      I swallow. “Yeah.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t worry about it too much. You know me and my prophecies. It probably just means that you’re going to get a bad sunburn or something.”

      She looks at my dad’s phone, still unlocked in my hand.

      “And it’s okay if you don’t want to get into your dad’s phone. Sure we risked a lot to get down here and were almost caught by Mr. Zee himself. Also, using the Seer Stone is kinda giving me heartburn, but it’s fine if—”

      “Okay! I’ll do it. Just, please…be quiet for a minute.”

      Cassie opens her mouth to say something, but then quickly closes it again.

      I take a deep breath. The truth is, no matter how bad whatever I find might be, it’s better than not knowing. I type the digits into the phone.

      “We’re in!” I tell her as I look at Dad’s home screen.

      Now that I have access, I don’t even know where to start. I try his email, but it’s just a bunch of boring old sales notices and stuff from work. Then I notice he has some voicemails. They must have all downloaded before I came to the Academy, because there’s no WiFi here. Several are junk calls, but I freeze when I come to the date of the rogue wave.

      It’s from Layla. Aka Mom.

      The time stamp is from the exact moment Dad and I were running up the stairs, escaping from the waters. It doesn’t look like Dad ever listened to it.

      My hand trembles as I press play.

      “Danny, they’re here. I think they may have gotten to Mavis too. Get Edie to the safe house. I’ll try to hold them off as long as I can.” Her voice is strained and hurried. And yet also so very much Mom. Tears stream down my face.

      “What is going on in here, ladies?” I hear from behind me, while at the same time on the voicemail, there’s a loud crash and then Mom says, “I love you. Tell Edie I love her and Mavis too, if she’s...” A sob. “Just tell them both—”

      That’s it. The message ends. I stand frozen, while Cassie gasps, “Themis!”

      Slowly, I turn to face Themis. “This is a restricted area. You could both be expelled for this.”

      Cassie, bless her heart, tries to deflect. “I wanted to show Edie the Seer Stones and what I can really do. I was trying to impress her!”

      “No!” I can’t let her take the fall. “I’m responsible. I insisted.”

      Themis evaluates us and her eyes immediately go to Dad’s cell phone in my hand. “You’re not supposed to have that.” She holds out a hand. “Please give it to me now.”

      I clutch the phone to my chest. “No. I wasn’t calling anyone. Hermes said there was no point in bringing it, but he didn’t say I couldn’t have it.”

      “You are mistaken. You are also in a restricted area. The ice on which you are skating is very thin.” Themis stretches her hand out further. “Ms. Evans, I will not ask twice.”

      I gulp and consider running for it, when without my control, my arm stretches out and my fingers release the phone, dropping it into Themis’ waiting hand.

      “What!” I gasp. “You can’t control me! That’s gotta be against the rules.”

      “I would never do anything against the rules!” She snaps. “What I do is anything that’s needed to enforce them. If you do not like it we can begin the Academy removal procedures tomorrow.”

      Cassie grabs hold of my arm with two hands. “Edie,” she whispers. “Leave it.”

      Rage. Despair. And the ache of hearing my mother’s voice after all this time, churn inside me. Somehow I force myself to say, “Yes, ma’am. I mean, no, ma’am. I do not want to be removed from the Academy.”

      “That’s what I thought.” She nods and slips the phone into a pocket in her skirt. “It’s late. I think you ladies ought to get into bed now. I will escort you to the dorm.”

      And she does, like we’re children caught sneaking a late night snack. There’s nothing else to say as we’re marched up through the archive room and to our dorm building. Cassie and I both shuffle along. I notice that all the party noises are gone and wonder if Themis broke that up too. It is only once we’re inside front door of our dorms that Cassie says, “That was weird.”

      “The Jedi mind trick, you mean?”

      “I don’t know what that means. But what I meant was Themis didn’t send us to Mr. Zee. She just let us leave.”

      I close my eyes and bite back sobs. I haven’t felt this low since the day I first arrived at the foster people’s house. “What does it matter? Dad’s phone and any answers it held are gone.”

      “Well…” Cassie hesitates. “Not quite.”

      “You think we can steal it back from Themis?”

      A high whinnying laugh comes out of Cassie. “Noooo. Are you suicidal? Steal from Themis. That’s—no.” She continues to chuckle nervously. “I was thinking more like, that phone might’ve had answers, but there are answers in other places too. Like maybe in the archives. Where my mother works. Whatever your dad’s connection to the Academy was—someone will have recorded it and filed it away at some point. We just have to find it.”

      I spin toward Cassie and grab both of her hands. A new urgency is inside of me. After getting so close to answers and having that little taste of mom’s voice, I need more. “When can we go? Tonight? Tomorrow?”

      Her eyes go wide. “Tonight might be pushing our luck. We wouldn’t want to bump into Themis again. But tomorrow night…I think we could do it then.”

      “Tomorrow,” I agree. “We get answers tomorrow.”
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      The mood in the cafeteria the next day is weird. I mean, weirder than normal. Which is pretty freaking strange.

      The vamps are all talking snidely behind their hands and making faces over at a table of shifters—Greg and his friends. I spot Fern the medic at another table with her witch friends. I wave and she waves back.

      “What’s going on?” I asked Cassie as I slide into the seat across from her. She always knows the latest gossip.

      Her eyes go wide. “Haven’t you heard?! Apparently one of the bat boys got kicked out of school because he kept shifting and flying in front of the girls’ assassination class dormitory bathroom windows. The vamps are seriously pissed.”

      “A bat? Really? Who saw this? Who saw him leave?”

      Cassie shrugs. “I don’t know. That’s not really the interesting part of the story.”

      “Cassie.” I lean forward and lower my voice to make sure no one else overhears. “Last night, we heard Hermes mention a bat boy having an accident that involved him being set on fire. They wanted to keep it a secret. Don’t you think pretending he got kicked out would be a good way to do that?”

      “Oh no,” she shakes her head. “They would never do that.”

      I pause, trying to remember exactly what we heard. “I don’t know.” But if someone was injured maybe Fern knows.

      “Right. So I’m sure it’s fine.” Cassie smiles brightly and I can tell this is a topic she doesn’t want to discuss. Which is not something that happens often. I drop it for now.

      “Okay, then, let’s talk about tonight. How much sneaking is required for us to get into the archives?”

      “Who’s sneaking?” Greg asks, thumping his lunch tray beside me. He lowers himself onto the bench, sitting close enough that his thigh presses tightly against my own.

      I dig my elbow in his ribs. “We’ve got a whole table here. You don’t have to sit on top of me.” I don’t really want him here, but then I remember that the rest of the school is currently ignoring him too, by direction of the vamps, so I ease up, removing my elbow.

      Greg shifts away from me, but not far. “You can sit here,” I tell him. “But I’m not granting you access to my vagina.”

      Greg makes a face. “Do you have to use the v-word? It’s kinda…” Noticing the look on my face, he has enough brains in his head not to continue along that road of thought. “I mean, yeah, I do want your…vagina…” He nearly chokes on the word. “But I’ve decided it’s more than that. I also want your heart now, too.” He grins at me like a puppy that has successfully performed a trick and now expects a treat.

      I shake my head. “Greg, I feel like someone has been giving you purposely terrible advice.”

      “No way!” Judging by the way he clutches his heart, I’ve mortally offended him. “My bros got my back.” Greg gestures to the table two down from ours, where the rest of the pariahs are sitting. They are watching us with undisguised interest.

      Cassie grins and waves enthusiastically. “Oh hi!” She pauses and then adds in a slightly higher, strained voice, “Hi Darcy!”

      Oh boy. Cassie has a crush on one of those little goonies.

      I think about how she helped me out last night. And how she’s gonna do it again tonight—at much greater risk to herself and her mother—even though she hasn’t mentioned either of those things once. Plus, those guys don’t have a chance with the vamps giving them the stink eye.

      It’s horribly awfully depressingly clear what I need to do.

      “Greg, there’s lots of room here. Why don’t your friends join us?”

      Greg looks from me to his friends and then back to me. “Oh, I don’t know. They’ll cramp my style.”

      “Go get them, Greg. Now.”

      Greg goes.

      “Oh my!” Cassie squeals, her hands fluttering around her face like two butterflies in their final death throes. “Do you think they’ll come over? Oh look, they’re getting up. All of them. Even Darcy.”

      “And he’s special why?” I ask, fully expecting Cassie to spill everything at the slightest prompting. But apparently there are some cards even she holds close to her chest. Even if the poor girl doesn’t realize they’re backwards so everyone can see them.

      “Oh no,” she says. “He’s just a merman shifter. He stays during summer holidays and we’ve bumped into each other at the lagoon a few times. It’s where the merfolk hang out.” Her face goes bright red and I wonder exactly how much bumping went on at the lagoon.

      After lots of rearranging and scooching we’re all seated together at the now snug table. Greg is unfortunately beside me once more. And Cassie…well, she looks like she could die happy.

      I expect this to be the longest most painful meal of my life, but amazingly end up enjoying myself. The guys are dweebs extraordinaire, but it’s actually refreshing after all the ultra-handsome alpha dudes that seem to make up most of the male population here. Just when I decide that it might be nice to make this a regular thing, Greg turns to me and, pulling a crushed flower from his pocket, holds it out to me.

      “Edie, would you consider being my date for Persephone’s Spring Fling?”

      “No,” I say immediately. His face falls like I kicked his puppy. Guilt tugs at me. I hate to crush him in front of all his friends. “I mean, I don’t even know what that is.”

      Cassie rushes to fill me in. “It’s a dance. Persephone returns to the campus every year in the spring. She’s the goddess of the underworld, you know. But Hades—her husband—he can’t come with her because he’s stuck in hell, and stuff. But she comes back to hang out with her mom, and there are refreshments and everything at the dance…although really you shouldn’t eat anything there. That can be dangerous.”

      “You want to talk about dangerous?” Darcy breaks in and Cassie turns to him with shining eyes. “Being a single male at Persephone’s party. I was this close last year to becoming her summer boy toy.” Darcy is cute, in a surfer dude kind of way. He has tanned skin and shaggy sun-kissed blonde hair.

      “Oh no.” Cassie reaches out and pats Darcy’s arm. “She takes a boy every year,” Cassie explains, turning back to me. “I mean, we get them back in the fall, but they’re just really dehydrated.”

      “Wow, the people in charge around here are a little predatory. Don’t you think?” I say.

      They all look back at me blankly. “Hermes flirted with me. Blatantly. Everyone knows Kratos is a little handsier than necessary when demonstrating a new move. And now we’ve got this Penelope chick terrifying all the boys.”

      “I wouldn’t say we’re terrified,” Greg says, puffing out his bony little chest.

      “No, we definitely are,” Darcy says. “And I get what you’re saying about the staff, but it’s just sorta a different world here…”

      “Not that different, unfortunately,” I mutter.

      Greg pokes me with his elbow. “You’re being kind of a downer, Edie. Are you getting close to your breeding time of the month?”

      I turn toward Greg and let out an exasperated little snort. We both jump when a hot puff of smoke comes from my nose.

      Greg gulps. “I actually think that’s kinda hot.” He giggles. “Get it? Hot?”

      Cassie must have a vision of me murdering Greg right here on the lunch table, because she leans toward Darcy and says in a too-loud voice, “You know, if you think it would help, I’d go to the dance with you.” She smiles at Greg and me. “It could be a double date!”

      Whoa. This is moving too fast.

      “Or,” I offer, “we can all ditch. That’s what my friends and I did for the homecoming dance last year. We stayed in and watched horror movies and got take-out. It was the best homecoming ever.”

      They all stare at me like I have two heads.

      “Nobody skips the Spring Fling,” Cassie tells me.

      Greg nods in agreement. “Attendance is mandatory.”

      “Really? I guess if it’s a requirement…”

      “Yay!” Cassie throws her hands up in the air. “Double dates.” She reaches across the table to squeeze my hands. “I think this makes us sister wives. Right?”

      Not for the first time I wonder who exactly is feeding Cassie’s knowledge about the real world. “That’s not what sister wives means.”

      “Sister friends then!?”

      Just this once, I decide to let it go. “Yeah,” I agree, squeezing back. “Sister friends.”

      “Edie,” Darcy leans in, interrupting our sweet and slightly awkward moment. “Next time Cassie comes to the lagoon you should go with her. Maybe a nice relaxing soak will help you shift.”

      “Yeah, that sounds good,” I tell him, touched he thought of me. I kinda get why Cassie is into him.

      The bell chimes and we ditch our lunch trays. As we leave the dining hall I catch up to Fern.

      “Hey, Edie. How’s it going?” She looks genuinely pleased to see me. “I meant to check in with you but school has been crazy,” she tells me.

      “Oh, don’t worry. Look,” I pull her to the side. “There’s a lot of gossip flying around about this bat shifter.”

      Her whole body stiffens and her face falls. “I don’t know anything about that.”

      “I know what happened,” I tell her, bluffing. “He didn’t leave. He was injured.”

      She lets out a sigh and nods slightly. “They told us not to tell anyone. How do you know?”

      “Mr. Zee.” It’s not a lie. I did learn it from him.

      “It’s such a shame,” she confides, lowering her voice. “There are so few bat shifters left and to have one just die unexpectedly…”

      “Die?” I ask.

      She nods. “His burns were horrible. We tried to save him but…”

      “I’m sure you did all you could,” I tell her, my mind racing. The bell rings again and Fern says she has to dash. I should really run too, but I’m lost in thought.

      A student died and the Academy is trying to cover it up. Why?
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      A few hours later, Cassie and I are ready for action.

      Not wanting a repeat of last night, we’re both dressed in all black. I may or may not have borrowed a few things from Tina’s wardrobe (I totally did). Now we’re creeping between buildings in a way that tells me maybe we should’ve sat in on a few of the Spying 101 classes before attempting this.

      In short: our sneaking game is lame.

      Finally, Cassie points across the way to a door I’ve never seen before at the side of the library. Probably because it’s below ground level. “That’s it,” she whispers.

      I nudge her. “You go first, just try to look casual. And then I’ll come behind.”

      “Right.” She nods and then walks very casually…on her tiptoes across the paved path.

      She makes it across and I am slowly counting to ten when a voice whispers in my ear, “What are we doing right now?”

      Somehow I keep the shriek from tearing out of my throat. Only a little croak comes out instead. I whirl around and come face to face with Val.

      “Oh,” I say. And then hoping I’m better at faking casual than Cassie, I lean against the wall and ask, “Hey, what’s up?”

      He grins in that infuriatingly mocking way he has. “Not much. I just heard you were looking for me.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Who told you that? It’s not even a little bit true.” It’s totally true. I can’t walk into a room or across campus without scanning it, wondering what t-shirt he’s wearing today. It’s a sickness.

      Today it’s a fluffy brown squirrel and says, Who runs the world? Squirrels!

      “Hmm,” he says. “I can’t reveal my sources.” He pauses as I glance toward the library door, hoping Cassie doesn’t come running out calling my name. “So if you aren’t out here hoping to bump into me during one of my famous midnight strolls, what exactly are you doing?”

      I push away from the wall. “You are so arrogant. I don’t know if you’ve noticed but there are tons of hot guys on this campus. Some of them are literal gods.”

      “Ah. So you’ve got your eye on one of our teachers, then.”

      “No! Of course not! Why does everyone think that’s okay?” I give him a little shove, not for an excuse to touch his chest, but just to let him know I’m not intimidated. Of course, he just laughs and grabs hold of my hand, sandwiching it between two of his own.

      “I wouldn’t mind if you were looking for me.” He voice is low and almost—but not quite—lacking that mocking edge. It’s tempting to lean into him for a little late night necking. I could find out if the ice in his lips can withstand the fire behind my own.

      But not tonight.

      Not any night if I know what’s good for me.

      But definitely not when I am this close to getting answers about my family and maybe even what I am.

      I jerk my hand away. “I know this may go against everything you believe about yourself, Val, but there are whole days that go by when I don’t think about you.”

      “Whole days, huh?” His eyebrows lift. “Minutes. Maybe.”

      And then before I can think of a clever response—he’s gone. Vampires do that a lot, moving so fast it’s hard to keep up with them. Tina zips in and out of our room so fast that sometimes I don’t even realize she’s come and gone until I hear the squeak of a live mouse being slowly eaten by Vee in the corner.

      After a moment, I remember this is what I wanted—to be able to go about my business without a hot vampire following me. Nice. Good choices, Edie.

      Shoving both hands in my pockets (the one Val held still tingling with cold in a way that shouldn’t be pleasant but somehow is) I saunter across the path and then after a quick glance assures me no one is around, quickly scurry down the steps to the lower library door. It’s already opened a crack. I pull it just wide enough to slip through.

      The hinges whine and I freeze, certain the whole campus can hear. But there is only quiet.

      I step inside and shut the door behind me, leaving myself in darkness.

      “Cassie?” I call.

      “Not Cassie.” A voice says next to me, and I totally scream, which makes her scream too.

      “Shit!” I yell, falling to my feet. My arms pinwheel around me and I hit someone. There’s the sound of papers falling, some of which flitter down in front of my face, immediately going up in flames.

      Dammit, I’m setting things on fire again.

      “Oh my god!” I say, as they turn in ashes in mid-air.

      “Oh my gods,” I’m corrected, by that same female voice. Suddenly, the lights are on and there’s a woman standing over me, her brown hair in a long braid hanging over one shoulder. She holds a hand out to me.

      “You must be Edie,” she says, pulling me to my feet in one surprisingly strong yank. “Cassie has told me all about you.”

      “She has?” I ask, flustered. “Oh wait, are you her mom?”

      “Yes,” she nods. “Merilee Madges, hello.”

      “Hi,” I say, brushing dirt off my butt to buy some time. Cassie’s friend or not, I need to have a reason to be in the secret entranceway to the archives after hours. Cassie’s face appears at her mom’s shoulder, eyes large, mouth gaping, completely unhelpful.

      “Cassie and I were hoping you could teach us more about—”

      “Oh, yes, of course!” Merilee says, dropping the papers she had managed to hold onto. “I love when students take an interest in our records!”

      She’s so happy that someone wants to learn something she doesn’t question us at all, simply takes both our hands and leads us down the corridor to her office, which appears to be called that only because it’s four square feet of space without paper in it.

      Stacks surround us. Literal stacks. I’m worried I’m going to knock something over and ruin everything, but Merilee doesn’t seem concerned. She claims to be tidying as she walks, still talking to us, but there’s no way she’s doing anything right. She just jams papers in random places.

      But I have to admit, she does it with confidence.

      “Mom’s filing system,” Cassie says, beaming with pride. “They can’t fire her because no one else understands it.”

      I remember Dad getting mad at Mom the one time she cleaned his maze of an office, claiming he couldn’t find anything because she’d organized it. Sounds like Merilee figured out how to use her ability as a finder and ensure job security at the same time.

      “So, girls,” she says, licking the back of the last piece of paper and just sticking it to the wall. “What is it you want to know about?”

      She’d been so excited about my use of the word teach earlier, it gave me time to come up with something.

      “When I was at my other school we had an assignment in class, to look up world events in the year we were born and then write an essay about how those events have shaped our lives, even though we were just babies when they happened.”

      I toe the ground, appearing sheepish. “I thought, you know, since I’m having such a hard time fitting in, maybe if I did something similar, learned about what was happening at Mount Olympus in the year I was born, maybe I could start to understand how history has shaped this school, and find a way to…” I’m supposed to be lying, but I find tears in my eyes, anyway.

      “Maybe you can find out if the world you really belonged in has shaped you, too?” Merilee asks, breathless, one hand on her heart. “Oh sweetheart, that’s so…” She can’t finish. She just hugs me.

      “Nice,” Cassie mouths at me.

      “Alright, well…” Merilee wipes her eyes. “You’re what, seventeen? Let me show you where some of the histories for that year would be.”

      “Some?” I ask, now jogging to keep up with her, Cassie at my heels.

      “Well, yes, some,” Merilee says. “Why would I keep them all in the same place?”

      I don’t answer, since she has this all figured out. Still, she didn’t seem all that upset when I accidentally ashed a whole bunch of paper right in front of her. I wonder how much of her “I’ve got this” attitude is true, and how much is just an act.

      What if she can’t actually find what I need? What if— My wings pop out, knocking over two huge piles of paper on either side of us.

      “I am so, so, sorry,” I say, as pages lazily float down between us. “I just got a little nervous. It happens sometimes.”

      “Don’t worry,” Merilee says, plucking a paper from the air, reading it, then crushing it into a ball and throwing it over her shoulder.

      My wings are a bright, iridescent blue at the moment, but the scales have a sheen to them, almost green with tinges of purple.

      “Pretty,” Cassie says, reaching out to touch them. I let her, but it doesn’t feel nearly as nice as when Val did it. I was quaking so hard I thought I would drop all my scales, or catch him on fire again.

      Wait. Holy shit.

      “You guys,” I grab Cassie’s wrist, stopping her from stroking my wing. “I think I figured out what I am.”

      “Oh,” Merilee says, casually slapping at the last piece of paper to fall. “This is exciting! Do tell!”

      “I’m…” I swallow, looking from one face to the next. “I think I’m a dragon.”

      “Ohhhh….” Cassie says, then looks at her mom, whose eyes have gone super wide.

      I feel a heat in my chest. “What? That’s, like, something really special right? Like, rare?”

      Merilee bursts into a snort, and Cassie starts giggling. She covers her mouth when I shoot her a dirty look, but tears are streaming out of her eyes.

      “What?” I say, the heat in my chest changing to something more like irritation. “What’d I say?”

      “Yeah, you’re a dragon,” she says, choking it out between laughs.

      “And my boyfriend is a unicorn,” Merilee says, which gets Cassie going all over again.

      I cross my arms. “Okay, what?”

      “You can’t…” Merilee stops laughing, puts one hand on my arm. “Oh honey, I’m sorry, we’re not trying to be mean. You can’t be a dragon because those don’t exist.”

      “What do you mean?” I insist. “Neither do werewolves and vampires and harpies!”

      “Oh but they do,” Merilee says. “But dragons…” She shakes her head. “Not a thing.”

      “Not a thing,” Cassie agrees.

      “Oh shut up,” I snap at her. “You didn’t know cell phones were a thing.”

      Merilee takes my arm, leading me further down the stacks of paper. “What we’re trying to tell you is that there are only so many options when it comes to shifters. You can be a cat, a werewolf, an ostrich—”

      “Seriously, still with that?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t make the rules. A bat,” she continues. “But there aren’t too many of those.”

      “I heard,” I say, rolling my eyes and thinking of Greg.

      “My guess is that you are a harpy,” Merilee says, and I shudder thinking of Pity and her dry, withered body.

      “A young harpy,” Merilee continues. “We haven’t had a new harpy in quite a long time; centuries, I would guess. I doubt anyone living today would remember what a young harpy looks like.”

      “But Pity tasted my blood,” I say. “Ocypete,” I clarify, when Merilee looks confused. “She said I’m not a harpy.”

      “Ah, well…” Marilee seems sad for a moment. “You have to realize that not everything in the human world and magical world is completely separate. Things like”—she lowers her voice—“dementia can still happen here.”

      “You’re telling me Ocypete isn’t all there?” I challenge her. Then I remember that my flying teacher cut her breasts off on purpose. It could be a fair assessment.

      “Whatever,” I say, slightly pissed that I’m wrong, and not a dragon.

      “Don’t be that way,” Cassie says, touching my shoulder. Her eyes suddenly roll back into her head and she intones, “You will not have a very good time at Persephone’s Spring Fling.”

      To her credit, Merilee rubs her daughter’s back and smiles. “That’s right, get it all out.”

      Luckily, Cassie’s eyes haven’t come back to the front in time to see me rolling my eyes at her lame prophecy.

      “Great,” she says, totally deflated. “As usual, I’m just saying dumb stuff. I mean, I know you’re not going to have a good time at the Spring Fling. You’re just going with Greg so that I can double with Darcy.”

      “Well…” I reach out, rubbing her hand. “I mean, yeah, that’s true. But I wouldn’t do it for anybody else. So look at it that way. My date is lame, but my best friend is awesome.”

      “Sister wives!” Cassie yells, then tries to high-five me, misses completely and dives head first into three columns of paper that topple and fall on her.

      “Sister wives?” Merilee asks. “I feel like I’m missing something.”

      “Join the club,” I mumble as I help dig out Cassie. “I feel like I’ve missed all the things.”
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      Merilee sends us on our way, directing us to the pile of files she says will have at least some of the history from the year I was born. She’s “cleaning up” Cassie’s mess—which appears to mean that she’s tearing every third piece of paper into small pieces—when we walk away.

      “I wasn’t making fun of you, about the dragon thing,” Cassie says, once we’re out of earshot.

      “You totally were,” I tell her. “But it’s okay. I can take a little teasing. And you still aren’t getting what a sister wife is, by the way.”

      We settle in on the floor, surrounded by papers. Cassie starts in, pulling a random piece from the pile. “What am I looking for?”

      “I don’t know.” I sigh. “Anything…weird?”

      She nods. “Anything weird happening at the school for paranormal beings run by the gods who are at war with monsters, got it.” And then she gets to work like it wasn’t ironic at all. Which it probably wasn’t meant to be.

      I grab a paper too, scanning the words in front of me.

      And then Laurel said to Ivy that Uncas totally said I was hotter than Pantha, which is totally true–

      “Hey, Cassie?” I ask. “When they say Archives and Records…”

      “Yep,” she says, anticipating my question. “Anything that’s been written down, ever. I just found a janitor’s list of supplies.”

      “Great,” I mutter. “This is going to be hell.”

      “Well,” Cassie looks over her shoulder, lowers her voice. “If we just told my mom we were looking for anything having to do with your dad, she could find it right away. That’s what she does.”

      “I don’t want to do that,” I tell her. “What if it’s something bad? Something she might feel she has to report? I don’t want to get your mom in any kind of trouble.”

      Plus, I am starting to wonder if Merilee is full of shit with her finder thing. Like maybe Cassie’s apple didn’t fall far from the tree in terms of gifts and abilities.

      We read. And read. And read some more.

      I learn about crushes and breakups from almost two decades ago. Notes from a class that’s no longer taught—Trees That Will Eat You—because apparently they are extinct now.

      “Dragons don’t exist, my ass,” I say under my breath, then grab another paper.

      I had been clicking my tongue, biding my time as I read, but suddenly, I go very still.

      Student Daniel Evans fled the grounds last night. He carries with him two secrets that could ruin the Academy forever, if their existence was known. Steps must be taken.

      “Cassie,” I whisper. “I’ve found something.”

      She comes to my side, reads over my shoulder, then shakes her head. “No, you didn’t.”

      “What do you mean?” I snap. “It says my dad’s name right there! He learned two secrets and he ran away. We’ve got to find out what they were!”

      But Cassie is still shaking her head. “It’s not him. Look,” she points to the date at the top of the page. “The year is totally wrong. It’s the year you were born and students can’t have kids.  There’s too much magic flying around here to ensure the safety of the fetus, and the mother. If you get pregnant you’re done, off campus.”

      “Yeah, but just the girls, right?” I ask, insistent, but Cassie shakes her head. “Why not?”

      “Shifters and vamps have had bad blood for, like, ever,” Cassie says. “Ages ago the vamps wanted to whittle down the student body, get rid of as many shifters as they could, but they wanted to have some fun, too, right? So the vamp bros got a bunch of shifter girls pregnant, told them they’d had a spell cast on them that makes them shoot blanks.”

      “But they didn’t?” I guessed. “That’s awful!”

      “Yeah, so a whole bunch of girls got pregnant, and the shifters were all pissed. They insisted that the fathers be punished too.” Cassie shakes her head. “It was a small graduating class that year. So anyway, yeah, Daniel Evans can’t be your dad, because he was a student when you were born, and they take the pregnancy law very seriously.”

      Cassie doesn’t notice that my hand is shaking, or that I have goosebumps.

      “I mean,” she goes on, “like they take it super seriously. Hermes made one of the magical instructors come up with this truth serum that they used on all the dudes, to make them spill if they were the fathers. So there’s no way Daniel Evans is your dad. Unless…oh my gods!”

      She gasps, her arm on my shoulder. I think she just figured it out.

      “Unless you’re not actually seventeen. Cassie, is it possible that you’re…” She gulps. “Thirteen?”

      “Or…” I can’t help but recall Cassie’s prophecy from last night. About my father not being the one I want. You can’t unhear shit like that. It’s been running through the back of my mind in an ugly loop pretty much nonstop. “Maybe my dad isn’t really my dad.”

      “Oh…” Cassie says, then takes a second to think about it. “Ohhhhhhhhhh. Well, I mean, either way—you still want to know what the secrets are, right?”

      “Yeah,” I say, getting up. It’s hard because there are tears in my eyes, and my knees are shaky. I start down a random corridor of papers, Cassie in my wake.

      “Hey,” she says, plucking at my wrist. “It could totally be the wrong guy, right? Like Daniel Evans is a super common name. There could have been two Daniel Evans at the school.”

      I let hope rise in my chest. “Yes,” I agree. “I guess so.”

      “Here,” she says confidently. “We’ll ask Mom.” She raises her voice before I can tell her not to. “Mooooommm!! We have a question.”

      Merilee is at our side immediately, whipping her braid around to the other shoulder. “Yes?”

      “Has there ever been more than one Daniel Evans enrolled at Mount Olympus Academy?” Cassie asks her mom.

      “Let me check,” Merilee says, and I’m about to say no, that I’m done, that I don’t want to go traipsing through more piles of paper, when Merilee’s eyes roll back into her head. She’s like that for a few seconds, then they come back to the front.

      “No,” she says. “One Daniel Evans only.”

      “What???” I’m so confused I don’t have time to be disappointed about my paternity.

      “Mom retains everything she reads,” Cassie says, resting her head on Merilee’s shoulder. “To the letter.”

      “Wow,” I say, impressed. “So all of this…” I gesture to the piles of paper around me.

      “Just for show, really.” Merilee shrugs, and taps her temple. “It’s all up here.”

      “But what if you quit?” I ask. “Or…get struck by lightning and end up in a coma?”

      Merilee laughs. “Don’t say something like that! Not on this campus.”

      “Oh, gods. Sorry!” I try to back pedal but Merilee waves me off.

      “It’s okay. I’m just teasing. But to answer your question, I can pass on my gift—it’s a simple spell. It’s willed to Cassie right now. She’ll always have a place here. I’ll make sure of that.”

      “Nice,” I say.

      But the sight of Merilee stroking Cassie’s head, and the light in my friend’s eyes as she looks up at her mom takes all the breath out of me. They’re so happy. So close. So proud of each other. Such a family.

      Like the one that was taken from me.

      Or at least…who I thought was my family.
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      My head is reeling from what we found out about my father. I don’t even know where to start. Is my dad not actually my dad? Or did he have me and Mavis in secret? But if he was here, where and when did he meet my mom? So many questions.

      In hand-to-hand combat, Cassie and I are trying to knock each other off balance and are basically having a slap fight.

      “Val!” Kratos yells across the room. “Help the new girls. They’re pathetic.”

      Cassie raises her hand. “Mr. Kratos, I really have to pee. That UTI I saw has arrived in full force and…”

      “Just go.” Mr. Kratos shakes his head.

      “No way.” Tina marches over and plants herself in front of Kratos. “The last time this one worked with Val she set him on fire. He is not working with her again.”

      I wait for Tina’s Greek chorus of friends to chime in, but they hang back, watching silently.

      Kratos doesn’t say a word. He simply shifts his weight in such a way that he goes from casually standing to an aggressive stance that communicates, this is the last thing you will see before you die.

      Um, why aren’t they teaching us that in class?

      I gotta give Tina credit. I’m ready to roll on my belly and it’s not even directed at me. Tina, though, just sorta sniffs and with her head held high mutters, “Whatever,” and walks away. Somehow she makes sure her path goes directly through where I’m standing. She roughly elbows me aside, while hissing, “You’ll pay for this.”

      It’s such a stereotypical villain line, I can’t help but add, “Yeah, and my little dog too, right?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Why would I care about your dog, you freak?”

      “Back to work,” Kratos calls. He jerks his chin in my direction. “Don’t set anyone on fire.”

      “Well, that was fun,” Val says as he saunters toward me. Today he’s wearing a shirt with a guy in an office wearing an astronaut suit that says, Dress for the job you want.

      My heart is still pounding from the stress of it all. “I really thought for a few minutes there that I wasn’t going to have roommate problems anymore.”

      Val laughs, low and throaty. “Yeah, if it was anyone else, maybe Kratos would’ve taken their head off. But Tina’s not an idiot. She knows being top of our class means she gets a little more leeway than everyone else.”

      “Top of the class?” I glance her way where she’s once again surrounded by friends. I’ve been so busy trying to survive my classes I haven’t really paid much attention to Tina, except trying to stay out of her way. But now that I think about it, the teachers are constantly praising her, or using her for demos, or giving her what I’ve come to know as the highest compliment of all for those of us in the assassination class, “NBK, Tina.”

      I had to ask Cassie what NBK meant. She, of course, giggled as she explained, “Natural born killer.”

      “Tina’s always been competitive,” Val says now. “And since she doesn’t like anyone except herself and me, stepping on others to get what she wants has never been a problem.”

      He says this affectionately, like it’s an annoying yet charming character trait similar to snorting when you laugh.

      “And what about you?” I ask.

      Val raises a single eyebrow. “Are you asking if I like you?”

      Ugh. I blush and hate myself for getting bothered as I quickly correct, “I meant, are you competitive?”

      We reach the mats. Val immediately moves into a fighting crouch and I do the same.

      “Nah. I’ve never been into the whole Academy thing. I wouldn’t even stay here if it wasn’t for Tina.”

      This surprises me so much that I forget to defend and Val’s super slow punch connects with my shoulder. I stumble back a step.

      “New girl, focus up!” Kratos yells, while I rub my shoulder.

      “Sorry,” Val says, “I thought you were ready.”

      “My fault, I was daydreaming.” I go back into fighting stance and this time manage to block most of Val’s punches…although that’s mostly because he’s practically moving in slow motion. If I had any pride I’d tell him to pick it up a little, but the truth is, I already can feel a bruise forming where he connected with my shoulder.

      And also my mind just isn’t in the game. Hearing Val say he doesn’t want to be here, makes me reevaluate everything I’ve seen of him.

      He tends to hang at the edge of class. Not really mingling with the vampires unless Tina makes him. Just now when Kratos called him over to work with me, he was leaning against the wall, just sort of watching. I always assumed it was because he’s so good he doesn’t need these classes. Like he’s just above it all.

      Now though, I realize with blinding clarity—he’s an outcast too.

      When I burned him, Tina was upset. But the others were surprisingly quiet.

      Same with just now. Tina wanted to keep Val away from me, but her friends looked like they’d be happy for me to BBQ him again.

      The other vamps don’t like him. Or trust him. Maybe because of his roommate best friend from last year? I want to ask, but…

      Val sidles up to me and in one swoop has me pinned on the mat. He’s on top of me but being very careful not to put too much pressure on my body. His barely touching sends a tingle through me and I shiver.

      Our eyes meet and I can tell he’s about to say something important. Meaningful even. Possibly a declaration of love. Which would be a little too much, a little too soon…but maybe I could roll with it.

      “Edie,” he says, his voice deep and rumbling through me where our bodies connect. “You’re the worst fighter in this class. By like, a lot.”

      I gasp. Putting my hands on Val’s chest, I push. He doesn’t budge. “Get off me.”

      “I don’t even think you’re trying.”

      “You’re bigger than me!”

      “I mean, in class. You’re holding back.” Val rolls away.

      Slowly, I sit up. I don’t look at Val, but I can feel him beside me. My throat is tight, almost like I’m going to cry.

      It is a small point of pride that I have not actually broken down in tears in the middle of class yet. I am not going to let Val ruin that streak.

      “I’m not the worst,” I say. And then, feeling guilty, I add, “What about Cassie?”

      Val shrugs. “Cassie tries. She gives it her all.”

      This really stings. I also hate that Pity said something similar the other day. I spring to my feet. “So do I! I give one hundred percent.”

      He shakes his head. “No, you’re holding back. Always. You’re afraid.”

      Val stands, the movement liquid smooth. Somehow we are face to face, with barely an inch between us. His finger taps at my chest. Once. Twice. Mimicking the rhythm of my heart. “You’re afraid of whatever’s in there. Afraid of letting it out.”

      I close my eyes. The thing inside me stares back. Almost like it’s taunting me. Or daring me to let it loose.

      My eyes burst open again.

      Okay, maybe I am a little bit afraid.

      “That sounds about right,” Kratos booms into my ear.

      I jump, springing away from Val.

      Hands on hips, legs spread wide, Kratos nods knowingly. “A shifter that doesn’t shift is like a person that doesn’t shit. You’re constipated.”

      Tina and her crowd go crazy over this. “I knew she was full of shit,” Tina tells her cronies.

      Val is, as usual, inscrutable.

      Still determined not to cry in class, I ball my hands into fists and run from the room. If I can get outside before the tears start, it won’t count.

      Who am I kidding? I am once again humiliated.
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      I keep running until I make it to a copse of trees and then collapse on my knees, burying my face in my hands. I expect to cry, or at least be out of breath, but my asthma hasn’t acted up at all since I’ve been here. I take a deep breath and prepare for a sob, except now that I’m here, nothing comes out.

      Maybe I’m emotionally constipated too. A shaky laugh comes out of me at this thought.

      “That’s the right attitude,” Val says. Even without seeing him, I already know his voice too well.

      Also, no one else sneaks with quite his level of finesse.

      “Can I just have thirty seconds of privacy?” I ask, not bothering to lift my face from my hands.

      “I wanted to apologize. I didn’t mean for our conversation to go that way.”

      “You mean Kratos didn’t put you up to it?” I imitate his voice, “Val, give the new girl a talking to.”

      Val laughs. “You really think Kratos would instruct me to have a heart to heart with you?”

      Finally, I turn around and look at him. “Heart to heart? Is that what it was?”

      Val looks away first. He tilts his head back to study the branches overhead. “It’s not any of my business, but you’re obviously struggling with the whole shifter thing and it doesn’t seem like anyone’s really helping you figure it out.”

      “But I thought shifting is just something you’re supposed to know how to do. Like breathing.”

      Val shakes his head. “That’s not what Derrick said. He was surprised we didn’t have meditation classes here. His whole family made it part of their daily routine. A way to stay in touch with their inner beast.”

      For half a second I imagine myself attempting to sit in lotus position and “ohm” my way to some sort of relationship with the glowing-eyed monster inside me. Then I imagine Tina walking in and laughing her ass off, maybe leaving me in a meditative state long enough to let Vee bite off one of my ears.

      So yeah, that’s not gonna happen.

      I decide to focus on the roommate part of Val’s story instead.

      I hesitate, not sure if I should ask, but unable to resist. “Derrick…wasn’t he your old roommate? The traitor who ran away?”

      Val’s face goes dark and his eyes get fiery in a way that makes me realize anew how dangerous he is. “Everyone has secrets, Edie. This is about yours. The ones you’re keeping from yourself. Doesn’t it seem like the school almost prefers that you don’t figure it out? Like it’s easier for everyone if what you are stays inside?”

      This gets my attention. “They who?”

      “The administration, the gods. You know how it is around here.”

      “Actually, I don’t.” I stand, much less gracefully than Val. “I’ve been here two months and every day I learn something new that supposedly is common knowledge. I had to get a book of Greek mythology from the library to learn about our teachers. And I still haven’t met Mr. Zee who’s supposedly in charge of this whole place.”

      Val frowns. “Really? Zee didn’t make a point of greeting you on your first day? Shaking your hand and all that?”

      “No.”

      “Well, maybe he just does that for the vampires. It’s kind of a big deal that we’re here.”

      “It is?” I throw my hands up. “See? I don’t know anything.”

      Val smiles. “That’s actually not well known. I think they’ve tried to keep it under wraps. It’s all tied up in vampire clan politics, which everyone finds boring.”

      I shake my head, wondering if I’ll ever get used to living in a world where vampire politics are referred to as ‘boring.’

      “That sounds interesting to me,” I say.

      “It’s not. The clan I’m part of made a deal with the gods to send their young to the Academy, in return for various favors and protections.”

      “So you didn’t have a choice?”

      He shoves his hands in his pockets as his face goes dark, like he’s mentally shutting himself off. “There are always choices,” he says at last. “Just not always good ones.”

      “Yeah, I get that. But what about living with your choices? Hermes gave me all of two seconds to decide if I wanted to come here and then I was just thrown in. Most of the time I’m working so hard not to get left behind I don’t think about it, but sometimes, when I pause for a minute, it’s just like, ‘what am I even doing here?’ And I remember home and I just…miss things, you know?”

      I’m sniffing now, holding back a good cry. Where the hell is this coming from? I haven’t even said these things to Cassie.

      “Like what?” Val asks. “What do you miss?”

      “Okay, so,” I look up at the sky. “We’re still in Florida, right? But it never rains here. I actually liked that. I liked the rain. I…I miss it.”

      I wipe a tear away, but wait…it’s not a tear. It’s cold, and… I lick it off my finger. Not salty. “Wait,” I look up, and there is the smallest dark raincloud right above my head, cool drops falling around me in a circle.

      I look at Val, who is watching the cloud with a soft smile. He does not look at all mystified by this unexplainable weather phenomenon. The moment he notices me watching him, Val closes up again, the softness melting away—along with the cloud over my head. I look up and there’s no trace of it. If I wasn’t soaking wet, I would’ve thought it was my imagination.

      “What was that?” I ask.

      Val shrugs. “You must have some sort of wish-granting abilities. You asked for rain, and you got it.”

      “I’m pretty sure I didn’t do that,” I say, watching him closely as I pull my wet hair up into a ponytail.

      “Let me help,” Val says. His hands brush my neck, and I jump away, both loving and hating the shiver that passes through me at his touch.

      “I better get back to class. Cassie will be looking for me.”

      “Right.” He nods, once again looking smug and above it all. It’s hard to tell if this is a mask or the real Val.

      As I push through the trees and make my way back towards the training rooms, Val falls into step beside me.

      “I heard you’re going with Greg to the Spring Fling.”

      I miss a step and Val grabs my elbow to keep me from falling on my face. “Where did you hear that?”

      “Greg is telling anyone who will listen.”

      I groan.

      “I hear it’s a double date too.” Val laughs and it is not at all like the nice laugh he uses when I say something funny. This is a mean one that reminds me of his sister.

      I throw my shoulders back and stick my nose in the air. “For your information, Greg is a lovely boy and a delightful…bat. It’s very possible I might be a bat too and so it seems natural for the two of us—”

      “You’re not a bat.” Val cuts me off. He says this like it’s an irrefutable fact.

      “Okay, fine. I’m going with Greg regardless. And Cassie and Darcy too. We’re going to have a wonderful double date time.” I do not believe this in the slightest, but there’s no way I’m admitting it to Val.

      “Okay,” he says mildly. “I’m sure you will.”

      This response is aggravating for reasons I can’t quite put my finger on. Simmering, I ask, “And what about you?”

      “No double dates for me. Vampires don’t double date.”

      “Don’t or won’t?” It’s almost impossible to keep track of all the various traditions and superstitions surrounding the various creatures here.

      “Don’t,” Val repeats, turning to me with a slight smile warming his eyes. “Double dates are a lot like holy water. They won’t kill us, but can still cause a lot of pain.”

      I laugh then, unable to resist. And Val joins in.

      It’s a nice, non-tense moment that’s interrupted by a terrible screeching noise.

      “That’s the alarm,” Val yells over the horrible sound. “Something is wrong.”

      We hurry over to where the rest of our class is pouring out of the practice rooms.

      “Everyone, calmly make your way outside,” Kratos calls out. The vamps don’t seem very concerned. That is until we make it to the quad and notice the crowd surrounding a pile of ash.

      Tina pushes through everyone and actually begins to sob.

      “What is happening?” I ask no one.

      Tina pulls a metal object from the ash. “This is Jenn’s nose-ring. She never takes it off!” She screams. “This is Jenn!”

      Oh shit. One of Tina’s crew forgot her sunscreen? Seems unlikely. She turns to me. “This is your fault, you bitch!”

      Wait. What? I look behind me. There’s a mousy cat-shifter who has only ever managed to look like an alley cat with mange, and I’m pretty sure she’s not a bitch. Great. Tina’s definitely talking to me.

      Themis comes running over the grass, skirt stretching against her quads, high heels held in one hand. Val is at Tina’s side, pulling her away. I wait for him to tell everyone I was with him the whole time, but he doesn’t say a word.

      “I didn’t…” I don’t understand.

      “Don’t deny it,” Tina shouts. “Who else is going around setting people on fire?”

      “Everyone needs to return to their dorms at once,” Themis declares in a voice as loud as a bullhorn, not out of breath even after her run.

      People begin to turn away, some giving me looks, but I’m rooted in place. That pile of ash is a murdered person and…and I’m suspect number one?

      Themis turns to me. “Ms. Evans, please come to my office at once.”

      “I didn’t do this,” I tell her, desperately. “I wouldn’t.”

      “We can discuss that in my office.”

      Val continues leading Tina away but she’s still shouting, “You’ll get what you deserve,  you dirty shifter.”

      Cassie appears at my side. “Hey…what did I miss?”
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      “There is absolutely no proof that Ms. Evans hurt anyone,” Themis tells the assembled school. We’re in an outdoor amphitheater, I guess what Mount Olympus Academy uses as an auditorium. As much as I try to hide in the back, the whole of the student body is sneaking looks at me. For the first time, I’m thrilled we can’t have cell phones. I’d be viral by now.

      I barely pay attention, even though she’s talking about me. I know that I didn’t hurt anyone, but Tina is right, I totally could have. Whatever is inside me, whatever I shift into, I think it’s probably pretty scary. All the more reason for me to keep it locked inside.

      I tune back in to Themis. “I brought her to my office not because she was under suspicion, but because I feared a few of her classmates might have the wrong idea and try to take vengeance into their own hands.”

      Yeah, no doubt the vamps would break their no-biting-shifters rule for me. I catch Tina’s glare. Val sits beside her, not looking at me at all. Maybe our flirtation ends here.

      “Believe me, the tragic death of Jennifer LaMont will not go unpunished. Please, leave this in the hands of the faculty and staff. We will get to the truth of the matter. Justice will be served. Any attempts made by students to deliver retribution, or deal with the matter themselves, will not only hinder our investigation, but bring the utmost punishment upon them.”

      “If anyone feels the need to talk to me, I will be available with one of our medics skilled in grief counseling. Ms. LaMont’s family will be on campus later. This is a sad time for them, so please do not exacerbate the situation with unfounded accusations. Now, everyone. Return to class. They will continue as scheduled.”

      “See,” Cassie tells me. “No one actually thinks you hurt Jenn.”

      “Tina does.” I turn to her. “Can’t you see who did it?” I ask, jumping to my feet.

      “That’s not how being a seer works. I can see the future, not the past.” We walk down the stone steps and out of the amphitheater.

      I deflate. “Well, I’d better get to my flying tutorial. I don’t want to be stuck walking alone with the vamps out for blood.”

      “No one is going to hurt you…” Cassie says, somewhat breezily. “Didn’t you hear Themis? The utmost punishment…that means like…”

      She breaks off, suddenly without words. I turn, ready to catch her if she’s going into another trance and is going to rant about monsters doing jazz hands again. Instead she’s just quiet, pensive, her brow furrowed.

      “Means what?” I nudge her. “The utmost punishment is what?”

      “At Mount Olympus traitors are punished by flood or fire. Sometimes they even get a choice.”

      “Drown or burn?” I ask, and Cassie nods. I shiver, not knowing which I’d choose. “Wait,” I go on. “Does this mean that Jenn was a traitor? Why was she burned?”

      “I doubt it,” Cassie shakes her head. “They would make a big show out of killing a traitor, get Mr. Zee involved and everything. Speaking of which, where the hell is he? Themis always ends up doing all the work, poor woman. Last year, after that student turncoat took off, it was Themis who went after her. I mean, men, am I right?”

      I let Cassie go on until she runs out of steam, then bring the conversation back to the original point—my safety. “I appreciate what Themis said, but I’m not going to take any chances. Vamps don’t like following the rules, right?”

      Greg and Darcy wait for us at the exit, along with Fern. “Tough break,” Darcy says. “I mean, someone gets murdered by burning and you’re notorious for starting random fires…”

      “I didn’t do it,” I tell them.

      “No, of course not,” Fern says.

      “I didn’t think you did,” Greg tells me, staring at the ground. “Though Jenn was a total bitch. I mean, not to talk ill of the dead but she once told me that the legend about vamps turning into bats was true. She said we were fated to mate, and I was like—awesome. I can contribute to society and bang a hot chick, right? So, she told me to meet her in the ruins so we could mate, then surprised me with her whole vampire crew when I had my pants down.” He looks up at me. “Hmmm, I feel like this is one of those oversharing moments that Darcy is always telling me about.”

      “Yeah, it definitely is.” Darcy chimes in.

      “TMI,” Fern agrees.

      I shake my head. “Look, I’m late. Ocypete is going to kill me.” I put my hand over my mouth. “Poor choice of words.”

      Darcy nods. “I’m heading to the lagoon—”

      “I’ll join you!” Cassie says very loudly. Darcy gives her a shy grin. I can’t help but smile.

      “How dare you smile when my best friend is dead,” Tina yells at me. She is flanked by her vampire goonies. I expect Val to…well, maybe not defend me, but at least shepherd her away. Instead he just stands at her side looking moody.

      “Drop it, Tina,” Fern tells her.

      “No one asked you, you witchy bitch.”

      “Tina!” One of her crew objects, the first time I’ve ever seen any of them speak out about her. Tina turns on the girl with fire in her eyes.

      “Don’t get me started on you, Marguerite. I know you and Fern have a thing going on. Don’t you dare take her side.”

      Marguerite looks cowed and Fern shrinks back. Are relationships between the disciplines that taboo? Or is it just good old-fashioned interspecies bigotry?

      Back in charge, Tina again turns her wrath on me. She stalks forward, teeth exposed.

      “Break it up!” Ocypete drops in between us like a stone, her claws flashing, body curled and ready to strike.

      “We were just talking,” Tina tells her defiantly.

      “Well, stop talking and start walking to your next class or I’m going to put a few slash marks on your pretty little face. And I’ll tell the medics no blood for you for a week.”

      “You wouldn’t!” Tina cries out.

      “Try me.”

      Ocypete gives a half lunge towards her and Tina retreats, stumbling over a tree root and landing on her butt. Vampires are always graceful, so seeing one of their own down in the dirt is shocking enough to elicit a giggle from her own crew, which makes Tina even angrier.

      Tina throws out a hand and Val immediately helps her up, like a trained dog.

      “She killed my friend,” she yells at Ocypete, and I’m surprised to see her lower lip trembling. “She started it!”

      “And I’m ending it!” Ocypete roars, her old woman voice suddenly inflated as her wings come out full span. She spins, making eye contact with the whole crowd. “Edie is off limits. Get to your classes. NOW!”

      Everyone scatters, including Darcy, Cassie, and Greg. I don’t blame them. Harpies are seriously scary.

      Ocypete looks at me. “Well, come on. You’re not going to learn to fly on your own.”

      We make our way to the practice field.

      “Thanks,” I say. “I really didn’t hurt that vampire. I didn’t even know her. When I burned Val it was an accident. I wouldn’t just kill someone randomly for no reason.”

      “I know you wouldn’t. Elysa wouldn’t have raised someone so heartless.”

      “Wait.” I stop and stare. “You knew my grandmother?”

      “Look, there is a lot you don’t know, about your parents, about you…” She glances around.

      “Well, tell me!” I demand.

      “It’s not safe to talk here.” She motions past the practice field. “My nest is about half a mile that way, in a giant cypress. You have to fly to get there.”

      “Let’s go!” I flap my wings and manage to get a few feet off the ground before crashing back down. Ocypete studies me.

      “You’re not ready yet. Not to fly and not to learn the truth.”

      I want to cry, but it won’t help anything. Ocypete isn’t going to budge.

      “Let’s get on with our lesson,” she tells me, not unkindly. “Let’s treat it as an incentive. Once you can fly to my nest, I’ll tell you what I know.”

      I stand, more determined than ever. There are answers out there, and I need to find the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t want to go to my room, not with Tina waiting to avenge Jenn’s death, so I make my way back down to the archives. Merilee smiles at me.

      “Cassie saw that you’d be back without her. She asked me to help you. You’ve been such a good friend to her. She’s never really fit in, despite being raised here. I’m grateful to you.”

      “Then you’ll help me?” I ask, relieved.

      “If I can. I keep the official records of the Academy. I’m not privy to everything, though. The gods like to have their secrets.”

      “At this point, I’ll take what I can get.” I sit down, unsure how honest to be. “You said Cassie has a hard time fitting in. Well, I’m the same way. I don’t know how to fly, or how to shift, or even what I should be shifting into!”

      I try not to notice that Merilee has covered her mouth, obviously still amused at the fact that I thought I could be a dragon.

      “I’m so far behind everyone else, I don’t belong here. But I don’t belong back home, either.” Merilee reaches out and touches my arm lightly, the way she touched Cassie the other night, like a mother. It brings tears to my eyes. “My dad is gone, and he took a lot of secrets with him—secrets about my past. The other night I wasn’t working on an assignment—please don’t be mad.”

      Merilee’s mouth goes into a thin line but she nods at me to continue.

      “Cassie was trying to help me find out more about my father…Daniel Evans.”

      Her eyes go wide when I say his name, linking it with my own. “Oh…” She pushes some hair out of her face, her hand shaking a little. “I didn’t realize.”

      “Merilee, I need you to tell me everything you know about my father,” I say.

      She looks around, as if afraid there might be someone in the archives with us. Finally, when she is satisfied we are alone, her eyes roll back in her head. “Daniel Evans. Parentage unknown. Was found in the marsh by the school as an infant. Raised by Themis. Was on the magical track when he absconded with a student, Layla Larchmere.”

      “Wait, my parents met here?” I interrupt. “My mom was a…?”

      “Witch,” Merilee comes back to herself. “A talented one, one of our best healers. When they left, it was a scandal.”

      “But there’s some secret that they took with them. The other night in the archives I found a reference to him leaving with secrets—two of them…”  I stop, thinking hard. “Wait, if Dad ran off with Mom the same year I was born, and if the two little secrets were me and my sister, she couldn’t have given birth to us because she wouldn’t have been allowed to be pregnant on campus…

      “Oh my gods,” I mutter. “My mom’s not my mom, either, is she?”

      Merilee sighs. “There is something…this is not in the records. I came back from my own sabbatical, just having had Cassandra, when I received a delivery of baby clothes. But I hadn’t ordered them. They were brought to me because I had Cassie but the name on the box was…they were for Themis.”

      I shake my head. “My sister and I were raised in secret by Themis? Is she my mother?” My head is spinning.

      “I don’t think you can assume that,” Merilee says. “After all, Themis raised your father from an infant, and he’s certainly not her child. Themis just has a soft spot for unwanted children. Oops.” She claps her hand over her mouth, eyes wide and guilty.

      “Unwanted?” I repeat, tears brewing.

      “I wish I could help you more,” Merilee tells me. “But at least I think you figured out the two secrets your dad escaped with.”

      “Yeah.” I have to agree, but it doesn’t feel like a victory. Far from it. Especially when the answers only lead to more questions.

      Why did Mom and Dad take us? Were we in danger? Was Themis trying to harm us? Or were we just not safe here?

      And the biggest question of all…who the Hades are my real parents?

      

      My excuse to see Themis is that I want a room change. I can’t sleep in the same room with Tina, and who knows whatever vamps may try to kill me in my sleep. While I’m waiting in the hall, I hear crying in her office. After a few minutes two people leave; both look to be in their twenties and like they could be models if it weren’t for their stricken expressions.

      “Ms. Evans.” Themis motions me inside.

      “Were those Jenn’s parents?” I ask.

      “They were.” She sits, cradles a cup of tea with her hands.

      “That’s so sad. How does that work…with vampires?” I ask.

      Themis looks at me. “I forget how little you know.  Vampires are ageless, yes, and can be turned from humans, but they can also be born. They grow as normal humans do until they reach maturity. Usually around their twenty-fifth year or so.” She takes a sip of tea.

      “Oh. That makes sense.” We stare at each other for a moment longer before I ask, “So…are you my birth mother?”

      Themis spits out her tea. “I…no…who told you that?”

      “No one. But I know there is something you’re not telling me. About my past.”

      Themis stands, but she seems shaky. I definitely flustered her.

      “Ms. Evans, I know you’ve had a hard day but I do not have time for this insanity. And I advise you not to go around asking every instructor on campus if they are your mother. That could be…dangerous.”

      “I just want to know the truth,” I protest.

      “Yes, I understand. But sneaking around the archives with Cassandra may not be the best way to achieve your objectives.” I open my mouth to argue again, but she holds up a single finger, letting me know she’s not done. “A large part of who you are lives inside you, but your professors tell me you’re no closer to shifting than you were on day one. In fact, they believe you’re holding back.”

      The finger falls, but I have nothing to say in my defense.

      Themis nods. “I know you will not be happy to hear this, but it has been decided that if you have not shifted by the weekend of the Persephone’s Spring Fling, you will be moved to another discipline effective immediately.”

      “But that’s two weeks away!” I stand and my wings billow out behind me.

      “A shift takes mere seconds. And you’ve had more than enough time.”

      With a hand on my back, she ushers me toward the door. “You may want to take some time over these next few weeks and think about which other discipline might be a better fit for you.”

      “I don’t want another discipline,” I say as she shuts the door in my face.

      “Thanks. Great talk,” I tell the thick door.
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      “Earth to Edie,” Cassie says. “Where is your head at?”

      “Oh…nowhere. Here. I guess.”

      I’m bunking in Cassie’s room despite not getting permission. I’ve had enough of Tina and her little shop of horrors. Her vamp roommate is still shacking up with her boyfriend so her bed is free. Cassie is beyond delighted. She’s in full sleepover mode, talking non-stop about Darcy, and the dance, and dancing with Darcy. It’s hard to focus when I have so many questions and not nearly enough answers.

      “Hey, is your roommate worried about getting pregnant?” I ask.

      “Super random, but no. There’s a spell for that.”

      “Does it work one hundred percent of the time? I mean, I don’t know how much you know about birth control in the real world, but it’s not a fail safe.”

      “Are you thinking about…you’re not going to have sex with Greg, are you?”

      “Oh, gods no! I’m just curious.”

      “Well, it’s pretty effective…just not if you’re boinking an actual god. God sperm is like—” She does jazz hands. “You and Greg should be fine.”

      “I’m not boinking Greg!” I yell, throwing a pillow at her. “But what about you and Darcy? Have you gotten the magical birth control spell put on you?”

      “Darcy?” She blushes bright red. “No, we’re not there yet. I do like him, though.”

      “Yeah, I can tell.”

      “He dropped one of his scales for me. I think it was one of those accidentally on purpose things.” She reaches inside her drawer and pulls out a gigantic shiny aqua fish scale.

      “Wait, Cassie,” I say, a smile brewing on my lips. “When he goes into the water and turns into a merman, does he have his pants on?”

      “Um…” She bites her lip. “No.”

      “And you’re there?” I push.

      “I…” She blushes. “I don’t look. That would be rude. Not that they care, really. I swear the merfolk are the most immodest of all the shifters.” She goes a deeper shade of red.

      I laugh and she throws a pillow at me, but only lightly, still holding fast to the iridescent scale in her hand.

      “That, like, came from his body?” I ask, a bit grossed out.

      “Yeah but…” She stops, and her eyes roll back in her head. I expect her to see what will be for breakfast tomorrow or tell me something about the weather. What she does say chills me to my core.

      “The water born boy will lose his head on the night of the spring celebration. A child of the gods will take flight and destroy one she loves. Flames shall rain from the heavens and the monsters shall cry in fear.”

      Cassie comes back to herself. “Holy shit.”

      “Cassie,” I ask, my goosebumps settling, “are you okay?”

      “No, I…” She shakes her head. “Oh my gods, Edie…that didn’t feel good.”

      “Yeah.” I smile at her, trying to calm her down. “It’s always a little weird when you go into a trance.”

      “No, I mean, the whole thing felt different. Like, what I said wasn’t about tuna, or foot fungus, or cheating on a test. That one felt important. That one felt real.”

      “Is this the first one that felt like that?”

      “Yes,” she nods. “But ever since I touched that Seer Stone I’ve felt a little different, a little off. Like something was building up inside me. And now this?”

      She hiccups. “I just tried to ignore it. I think so many people have told me my abilities are lame that I started to believe it. I never thought I’d ever really see something important, Seer Stone or not.”

      “Oh, Cassie.” I reach over and rub her back while also feeling guilty as hell. I definitely never thought she’d see something important either. But saying that isn’t going to help, so instead I concentrate on the prophecy.

      “Okay. You said a water born boy would lose his head at the Spring Fling.”

      Her brow furrows, thinking. “I touched Darcy’s scale and then…oh no. Edie! He’s going to die at the dance!”

      I tighten my arm around her. “You don’t know that,” I say. “You said the water born boy, not specifically him. It could be any merman…it could be the Leviathan, that awful thing that killed my dad. He definitely looked water born.”

      She shakes her head. “No, it was Darcy’s scale that made me go into a trance. The vision is connected to him. But how do I tell him? Everyone thinks my visions are a total joke.”

      “Cassie…” I don’t know how to put it without being offensive. “How sure are you about this? You can lose your head in a lot of different ways. Maybe he just gets angry at something. You really don’t want to start your relationship off by telling Darcy he’s going to die and then have it not happen, right?”

      “Uh, so it’s better to tell him he’s going to die and actually have him die, so he goes to the afterlife knowing I’m not a fraud?” Cassie asks, and we both burst out laughing.

      “Okay, okay, no. Scratch that,” I agree. “What I mean is, what if you tell him he’s going to die and he doesn’t?”

      No longer laughing, Cassie says, “But what if I don’t warn him, and he does?”

      “Wow,” I say, processing her problem. “Well, just try to find a good time to tell him? I mean, you’ve got to find a nice way to let him know that he might die…nicely. Like, not over breakfast.”

      “You’re so right,” Cassie quickly agrees. “Lunch would be better, right?”

      “No. Not at lunch. And definitely don’t compare this prophecy to the tuna noodle casserole vision either.” Surely that’s more offensive to the merfolk than a regular person.

      “Not lunch, not breakfast…what about dinner? Good time, you think? Maybe?”

      I turn out the light. “Good night, Cassie.”

      “So not during meal time at all?”
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      We’re woken in the middle of the night by alarms wailing. Cassie and I smash into each other as we scramble from our beds, still half asleep. Cassie puts her hand on the doorknob and screams, clutching it to her chest.

      “It’s scalding,” she tells me, coughing.

      I grab a shirt and try the knob, but I can’t get it turned. Finally I just use my hands. It’s hot, but not painful. I look down at my palm and purple scales glisten back at me. Something tugs inside of me, similar to how it feels before I let my wings out. I have a feeling with just a little push, I could shift. Right here. Right now.

      I ball both hands into fists and hold it back. Even with the threat of being kicked out of the Assassination Class—I’m still not ready.

      Cassie taps my shoulder. “Are we waiting for something?”

      I blink and realize I’ve been standing here while the building burns down around us. There’s no time for this right now.

      “Sorry!” I throw the door open.

      The hallway is full of smoke, and Cassie falls to her knees. “The air is clearer near the floor,” she shouts.

      I’m not having any trouble breathing so I lead the way and drag Cassie beside me. We crawl through the thick smoke until we reach the stairwell. Thankfully, the smoke is thinner here, and Cassie doesn’t look as winded. We run down the remaining stairs and burst outside.

      I barely get a breath of fresh air when Tina is on top of me.

      She comes at me from behind, smashing me into the ground. I try to scramble up, but she gets on my back and then with a hand pushes the side of my face into the gravel walkway. “You are not getting away with this. And if Val doesn’t make it out of that building in the next minute, the rest of your short life will be filled with suffering.”

      “Enough.” I turn in time to see Themis lift Tina in the air as if she weighs no more than a child. “Your brother is coming out right now.”

      We all turn to watch Val exit the building. Sooty and with burn marks across his chest and arms, he carries someone wrapped in a sheet.

      “We need a medic,” he yells in a scratchy voice as he falls to his knees. I put her out, but…” He can’t say anything more as a coughing fit overtakes him.

      Themis takes the sheet-wrapped person from Val, while the released Tina runs to his side.

      Peeling the sheet back, she gasps.

      “No.” A voice from the vamps say. It’s Marguerite, the vamp that defended Fern earlier, only to earn Tina’s wrath. For her to be this upset…

      “Oh no,” I say.

      “It’s Fern.” Ms. Themis confirms. She looks out at the rest of us. “She’s still breathing. What was a witch doing in the assassin dorms?”

      No one answers, but Marguerite falls to her knees and wails. No one comforts her. I want to go to her but I don’t have the right. Fern was nothing but nice to me. She was such a good person. Why did this happen to her?

      The medics come and bundle the girl onto a stretcher. One of them also collects Marguerite, who probably will be given some form of magical lithium. Themis watches them go, then turns to Val.

      “What happened?”

      Tina is on her knees beside her brother. “Can’t you see he needs time to recover?”

      “It’s okay.” Val puts a hand on Tina’s arm. He coughs and Tina helps him stand. “The alarms went off. Once my door opened and I saw the smoke, I headed toward Tina’s room. As I passed the girl’s bathroom, I could tell the smoke was coming from there.” He glances toward Tina. “I thought it might be…”

      She rolls her eyes. “Idiot. I would never get set on fire.”

      This earns a wry smile from Val. “Well, I decided to check and found Fern. She was on fire, but fighting it. It wasn’t a natural fire. She’d cast a spell to put it out and it’d come back again. Like it was determined to burn her alive.” Gasps come from all around me.

      Themis nods. Grim. “And then?”

      “I pushed her into a shower and turned the water up. Then ran to get some sheets and blankets. By the time I came back she was on the ground, smoldering. I wrapped her in the sheet and brought her out here.” He coughs again. “That’s it.”

      “You’re a hero,” Tina says. She looks out at those gathered. By now the whole school has woken up and spilled out of their dorms. She is very clearly working to shape the narrative in real time. As she transfers her gaze to me, I realize I’m part of that narrative as well. “Themis, you of all people know that justice must be served here. We cannot trust this fire breathing unknown shifter living amongst us. We’re not safe in our own beds.”

      “Fern was clearly not in her own bed,” Themis replies, dryly.

      “That’s beside the point,” Tina says after only a slight pause. “She was on fire. Who can account for Edie’s whereabouts before the fire?”

      “I was sleeping,” I protest.

      “And what about when Jenn died?”

      “She was with me,” Val disconnects himself from Tina and takes a step toward me. Tina’s whole face goes tight and angry.

      “No she wasn’t.”

      “Yes, she absolutely was. Earlier today and…” He holds his hand out to me and unsure what else to do, I take it. “And tonight too. We’ve been secretly seeing each other.”

      As I gape at him, Val lifts my hand to his lips and lightly kisses my knuckles. It should be a ridiculous gesture, but the cold touch of his lips against my skin burns through me. Meanwhile, there are audible sighs behind me.

      Still holding my hand, Val tugs me closer. “There is no way Edie is behind these fires.”

      And suddenly, he’s the one shaping the narrative. The hero of the night, clearing my name. Not just giving me an alibi, but wrapping me up in his own moment.

      Themis nods. “All right. Val, get to the infirmary so they can take care of those burns.”

      Tina steps forward. “I’ll go with him.”

      Val’s arm snakes around me. “Actually, Edie will take me.”

      Tina’s eyes narrow as they focus in on me. There is a new level of ferocity behind her eyes. Before she hated me on principle. But now it’s personal.

      Val and I make our way through a crowd that parts around us. People seem unsure whether to be awed or scared or impressed. At least until we reach the witch group. Then Val is given endless gentle pats on the back along with soft words of thanks. I glance up at him to see how he’s taking this, but he remains as unreadable as ever.

      Finally, the crowd fades behind us. For the few feet between us and infirmary, we’re alone.

      Which gives me limited time to set things straight.

      “Um, we’re not secretly dating.”

      “No,” he agrees easily. “Not anymore.”

      Reminding myself that I can’t pinch a guy with serious burns, I settle for a sigh. “I mean we’re not dating at all.”

      “You want to break up already?”

      “Val.”I say his name, exasperated.

      “Edie.”

      We’re almost at the infirmary and nowhere close to settling this. I stop. Weirdly, it starts to rain for only the second time since I’ve been at Mount Olympus. The cool drops fall around us both, and Val groans in pleasure, opening up his burned arms to let them fall on his skin. But I’m not going to be distracted.

      “You make no sense. Why didn’t you just tell the truth last time and say we were together? Then maybe people would’ve stopped suspecting me before now and they could’ve started looking for whoever is really doing this.”

      Val gives me a long suffering look. “Edie, were things simple where you came from? Or did you just pretend they were, like you’re doing now?”

      I step away from Val. “If you’re gonna be a dick, you can get yourself the rest of the way there.” I make it all of three steps before Val is in front of me.

      “Okay, wait. You deserve answers.” He hesitates, then adds, “some of them, anyway.”

      “Wow, thanks.”

      He reaches for me, but I step away. “I didn’t say anything the first time because it wouldn’t have cleared your name. People think I helped my roommate get away last semester. They don’t trust me. My alibi would’ve made you less trustworthy.”

      “And now because everyone thinks you’re a hero the calculus has changed?”

      “I guess?” Val holds both hands out and shrugs. “Or at least I hope so.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, not buying his wide-eyed innocent thing. It’s obvious there’s ten million more things he’s not telling me.

      I walk up to Val. His shirt is singed, but I can make out a flamingo and the words, majestically awkward. Very purposefully, I poke him in the middle of his chest. “Listen, buddy, I’m not about to get into some fake relationship just because it’s convenient.” My fingers linger, gently feeling his chest muscles. His t-shirt is soaked now, the solitary rain cloud above us still blessing us with cooling drops.

      The corner of Val’s mouth lifts ironically. “Oh, I’m fairly certain it will be very inconvenient.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I drop my hand.

      “It means that shifters have a way of getting me into trouble and you so far have been nothing but trouble.”

      “Thanks a lot!” I plant my hands on both hips. “I never asked you to help me.”

      “No, you were just going to stand there and let Tina tear you apart.” Val shakes his head. “I can’t let her kill you and have her get kicked out of school.”

      Realization hits me like a slap. Val doesn’t have some secret crush on me. He’s just watching out for his sister.

      “You know what?” I say. “I think I’ll take my chances with Tina.”

      Spinning on my heel, I walk away. Except I don’t make it more than two steps before Val grabs my hand. I try to shake him loose, but for a half burnt dude, he’s got a hell of a grip. He forces me around to look at him.

      “Don’t be stupid, Edie. This goes beyond Tina.”

      I stop tugging at our linked hands. “What does that mean?”

      “The gods are big on revenge.”

      “Yes, I know. Fire or flood,” I say, rolling my eyes. But I’m not even done talking before my tone gets serious instead, as I think about what he just told me—the gods are big on revenge. Like he’s certain this isn’t some petty inter-species student squabble.

      “What are you saying?” I ask. “You think one of the teachers is behind this?”

      He releases my hand and takes a step back. “I don’t know. But I’m saying, be careful who you trust. Students are dying and every one seems fine with all the evidence pointing to you.”

      I gulp. Hating that he’s right. I assumed they were trying to figure out who’s behind this…but they don’t seem to be trying very hard. “And why should I trust you?” I ask.

      Val smiles and puts both hands over his heart. “If you can’t trust your fake boyfriend, who can you trust?”

      And with that, he marches off, leaving me alone and confused in the darkness, aware that it’s stopped raining as suddenly as it began.
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      Darcy meets me halfway to the lagoon, a towel draped over one arm.

      I’d told Cassie about my conversation with Themis and how I was on the verge of getting kicked out of the assassination class. She then blabbed it to everyone else. Now the whole school knows. Tina and her friends are, of course, actively rooting against me. But at least my friends are in my corner. It’s kinda weird to use that word in the plural, but Greg, Fern, and Darcy—they’re all rallying around me, giving advice and basically doing what they can to help me shift.

      The only problem is…I haven’t mentioned how I might not be ready to shift.

      Now Darcy smiles and tosses a towel my way. “Ready for our date?”

      “I…” Confused, I give him the side-eye.

      A lot of the students at Mount Olympus are pretty casual about sex and dating, but Darcy didn’t seem like the kind of guy to make a move on his future date’s roommate.

      But when I take a better look, I see nothing but humor in his eyes. Darcy isn’t checking me out or being weird, he’s just trying to make a joke.

      Geez, Greg and his friends really need a new playbook for humor.

      “First step is getting into the water,” Darcy says as we reach the lagoon. It really is beautiful, but not in a Florida wildlife kind of way. Sure there are mangrove trees, but the water they surround is clear blue. No muddy swamp water here. There’s even a waterfall—several merfolk sunbathe on a rock nearby. I avert my eyes from their nudity.

      I don’t want to be seen as prissy so I just act like it’s no biggie. “Yeah, I figured. But what about—” I start to ask, but immediately have to shut up and turn away. Prissy is one thing, but examining your best friend’s crush’s junk is on a whole other level.

      Cassie was not kidding about the merfolk being the least modest species on campus. I hear Darcy’s clothes hit the ground, a splash, and then I’m hit by a wall of water.

      “Hey!” I push my wet hair out of my eyes to see Darcy smiling, his tail-fin flicking playfully at me just above the surface.

      “Get in already!” he says. “The water’s fine!”

      I strip down to my bathing suit, tossing aside the wet towel. I don’t know what the point was of Darcy bringing it for me if he was just going to soak me anyway. Maybe merfolk don’t understand the function of a towel in the first place.

      I slide into the lagoon and goosebumps roll up my skin, reminding me of the scales from the night of the fire. The water is cooler than any Florida water has the right to be. Apparently, mermen don’t understand what “the water’s fine” means, either.

      I cross my arms in front of me when Darcy swims over, partly because I’m cold, and partly because the only suit I have is a bikini and I’m distinctly aware of the fact that underneath his school uniform, Cassie’s boyfriend is sporting a pretty decent body. Well, the top half, anyway. Right now his bottom half is pretty dolphin-like. No wonder Cassie likes coming to the lagoon with him—his chest is ripped.

      “Okay, so we’re going to try to relax you a little bit first.” Darcy says, circling me. “How are you with floating?”

      “I can float” I nod, rolling over onto my back. Darcy’s hands support me for a moment, but his touch is cool and light, not staying too long.

      

      I shield my eyes as we float away from the edges and the shade of the trees, the sun beaming down on me. “This reminds me of something Val said,” I say, and I feel Darcy tense up beside me.

      “He said his old roommate would meditate, and that it helped his whole family with the shifting process.”

      “Mmm,” Darcy says, but doesn’t add anything else. I don’t know if it’s because he doesn’t want to talk about Val’s werewolf-traitor roommate, or if he doesn’t like Val.

      “Well, I can’t say I know a lot about shifting,” Darcy goes on. “We do it automatically in water, but I definitely know about relaxation. Merfolk are very chill.” He comes up onto his back beside me, crossing his hands behind his head.

      I can’t help it. My eyes flick to his crotch…well, his tail area where his crotch would be. He catches me looking and I blush bright red. “Um…sorry”

      “It’s fine. I’m not shy. Are you wondering about merman anatomy in general or mine in particular? Because I do really like Cassie even if our relationship is taboo.”

      “I’m not interested in your penis,” I shout. The other bathers look over at me and I lower my voice. “I mean, I was just curious. You know, you tell yourself not to look but then you do…”

      “Maybe we should get back to working on finding your inner shifter.”

      “Yes. Gods, please.” I say utterly embarrassed.

      “First, close your eyes.”

      I do, and my vision immediately goes red, the sun beating through my eyelids and giving everything the cast of blood. The eyes inside are there in an instant, rolling, searching, almost like they’re looking for me.

      I gasp and open my eyes, body going taut. I flail, spraying water over both of us as Darcy grabs me.

      “Whoa… Okay, yeah, you definitely don’t know how to relax.”

      “Sorry,” I say, embarrassed. “Can we try again?”

      “Of course.” He nods, kicking onto his back easily. “I’ve got all day.”

      I take a deep breath, and roll onto my back.

      If I want to stay in the assassination class, I need to shift. It was my whole reason for coming here. I’m also not dumb enough to believe that me as plain old Edie Evans will be able to bring down Leviathan. No, I’ll have to shift into whatever I am to make that happen.

      I just wish I had a little more time to get used to the idea. Like maybe a decade or so…

      I force myself to close my eyes. The eyes stare back at me. I force myself to look into them. And think.

      Hermes unleashed my wings for me, and I wasn’t aware of those brooding, red eyes until I was in the swamps—technically on campus. Maybe being here had woken up something inside of me, weakening Dad’s spell that had first started to unwind when I blasted fire during the rogue wave. I’d never been in real danger in my life—Mom and Dad had made sure of that. Like all parents do, of course, but I realize now there was more to it.

      They knew that if anything ever truly threatened me, I’d shift without meaning to, protecting myself. That’s why they’d always been so careful, making sure I never went too high on the swings, walked home alone at night, or even played any sports, where aggression was encouraged.

      I smile a little to myself. They must have been totally thrilled when it turned out I had asthma. Unless…

      I almost lose my balance again, but recover, thinking hard. My eyes wide open now. Maybe in more ways than one.

      Did my parents give me asthma? Did they cast some kind of spell on me that would make for a convenient excuse to not let me out onto a soccer field, where I might accidentally sprout wings or set an opponent on fire? I stopped having breathing problems the second I got on campus—right when I saw the eyes for the first time.

      Whatever Dad did, he thought he was protecting me, I remind myself. Of course, they probably didn’t know how fast Grandma drove… I wipe a tear away at the thought, then settle my mind back down.

      I’ve got wings, I can make fire, and a few times I’ve spotted scales forming on my skin. But Merilee and Cassie had laughed at the idea that I might be a dragon, insisting that shifters only changed into regular animals, not mythical ones.

      So, what am I?

      I make myself relax again, floating back out into the sun, its rays turning everything red again. The eyes are still there, still looking. I know they’re looking for me, waiting for me to accept whatever it is that I am. Because whatever they are, is also me, and that’s exactly why I’m terrified.

      Those eyes shout murder. I shift, sinking under until the water fills my ears, the cold closing over my head and shocking me back into reality—an easier place to be than inside my own head, where red eyes search for me. Eyes that want to kill. Want me to kill.

      “Okay,” I tell Darcy when I surface. “I’m ready to go back.”

      “Any luck?” he asks, splashing me happily.

      “Oh yeah,” I tell him, returning a smile. “I feel like I learned something.”

      Definitely. I learned that I’m a big weenie, too afraid of what’s inside of me to ever wanna let it out.
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      The next day in flight class I’m doing everything I can to show Ocypete I’m ready. That’s not easy when I’m still rattled by everything that went down last night. At least the news went out this morning that Fern is healing from her burns. Slowly but surely. Themis said by the end of the week she’d be all better and ready to attend the Spring Fling.

      Ready to fly; ready for the truth. Unfortunately doing everything I can mostly amounts to getting about five feet off the ground. But it’s five more than last week, and I’m sweating when I glide back down to the grass.

      “I flew!” I say triumphantly.

      “You jumped really high,” she corrects me, but she’s smiling. Progress is progress. “Now try again. This time once you’re in the air I want you to listen to your wings. You can pump all you want, but to fly you’ve got to find the currents in the air. Your wings will be sensitive to them, if you learn how to interpret what they’re trying to tell you.”

      Listen to my wings? Be one with the air currents? A couple months ago I would’ve laughed at this speech. Today, I’m nodding intently.

      “Okay,” I say, and take a running leap. I spread out my wings, which are a shiny silver at the moment, and try to feel what they’re feeling. Instead of thinking about the fact that I have wings—which is what I’ve been doing—I try to think of them as something separate from me, something with abilities of their own. And desires of their own, too. The wings want to fly. I need to get out of their way.

      Sure enough, I feel a downdraft, small and subtle. I turn into it, opening my wings fully. With a whoosh, I’m pulled into the air way faster than I expected, the wings taking full advantage of what I let them do.

      “Shit,” I say, breathless as I look down at the ground, thirty feet below me.

      “You’re alright,” Ocypete’s voice is in my ear as she hovers beside me, her own wings supple and sure. Meanwhile I’m pumping away like a crazy person. “Relax,” she says.

      I do, and the feeling returns again, each inch of my scaly wings responding to something different in the air. Problem is, my eyes are still on the ground, and I’m completely freaked out.

      I plummet. Strong arms encircle my waist at the last moment. Ocypete and I roll together across the grass, me swearing with each bump and her swearing at me.

      “You were so close, Edith!” She’s yelling at me as she comes to her feet, not with excitement either. “You had it, kid!”

      “I know, I just…got frightened.” I am embarrassed. And frustrated. This feels like when I kept failing my driving test. Except worse. This is like having a car strapped to my back and being told it’s staying there regardless of whether I can figure out how to make it work.

      “You’re afraid of heights!?” Pity screeches at me. “What kind of flying creature is scared of heights?”

      “I’m not scared of heights,” I tell her, rubbing my elbow, my wings a crumpled mess around me, and now a dark brown. “I’m scared of falling from them.”

      Ocypete’s wings snap shut behind her and she folds her arms. “Very funny. You’re dismissed for the day. Go to the infirmary; that cut above your eye looks pretty nasty.”

      She turns her back on me and I shout after her, “I think I almost shifted.” She pauses. “The night of the fire,” I continue. “I…I had scales on my hands.”

      Her back stiffens so I know she heard me, but she takes flight and I know better than to chase after her; with Pity it’s all or nothing. Either I fly and she tells me everything, or I fall and get nothing.

      I brush myself off, wiping at a trail of blood coming from above my eye. “Awesome,” I say, looking at the red on my fingers. I’m enough of a target for the vamps already, without smelling like dinner.

      And one vamp in particular is targeting me. This morning at breakfast, Val showed up and slid onto the bench beside me. Greg went batty—literally—as Val slung an arm around my shoulders and tugged me close.

      “So glad we don’t have to be secretive anymore, my little wingading,” he’d purred as he leaned in for a kiss.

      I stuck an elbow in his throat. “It is a relief, my little leech. But remember I told you how much I hate PDA?”

      We might’ve glared at each other for the rest of lunch period, if Cassie hadn’t screeched, “Oh wow, you guys make such a cute couple!”

      “Screw it,” I say under my breath, shaking the memory of breakfast from my mind, and head for the infirmary. Cassie meets me at the head of the path, holding her wrist.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “A baby hydra bit me in Monster Identification,” she says, and shows me the two fang marks on the inside of her arm. “What’s with your eye?”

      “Crash and burn,” I say, and immediately regret using the word burn when a couple of vamps hiss at me as they walk past. So I guess my fake relationship hasn’t cleared my name with the vamps. Here’s hoping the healers are feeling more warmly toward me.

      “What are you going to do about the dance?” Cassie asks. “Everyone kind of…”

      “Hates me?” I can’t help but sigh.

      I’d been hoping we were done with this subject of conversation. The dance is the last thing on my mind. When I got back to the room last night the first thing she said was, “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were dating Val! Why are you going to the dance with Greg? Is it because of the interspecies taboo?”

      I swallowed the urge to tell her the truth. Even Cassie admitted she was not to be trusted with secrets. Instead, I just shrugged and said it was still new and I was afraid Val would dump me and humiliate me in front of the whole school. It was not actually that far from the truth. Then, before Cassie could ask any more questions, I crawled into bed and pulled the covers over my head.

      Now she picks right up from last night, her hydra bite not sufficient enough to distract her from the idea of interspecies love. “It’s like Twilight. You have to choose between a hot shifter and an even hotter vampire.”

      “Okay, first of all, how do you know about Twilight?”

      “One of the greatest pieces of literature in the modern age?” Cassie shakes her head in disbelief. “How could I not know about it?”

      I nod. “Right, of course. But second of all…Greg is not a hot shifter. Most of the time he’s Greg and the rest of the time he’s a bat. So…”

      “Okay, you have a point,” Cassie concedes. And I think that’s the end of it, but then she turns to me with a look of despair, “So does that mean our double-date is not happening?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “I don’t know anything.”

      And to my relief she drops it. For now at least.
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      There’s quite a line when we get to the infirmary; apparently Kratos’ first year witch class was given weapons before they were ready.

      “Hepatitis!” An adult healer yells, straightening from the patient she was leaning over. But the kid’s got an open wound in his leg, not a virus. To my surprise, a young woman goes rushing past me, answering the call. She makes some quick notes, nodding all the while.

      An orderly rushes past us, knocking into Cassie and not excusing himself as a roll of bandages falls from his hands, leaving a white path on the floor.

      “Um, they’re like super busy,” I say. “Do you want to just—”

      But the healer, hands on her hips, pushes us into a room, kicking the door closed behind her.

      “What do you need?” she asks brusquely. “You’d better be dying.”

      “Nice bedside manner,” I tell her, and she shrugs.

      “You’re well enough to stand up. I repeat, what do you need?”

      I pull my hand away to show her my cut, and Cassie explains her hydra bite. Hepatitis turns suddenly calm and kind as she looks at our injuries, then angry again when she meets our eyes.

      “You’ll need waxroot for the hydra bite. I don’t have any fresh and don’t have time to go cut it.” She pulls a small, silver blade from her belt, handing it to Cassie.

      “Do you know where the Wall of Weeping is?”

      “Yes,” Cassie says, eyeing the knife dubiously.

      “Waxroot grows there, in between the stones. Go get some, come back and I’ll tend to you.”

      “Hold up,” I say, as she’s about to turn away. “Is your name really Hepatitis?”

      “Yes,” she says. “My mother was a healer with a weird sense of humor.”

      “Um…I was also wondering if we could maybe visit Fern while we’re here.”

      “Fern is in isolation. Her burns are serious and she needs twenty-four seven uninterrupted healing.”

      “So that’s a no, then?”

      She crosses her arms and stares me down. “I’m too busy for this shit, and I’m perfectly capable of slipping you some poison rather than healing you, if you keep pushing.”

      I put both hands in the air, in fake—I think—surrender and Cassie leads me to the Wall of Weeping, which cannot be a great place to hang. Not with a horrible name like that.

      As we walk Cassie thankfully chatters about her own love life instead of mine. She still hasn’t found a chance to tell Darcy about her prophecy about his death and is debating over exactly when and how to do it. “I was thinking of leaving an anonymous note. That way he won’t be mad at me.”

      “Yeah, but you’re the only seer on campus…so he might figure out it’s from you,” I can’t help but point out.

      Cassie is disappointed. “Oh, shoot. I didn’t think of that. Maybe if I word it just right…” She tugs my arm, leading me toward a more rugged pathway. “The Wall of Weeping is this way.”

      “Why’s it called that?” I ask Cassie, as we head to a different part of campus. This section is older, the foundations of the building giving out a little, the corners not so square. Most of the healing classes are taught on this part of campus, and I realize now that must be because the older buildings harbor plants in their crevices that they harvest. Maybe wild plants are better than the ones they grow in the school greenhouse?

      “The Wall of Weeping?” Cassie asks, as she pulls open a door, ushering me inside. The building smells musty, and old.

      “It’s right next to the Hall of the Dead,” she explains. “Used to be there was an enforced mourning period whenever a student died. They’d put their picture up in the Hall of the Dead and make pairs take shifts sitting at a wall in the courtyard, crying and sharing stories of the person who died. It was supposed to be a way to heal some of the rifts between the different students. You know, like make a shifter mourn for vampire, and vice versa. Kind of force everyone to all be on the same team.”

      “But?” I ask, sensing that there’s one coming.

      “But a werewolf lost her temper one night while she was supposed to be mourning with a vamp, after another vampire died. She ended up tearing him to pieces.”

      “Oh,” I say. “So they stopped doing it?”

      “Yep, nobody really comes here now,” Cassie says, pointing upwards as we enter a long hall. Carved in stone above the entrance it says “Hall of the Dead.”

      “Super,” I say, rubbing my arms for warmth.

      “It’s alright,” Cassie says, taking a torch from the wall. “It’s a short hallway. The practice didn’t last long.”

      Still, I’m a little spooked as we enter, the fire from Cassie’s torch only reaching a few feet on either side of us. The light bounces off of framed pictures, showing werewolves in full shifted mode, mermaids with sparkling tails, and vampires looking extremely arrogant and terribly sexy at the same time.

      “I mean, why they thought it was a good idea to put a werewolf with a vampire in the first place…” Cassie says.

      She stops, her chatter suddenly, eerily silent.

      “Cassie?” I ask, and turn to find her staring over my shoulder. I hope she’s not about to launch into another death prophecy; I’m not entirely over the one she dropped the other night. But no, her eyes aren’t whited out. It’s worse—she’s staring at something behind me.

      “Edie,” she says quietly. “I think you should turn around.”

      I feel heat rising in my chest and it’s comforting because it’s not fear. I know I can breathe fire right now if I want to. I turn, and the heat is gone, replaced by cold, icy amazement. Staring down at me from the wall is a picture of…me.

      “Adrianna Aspostolos,” Cassie says, bringing her torch closer to the nameplate under the picture. “Okay, like, not to be rude or anything, but you should be glad your dad took you and you’re an Evans. Aspostolos is a mouthful, and I don’t even think—”

      “Cassie!” I hiss at her. “Could you please…just…be…quiet?”

      She does, immediately, and I take a moment to stare at the picture. She looks exactly like me; blonde hair, darker eyebrows, a little hint of an attitude around the mouth. Then I note the subtle differences. My face is more round, my nose smaller, my chin more delicate.

      I take in the photo of the woman who is undoubtedly my mother. Girl, actually. The student in the picture couldn’t have been much older than eighteen when she died. Eventually, I start to notice other things—like the fact that her picture frame is clean. I take the torch from Cassie, going from one portrait to the next, confirming my suspicions.

      “You were wrong, Cassie,” I tell her, handing back the torch. “Someone still comes here, and they’re still mourning. Look—her picture has been cleaned recently. All the others have a film of dirt over them.”

      “What’s this?” Cassie leans in closer to the painting, rubs her sleeve across the nameplate to reveal some smaller etchings underneath.

      “What’s it say?” I ask, leaning in.

      “Don’t know,” Cassie shrugs. “It’s in Greek. And that’s all Greek to me!”

      I don’t even pretend to laugh at her joke. Instead I hang the torch in a wall sconce and physically turn Cassie around, digging through her backpack until I find a pen. I hold my arm out and make her painstakingly copy the characters from under Adrianna’s portrait onto the inside of my arm.

      We’re quiet at the Wall of Weeping, Cassie cutting away the waxroot she needs without a word, clutching it in her hands as we pass back through the Hall of the Dead. I try not to look at Adrianna as we pass her, but it’s hard not to.

      Hepatitis spots us when we return to the infirmary. She immediately chews the waxroot Cassie hands her and presses it against her hydra bites, instructing her to keep the pressure steady.

      “Now you,” she says, and I hold my hair out of my eyes so she can see the cut on my forehead.

      “What is this?” she snaps, grabbing my wrist.

      “I got hurt flying—”

      “No”—she squeezes my wrist tighter, grinding my bones— “this!” She stabs a finger at the writing on my arm.

      “Can you read it?” I ask her.

      “Of course I can read it,” she says. “All healers are trained in Greek. Wait—do you not know what this says?”

      “No,” Cassie and I eye each other as Hepatitis pours some water onto the edge of her apron and starts rubbing out the letters.

      “Hey!” I jerk back. “I need to know what that says.”

      She grabs my arm and pulls it against her again, trapping my elbow in her armpit while she wipes the pen marks away.

      “You can’t let anyone see it,” she says, rubbing so hard that it hurts. “Students used to think that just writing words like this onto someone’s skin could be used as a curse. Like if you write it, it will come true. I don’t think it actually works, but we don’t want people getting ideas, the way things are going right now.”

      “No,” I agree, pulling my arm back and wincing when I see how raw and red it is. “Now, tell me. What did that say?”

      Hepatitis looks around her, and lowers her voice. “It said, died in childbirth.”
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      I flee the infirmary, leaving Cassie behind, determined to go straight back to the Wall of Weeping and search some more. Unfortunately, I run smack into Greg. Like, literally.

      “Hey, Edie,” he stares at my face. “Did I do that?”

      “What?” I reach up and touch my cut. I forgot to get it healed. “No, I crashed in flying class. Wait…” I search my bag and find the magic spray I swiped the first time I was injured.

      “I can help you,” Greg offers and takes the can from me. He studies the wound and sprays it gently. It stings at first, then takes away the pain. I wish I could spray it on my life.

      Greg hands me back the can. “So you and Val, huh?”

      “It’s complicated,” I tell him. “But you and I were only ever going to the dance as friends—you know that, right?”

      He looks hurt but it’s important he knows. “Yeah, sure, of course. Friends with an option to procreate.”

      I shake my head and he offers a small smile, one that makes me think maybe all of his mating jokes might actually be his horrible attempt at humor. I manage to smile back.

      “But we’re still going together, right?” he asks. “You’re not going to ditch me, are you?”

      “I wouldn’t do that to a friend,” I assure him.

      “Where are you off to now?” he asks.

      “I was going to…” What? Try to find answers that never seem to come? Stare at the picture of my dead mother? Try not to run into any blood thirsty vamps? If only Ocypete would give me the answers I need.

      An idea hits me like a bolt of action. “Greg, can you shift like me?”

      “Uh…” His stricken look clearly says he doesn’t think of what I do as shifting.

      “Can you pop out just your wings?” I clarify.

      “Yes, since I was like, two,” he huffs.

      “And if you’re in human form they’re…” I don’t know how to be kind about it. “Regular size?”

      “Yes,” he says, stiffening a bit. “I’m big where it counts.”

      I’m beyond caring if he thinks I’m making dick jokes. “I need you to give me a ride.”

      He raises his eyebrows.

      “Not a sex ride. A flying ride…like a winged Uber!”

      “A ride to where?

      “Ocypete’s nest.”

      “Oh hells no.” He shakes his head. “Not happening. She is super scary.”

      “I just need you to get me there. You don’t have to stay.” In fact, I really don’t want him to. “Please?”

      I try to turn on the charm. I am a horrible person. After relegating him to the friend zone I’m using my wiles to convince him to help me. But awful or not, it’s working.

      “I guess.”

      I jump toward him and grab his hand. “Great! Let’s go.”

      “Now?”

      “No time like the present.” I look him up and down. He’s fit but not like the vamps. More in a sinewy kind of way. “Are you going to be able to carry me?”

      “Oh ye of little faith.” He sweeps me up in his arms and his large black wings unfurl around him. I have to admit that the dip in my stomach isn’t entirely because of the sudden ascent. Greg is surprisingly strong, and there’s a confidence to him in the air that he doesn’t have on the ground.

      I try not to look down as we fly over the school, pass into the swamp and head toward the biggest Cyprus tree I have ever seen in my life. Greg circles twice, and I know he’s checking for Pity before he sets me on the edge of her “nest.”

      It’s more like a treehouse, with molted feathers and mud filling in the cracks, but I can see well-worn perching spots on a branch outside the door where my flying instructor must spend most of her time—her equivalent of the front porch rocking chair. The deep claw marks are unmistakable.

      “You alright?” Greg asks, putting me down on the large branch. I turn back to him, suddenly grateful for this weird little guy.

      “Yes, thank you.” I give him a hug, safely friend-zoning him by not adding a squeeze or letting our chests touch. He takes the hug—and the hint—before he soars off, and there’s a little bit of envy in it as I watch him go, wings spread fully as he heads back to the school. There’s a familiar tickle in my back, and I give in to the pressure that had been begging to release while we were in the air. My wings stretch out behind me, brightly magenta today.

      Ocypete is nowhere in sight, but I’m not tempted to snoop. I might not have had enough lessons to know how to fly, but I learned quickly enough how silently she can swoop through the air, and how sharp her talons are. No, whatever secrets Ocypete has, I’ll need to come by them honestly. Well, somewhat honestly. ’Cause I am totally lying about how I got here.

      I’ve wandered out as far as I dare go, only treading on the thickest parts of a branch and barely screwing up the courage to glance at the ground—easily a hundred feet below—when there’s a slight sway under my feet, and Ocypete is behind me. My wings automatically adjust, like a tightrope walker’s bar, and I keep my balance with surprising ease.

      “Well,” Ocypete says, eyeing me. “Look what the cat dragged in. Sorry,” she says, spotting my confusion. “That’s an old harpy joke. I shouldn’t have taught it to you. Don’t ever say it to another harpy, or you’ll be in for it.”

      “Another harpy…like my grandma?” I ask.

      “Ah,” Ocypete raises her head an inch higher, looking down her nose at me. “Yes,” she admits.

      “My grandma who isn’t actually my grandma by blood?” I push.

      “Perhaps we should sit,” Pity says, folding her wings away and gesturing me to do the same. We go into her house, which is full of wicker furniture. I settle myself into a chair, only to have her hop onto the arm, her talons dangerously close to my leg.

      “What do you know?” she asks, as if resigning herself to filling in the blanks.

      “I know that my parents are not who I thought they were,” I tell her. “They adopted me. Took me and my sister from here. I know that my biological mother was Adrianna Apos—”

      “Blah, blah, blah,” Ocypete says, unfurling her wings in irritation and gliding over to a couch, where she neglects the cushions to perch on the back. “What do you know that actually matters?”

      “Excuse me?” I sputter, and she rolls her eyes. “My entire life being a lie doesn’t matter?”

      “Oh, you thought it was all about you, right? Thought I was going to reveal that you were some amazing key to a magical puzzle, a spectacular gift that we’ve been searching for since you left?”

      “I…” Okay, well yeah, maybe I was thinking something like that. “Val did say—”

      “Val?” Pity’s thin eyebrows go up halfway to her hairline—and that’s receding so her surprise is palpable. “A little interspecies love in your future?”

      “My past, maybe,” I mutter to myself, embarrassed all over again that I actually thought Val really liked me.

      “What did Val say?” Ocypete prompts me to continue.

      “Not long after I got to the school, after he saw my wings he said, ‘No wonder they were looking for you’.”

      “Hmmpphh.” She nuzzles in her armpit for a second, idly spitting out a stray feather. I’ve been around shifters enough by now to realize that sudden grooming is usually a sign of stress.

      “They were looking for me? And who are they anyway?”

      “The gods,” she admits. “You’re a pawn being used to play a game much more dangerous than you can ever imagine. Who your mother was, who your father is, that’s all inconsequential.”

      My face burns. Inconsequential? What could be more important to me than that? I lean forward. “You told me if I made it to your nest, I’d be ready for the truth. I’m here—so tell me.”

      “Alright, little girl.” Ocypete lets out a cackle. “You think you’re ready, that you’re a hero, ready to avenge the deaths of the people you love, isn’t that so?”

      I nod solemnly, fingernails cutting into my palms as I make fists. Ocypete’s head bobs as she talks, warming to her speech.

      “And what side do heroes fight on?” she asks.

      “The side of right,” I tell her, conviction in my voice.

      She hops from the back of the couch to the cushion, her talons making skittering noises as she moves onto another chair, eyes fastened on mine as she comes closer, her voice almost a whisper now.

      “But what if you’re wrong about who is right?”

      I’m out of my chair in a moment, hands still in fists, anger making my voice wobble. “I’m not wrong. Monsters killed my father!”

      “They killed a man who posed as your father,” Pity corrects me. “And why do you suppose they did that? Who was your adoptive father trying to protect you from?”

      I think of the panicked voicemail on Dad’s phone, Mom’s voice saying, they’re here, the face of Leviathan as he swept over my father.

      “Levi,” I tell her. “And his kind.”

      “His kind? You know, I’m technically a monster…”

      “But you’re different!”

      “Am I?  I’m tolerated here because I serve. But I’m not treated as an equal to the gods.”

      “You’re saying that Dad wasn’t trying to protect me from the monsters?” I don’t bother to hide my skepticism.

      Ocypete nods as if she’s agreeing with me, but then her brow furrows in fake concentration. “Then why would he take you away from a school where entire armies are trained to fight monsters? Wouldn’t that be the safest place on earth for you?”

      “I… I…” My hands are unclenching, my conviction faltering.

      She wobbles closer. Her mouth is only inches from my ear when she asks, “Why would he run away from the gods?”

      “And why would he send me back?” I yell at her, latching onto the thought. “The password was one of the last things he said to me. He said I should go with—”

      “Ichor,” Ocypete says calmly. “The password was ichor. Your father wanted you to come with me, not Hermes. Unfortunately, he found you first, and brought you here. Right where the gods want you.”

      I slump, all of my conviction gone.

      Ocypete moves closer to me, suddenly quiet and cautious. “What are you thinking, child?”

      “I don’t know,” I suddenly scream, all my frustration escaping me as my wings unfurl, darkly scarlet with rage. “I don’t know anything,” I yell at her, tears rolling down my cheeks. “I don’t know who to trust or what’s going on here, I just… I just…” I stop, choking on a sob. I’d been about to say, I just want to go home.

      But I don’t have one of those. Not anymore.
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      Ocypete takes pity on me and makes me a cup of tea, gently asking me to put my wings away when I accidentally break a Precious Moments she had resting on the coffee table. I take the tea, apologize for the figurine, and lean back in my chair.

      “So…you’re telling me the gods are bad?” I ask.

      Pity nods, her head moving rapidly up and down in the way that all the bird-shifters have. “Of course they would say the monsters are bad. War is a matter of perspective, dear.”

      “I really don’t need a philosophy lesson,” I tell her, spitting out a mouthful of too-hot tea.

      “Alright, then how about some history?” she asks, and I nod.

      “Many of the monsters were made for the sport of the gods—some of them as a direct result of the gods at their own sport. You know about the Minotaur, right?”

      I shudder a little. That story had made me a little ill when they taught it in history class. The nymph Pasiphaë—the daughter of a god—had been as sexually fluid as Hermes, and thought some fun with a bull might make her happy. Whether or not she had any fun, she did get a kid out of it—the Minotaur. Except we also learned that she loved her misbegotten child. He was the one who turned on her.

      “And Scylla?” Pity asks.

      “Uh…” I wrack my brain, but can’t come up with anything.

      “Circe—another nymph, the daughter of a god, and a powerful witch as well—she envied Scylla her beauty.”

      I shake my head. “Wait, no, I checked out a book from the library called The History of Monsters. Scylla was a horribly ugly, awful monster. She hates Circe. And all witches, too.”

      “No,” the harpy shakes her head. “Scylla was a beauty, loved by many—and by a man that Circe wanted for herself. So she turned her rival into the monster we know today. Very few people remember what Scylla was…only what she’s become.”

      Ocypete hops to a windowsill and perches, watching the sun as it starts to sink. “I could go on. There are many monsters, Edie. Most of them owe their creation to the gods either as playthings or pets, bastards or by-blows, all discarded once they ceased to be interesting. This war has been going on for centuries, with the gods not even fighting their own battles. No.” She shakes her head, and turns back to me. “Why would they? They get you to do it for them.”

      “A pawn.” I repeat her words from earlier. “You think we’re all just being trained to fight for the gods, because they can’t be bothered to fight for themselves?”

      “Oh, they could be bothered,” she says. “That’s part of what makes it so infuriating. They can’t die; they’re immortal. But they’re also a bunch of gods-damned dick weeds.”

      I spit out my tea again, this time in shock. Hearing that kind of language from Pity is sort of like hearing it from my grandma—somehow fitting, and absolutely hilarious.

      “Honestly,” she insists. “They can’t stand to get hurt. Even the smallest little trifle and they go hide in caves, and cry, and act like someone lopped their whole arm off. When you spend an immortal life free of pain, even the smallest amount is terrifying.”

      I nod, thinking. “So, the gods are using us like…human shields?”

      She wiggles one clawed hand in the air. “Sort of human shields. Paranormal shields.”

      “And you’re telling me because…” I let my words trail off, watching her face for a clues, when it hits me—hard.

      “Oh my gods.” I’m on my feet in a second, tea spilling everywhere. “You’re working for them, aren’t you? You’re…you’re…”

      “A spy.” She nods, and takes a prim sip of tea. “And I’d like for you to be one, too.”

      My foot slips in spilled tea, and I hit the floor in a flash of plaid skirt, my wings popping out—now an alarmed yellow—knocking over a lamp.

      “Maybe not a very good spy,” she says, eyeing me over the edge of her cup. “Based on that display.”

      “I…you…” I’m shaking, my butt is soaked in tea, and there’s hardly any light left in Ocypete’s house now that the sun is setting and I broke the only lamp.

      “You need to think about it a little,” she says, leaning forward and resting her tea on the slightly skewed coffee table. “I understand.”

      “I need to think a lot,” I correct. “You just dropped a bomb on me. I don’t know if I believe you.”

      “Of course,” she agrees, rising to help me to my feet. “Which is why I’m not going to pressure you. But, Edie, you realize I must ask you to keep all this to yourself?”

      “Right,” I nod, as she guides me to the door, stopping only when another thought occurs to me. “Wait—you didn’t kill Jenn, did you? Or the one bat boy? Or burn Fern, or—”

      “Those were all mine,” she says quickly, an edge to her voice.

      “Yours!” I jerk my arm from her grasp.

      “Mine,” she says again, quietly this time, with a hint of affection. “They were my spies.”

      “Oh,” I say.

      “So you see, Edie,” she goes on, leading me to the edge of her platform. “I don’t have to threaten you at all to keep you from going to the gods with news of my treachery. You’re in danger just by knowing.”

      And with that, she pushes me off the edge.
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      She’s trying to kill me, I think as my wings flair out, desperately trying to keep me airborne even as I crash through the tree branches.

      She told me too much. She doesn’t trust me.

      Thoughts are tumbling through my head as I spin, and the ground is coming at me alarmingly fast when I realize the truth—Ocypete thought I’d mastered flying.

      That was our deal; I fly to her place, she comes clean. She fulfilled her end of the bargain, it’s my own fault that I’m going to die in a pile of broken legs, arms…and wings.

      Wings, dammit. I have wings. So…use them.

      I pump, spread them wider, do everything that has failed me on the practice fields, to no avail. And then, right when I’m about to come to an alarmingly final stop, I feel those eyes again, red, heavy…terrifying. Whatever belongs to those eyes has wings, too. And so do I. Time to embrace that—or at least, the part that I need the most right now.

      I take a deep breath…and give up.

      I’ve got the space of half a second to stop being Edie, the teenager from Florida, and start being whatever I actually am. And amazingly, it works. The moment I let go of everything I think of as me—everything that is human—my wings take control.

      Almost too quickly.

      I’m thrust upward, branches I managed to avoid on the way down getting their smacks in as I ascend. But I’m laughing, the lift in my stomach spreading to my face as a smile cracks.

      I’m flying, dammit. Despite everything that’s messed up in my life, this is amazing. I turn and soar over the trees, literally above it all.

      I sweep in toward the ground and realize that while I may have figured out how to fly, I certainly have not figured out how to land. I crash awkwardly into the soil, actually rolling head over heels. But the ground is wet and springy, and I’m too happy to care that I’m covered in dirt.

      I stand and brush myself off. My legs are scraped to hell, but this time I remember the magic spray I keep in my bag and I’m fixed up in no time. My uniform is fine…not even a tear. I should expect nothing less from shape changing magic cloth.

      After I sort myself out I head back toward the school. Everything Ocypete told me fits, but I don’t want to believe her. The gods are responsible for the war? For the student’s deaths? Even for my father’s murder?

      I know Ocypete believes it’s all true, but that doesn’t mean that it is. I can’t forget what Merilee said about how dementia isn’t exclusive only to humans. Pity might have actually cracked. I detour back to the Weeping Wall, scrambling through the ruins and finding my mother’s photo. I stare at it for a while, wondering what my life would have been like if she lived. Who would I have been? Who is my father?

      “She was one of our best students,” a voice says from behind me and I turn to find Themis. Her perfect neatness is out of place in these ruins.

      “You knew…she was my mother?” I ask. Though it’s not really a question.

      “Yes.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?” I spit out the words, full of venom.

      “I wanted to protect you. I wanted to protect your father…”

      “Well you did a bang up job. My bio mom is dead. My adoptive dad is dead. Who knows where the rest of my family is? And I’m stuck here, not knowing who to trust.”

      A noise escapes Themis’ mouth and it takes me a moment to realize she is sobbing. I want to stay angry but her emotion is so raw…I go to her side.

      She puts her hand on my shoulder and sinks to the ground, taking me with her. “I loved your father. I loved him like he was my own son.”

      “You raised him.” I prompt. Tears are filling my own eyes at the thought of him and I swallow the knot in my throat.

      “He was a foundling. He just appeared in the marsh. A gift…I fought to keep him. The second I saw him, I knew he was meant to be my son.”

      I hadn’t realized how much Themis loved him. I hadn’t thought about what his death must have done to her. “Tell me about him,” I say.

      Themis wipes her tears, her face impossibly perfect. “He was smart and so good. He always stood up for anyone who was picked on. He didn’t think it was right that the girls who got pregnant were kicked out. He begged me to do something, so I did. First with Mavis’s mom. She motions to another photograph with the name Bella Demopoulous written under it. Like my mother’s, it’s been kept clean all these years.

      “Then with yours,” she says, pointing to Adrianna Aspostolos. “A spell was cast to hide their condition. But it didn’t matter in the end.”

      “It was you,” I said, looking between the two portraits. “You were the one who took care of their pictures.”

      “Yes, it was the least they deserved, dying the way they did.” Themis shudders at the thought. “I took you both in. But as Mavis grew it was harder and harder to hide both of you on campus. She was always in to everything.

      “Your father…he knew it was only a matter of time. He and your mother were together then and agreed to take you away from here. The day they left was the hardest of my life. Watching three of my children—that’s how I thought of you all—disappear. But I knew it was for the best. If you were found you would have been destroyed.”

      “Destroyed? Why?”

      She chokes off a sob, gets to her feet and looks down at me. “I’ve told you too much, but I hope you understand now why we all did the things we did. Whisking you away, the spells to keep you hidden and to stop you from shifting…”

      “If you did all that, then please do one last thing and let me stay in the assassination class. I figured out flying today and I’m sure shifting will happen soon. If I could just have a little more time—”

      Themis is already shaking her head. “No, Edie. I’m sorry. The deadline is firm. It’s not my decision alone.”

      I nod, thinking of how I’d embraced my wings and finally been able to fly. How will I ever get past my fear of those red eyes, and the fire within them? How can I ever equate that with me?

      “If I shift before the dance this weekend, though, I stay, right?”

      “That was the bargain. I will make sure the Academy honors it.” Themis turns to leave, but I reach out, stopping just short of actually touching her.

      “Wait, do you know what I am?” I ask. “I…the night of the fire…my hands had scales…”

      “Scales? I truly don’t know what you might be. But I have a feeling it will be spectacular.” She gives my cheek one last caress. “Please,” she tells me. “Try to stay out of trouble.”

      I scramble to my feet. “Thank you. For everything you did for me. For everything you did for my father.”

      She nods tightly and I decide to push my luck. “Look, I heard some rumors that the gods aren’t everything they seem. That they’re just using us in the war against the monsters…”

      The slap comes out of nowhere and for a moment I can barely believe it’s happened. Then my face burns and I stare at Themis with wide, hurt eyes.

      “Don’t you ever say anything like that again. Don’t even think it,” she tells me. But it’s not anger I hear in her voice—it’s fear. She pulls me in for a tight hug, then pushes me away just as forcefully and flees the ruins.

      “Wait!” I yell after her. But she’s gone.

      So many emotions are swirling around in me. I once again stare at the mother I never had a chance to know. I go to Bella’s portrait as well, to study it. Mavis’ similarities with her birth mother are not as strong as mine are with mine, but there’s a resemblance. Bella Demopoulos has the same inscription under her portrait as my mother—died in childbirth.

      I touch it gently. I have so many questions still, but one stands out.

      Who is my father?
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      I have more important things to do than get ready for a dance. I don’t know who my father is. I’ve never properly mourned my mother. I’m suspected of setting fire to my classmates, and am more than likely a pawn in a war pitting gods against monsters.

      But what am I doing?

      I’m worried about clothes and makeup because it’s the day of the Spring Fling.

      Val continues to play my fake suitor. It has helped make things a little less tense around campus. After saving Fern, Val is a hero. Having him vouch for me—and Fern backing him up—has taken away most of the suspicion. Even better, Tina has refrained from murdering me. Sure, she looks at me like she’s imagining my death, but doesn’t say a word. Val must have spoken with her.

      In the meantime, I’ve gotten used to Val at my side all the time. Every day we cycle through multiple awful pet names for each other. I’ve started studying a thesaurus at night just to give myself options for the next day.

      Overall, as far as fake boyfriends go Val isn’t too bad. Actually, he’s pretty great. The worst part is reminding myself it’s fake. Every day, though, it’s more difficult. I’m afraid I’m starting to fall for him.

      I’m actually grateful for the stupid double date. If I was going with Val we’d end up slow dancing—probably more than once—and I don’t think my little heart could take it. Right now my plan is to stick to Greg like a burr.

      Unfortunately, Val seems to have forgotten what I told him ages ago—that I’m going to the Spring Fling with Greg. I realize this when he slides into his now usual seat beside me at lunch and asks, “So what time should I pick you up tonight, my little pigeon?”

      I sigh. He’s been on a bird name thing lately.

      Greg isn’t amused either. He’s gotten in the habit of sitting across from me so he can be better positioned to glare at Val. “Excuse me, Val. But tonight Edie is my little pigeon.”

      I generally try to ignore Greg and Val when they get into these little cockfights, but I have to straighten one thing out before this goes any further.

      “I’m not anyone’s little pigeon. And you knew about this, Val. I told you that day in Kratos’ class.”

      Val looks from me to Greg and then back to me. I could almost swear he looks a little bit hurt, but then he smirks. “That’s right. The pity date.”

      Greg’s whole face falls. “I should go. Wanted to be early for class, talk to the teacher—you know.”

      He stands and grabs his full tray at the same time. An apple rolls off and Val catches it with one hand and then takes a big noisy bite.

      “Greg, wait,” I say, but he’s already gone.

      “They cancelled afternoon classes so we could get ready for the dance,” Cassie, who witnessed this whole thing, finally pipes up.

      “Maybe he forgot,” Val drawls, looking not the slightest bit contrite. “You know, he can be a little…batty.”

      I smack the apple out of his hand. “Why are you being such a dick?”

      “Oh c’mon,” Val picks the apple off the table and takes another bite. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen him eat anything and it’s a little bit distracting. The way his teeth slice through the apple—it’s like watching one of those infomercials for a super sharp knife. “It’s not like you actually want to go with Greg.”

      “Yeah, well did you ever think that maybe I don’t want to go with you either?”

      “Oh?” Val’s eyebrows raise and again I almost imagine hurt there, but then he smiles. “You’re right. I didn’t realize. I thought…well, I assumed I was the only one bored with this relationship. It seemed churlish to break up with you when you’re already at such a low point. The shifter who can’t shift. With only days left in the assassination class. I had planned…well, never mind that now. It’s much better this way. A clean break on both sides. Ending it before it gets ugly.”

      He brushes his lips against my cheek. A there and then gone kiss with a cold that lingers. “Good-bye little chickadee. It’s been fun.” He stands and leaves with all the grace that Greg lacked.

      I watch him go, unsure of what just happened.

      Apparently, I’m not the only one. Cassie leans across the table and whispers, “Was that a fake breakup or a real one?”

      “Real thing, I think.” I swallow, my throat tight. For a fake boyfriend, that felt like a very real dumping.

      Cassie stands and holds out a hand. “C’mon, let’s go up to the room so you have time to cry and then put a cold washcloth on your face afterwards so you’re not all puffy for the dance. And I’ve got some great concealer you can try out because, trust me, I cried a lot before you showed up.”

      “I’m not going to cry,” I protest, but I take her hand and let her lead me out of the cafeteria. Around us everyone is chattering with excitement about the dance and I just want to get away from them all. Throwing open the door, I walk straight into Darcy. Our heads knock together and we both stumble back.

      “Oh no, are you okay?” Cassie rushes over to Darcy while I blink and see stars.

      “I’m fine.” Darcy jerks his chin in my direction. “Sorry, Edie. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” He laughs, but the sound is strained. “It’s been a weird day. Someone sent me this threatening note. I took it to Themis and she thought it was just a prank. But I don’t know.”

      “Threatening note?” Cassie says in an odd high-pitched voice.

      Darcy pats her arm. “It’s okay. Themis is probably right. Just someone’s idea of a bad joke.”

      Cassie gulps. “Can I see it?”

      Darcy hesitates and then shrugs. “Sure.” He digs into his pocket and pulls out a creased piece of paper.

      Cassie quickly reads it and says, “Oh.” She passes it over to me.

      Watch your step at the dance tonight. You’re the next to die.

      “It might not be a threat. That could read like a warning, or a pre—” I stop short, realizing with a horrible blinding clarity who must have sent that note. I glance at Cassie who grimaces back at me, confirming my suspicion.

      Apparently, she finally decided to tell Darcy about her vision. And in the worst way possible.

      “Well, we’ll definitely have your back tonight,” I reassure him.

      “Yeah. Totes. Def,” Cassie echoes my sentiment. We make plans to meet outside of the grand hall where the dance will be held, before heading in opposite directions.

      As we walk away, I look at Cassie and she shrugs sheepishly. “I probably could’ve worded that a little bit better, huh?”

      “You think?” Despite my fight with Val I laugh. “Well, at least Darcy will be on his toes tonight.”

      “We won’t let anything happen to him, right?” Cassie asks in a scared voice.

      I squeeze her hand. “Of course we won’t!”

      

      There’s no more putting it off—it’s time to get ready for the dance.

      “So we just wear our uniforms?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” There’s a light knock on the door. Cassie screeches and runs to it and I am absolutely confused until she opens it to reveal a fully healed Fern.

      “Oh my gods, Fern!” I yell. “I’m so glad you’re okay.” She looks good as new. No burns. No scars. “We tried to visit you but we weren’t allowed.”

      “No one was,” she tells me, stepping into the room. “Cassie invited me to get ready with you guys, hope that’s okay.”

      “Of course it is! But don’t you have a witch crew you’re a part of?” I realize at once it’s the wrong thing to say.

      “They’re not really talking to me right now.”

      “What, you almost died! Why are they mad?”

      “Well, it came out that I was with Marguerite and…”

      “They’re upset you’re a lesbian?” I ask.

      “Nothing so pre-historic. They’re upset I’m with a vampire.”

      “Oh.” I guess I’m lucky all my friends are really accepting of inter-species relationships.

      “Well, we don’t care who you date,” Cassie assures her.

      “Yeah, Cassie is in love with a fish,” I add, teasing.

      Cassie laughs. “Whatever. At least I’m not in the bloodsucker fan club.”

      Fern and I exchange a glance. “So you and Val are an official thing now?”

      “We were. Kind of.” I throw up my hands. “He broke up with me at lunch. I think. It’s super complicated.”

      “Dating a vampire always is. Marguerite was so cool in public, but when we’re alone—

      she’s fire. I haven’t spoken to her since the accident. I hope she realizes that I’m not lying about…” She pauses and it gets quiet for a minute. We’d all heard the rumor that Fern knew nothing about who her attacker was, even when a healer tried all of their restorative memory charms on her. I hope it wasn’t Hepatitis who tried, for Fern’s sake.

      “You still can’t remember?” I ask, but Fern shakes her head.

      “Okay, gods, let’s change the subject.” Cassie butts in. “It’s time to get ready.”

      I look around. “Aren’t we suppose to wear our uniforms? Aren’t we already all ready?”

      Fern and Cassie look at each other, then burst out laughing.

      “I’ll go first,” Fern says and she closes her eyes, her lip twitching. When she opens them she is no longer wearing her uniform but a beautiful flowing ball gown. It’s silver and sparkly and suits her lithe figure perfectly.

      “No. Freaking. Way.” Our uniforms can change? Why did no one tell me this?

      “It’s only for tonight,” Cassie answers my unasked question. “They tweak the spell for dances. The idea is that your uniform can change into what represents you best, whatever you are—or whatever you most want to be—deep down. Look, I’ll go next.”

      She closes her eyes and when she opens them she’s in an aqua blue mermaid tail cut gown. It’s beaded to look like scales.

      I bark out a laugh. “Really playing up the merfolk angle,” I tell her.

      “Is it too much?” she asks.

      “No! You look awesome. I should have said that first.”

      She grins. “Okay, now you. Close your eyes and think about how you want to look…or how you want to feel.”

      I close my eyes and try not to think of Val, but that’s where my mind goes. Why is he such a dick!? I shake my head. I don’t want to impress him. I want to look amazing for myself. I want to…I open my eyes.

      Fern and Cassie gasp and I look in the mirror. My dress is blood red. It’s low cut, sleeveless and hugs my body. A slit in the side shows off my long legs.

      “Damn, girl.” Cassie whistles.

      “It’s okay?” I ask.

      “If I wasn’t a taken woman…” Fern jokes.

      “Okay, okay,” I say, embarrassed. “Let’s go meet our dates.”

      Dressed to kill, we head to the dance.
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      I’m doubtful when Cassie leads us to the dining hall. How lame is throwing a dance in the cafeteria? But when we enter, it looks like a completely different place. Bigger, with cathedral ceilings, a dance floor, and a live band playing modern music. I stop, shocked. It’s just like any other school dance except fancier and with better looking people.

      The staff is there too, and Kratos is—somehow—even more attractive with a shirt on. Hermes is bouncing from group to group, not knowing who to flirt with. The only person he doesn’t even try anything with is Themis, who is standing by herself in a corner, devastatingly gorgeous in a little black dress and killer heels. But her manner is anything but approachable; she’s got her wine glass in a grip that’s going to shatter it if she’s not careful, and her face is made of stone. I can’t believe this is the same woman who hugged me at the Wall of Weeping. She’s tense as hell, every line of her body ready to react to danger.

      A burst of laughter grabs my attention and a tall, beautiful redhead with flowers in her hair separates from Kratos, her eyes sweeping the students. Several girls step in front of their boyfriends, and more than a few of the boys are happy to cower behind their dates, although one or two return her glances.

      “Persephone,” Cassie whispers to me. “Keep a close eye on Val, or you might lose him.”

      “I’m here with Greg,” I say, stiffly.

      “Ha,” Cassie laughs. “Persephone has a type, and Greg is not it. He’s safe from being a boy toy.”

      As if we’d conjured him with a word, Greg appears out of nowhere, towing Darcy with him.

      “You look…just…wow,” Greg tells me.

      “You have such a way with words,” I say, but I blush. Greg’s actually cute in a tux and bowtie. Little stitched bats dot his cummerbund. Darcy is wearing a deep blue that complements Cassie’s dress perfectly.

      “Let’s dance!” Fern says, making her way onto the dance floor, not caring that she doesn’t have a partner. We follow and soon my slight feelings of embarrassment leave me. We’re having fun!

      Fern isn’t dancing by herself for long. Marguerite appears at her side. She’s wearing a beautiful A-line sparkly gold dress. She and Fern are silver and gold. Fern stops dancing and I wonder which way it will go. A loving reunion or a quarrel on the dance floor.

      Marguerite holds out her hands and Fern takes them with a smile. In an instant they are in each other’s arms, and Marguerite whispers something into her ear.

      “Awww,” Greg says.

      “Yeah, super aww. But Tina looks pissed,” I tell him. Just past the girls she glowers, running her mouth to her vampire friends. “I think Marguerite is on the outs with the popular kids.”

      “She can always join our crew,” Greg says.

      “Do we have a crew?” I ask.

      “Sure! We’re the lovable losers.”

      “Hey! Speak for yourself.” I swat at his arm.

      “I am,” he says, awkwardly confident, as usual. “I’m lovable.”

      “And maybe not quite such a loser,” I admit.

      The music changes to a slow dance and Greg gets a dreamy look in his eyes. Oh no, I picked the wrong time to drop a compliment. He comes in for the close contact slow dance, and I’m wondering how I’m going to do the one-millionth friendly-fend-off with him, when suddenly Val is in between us. He’s wearing one of those cheesy tuxedo t-shirts. Yet somehow, on him, it doesn’t look cheesy at all.

      “Can I have this dance?’ he asks.

      “I thought you broke up!” Greg’s head pops around Val.

      Val sweeps me in his arms and away before Greg can finish his sentence, which is incredibly rude to my date, but then Val is holding me against him and I don’t even care.

      “You look like a vampire in that dress,” Val tells me.

      I can’t help but laugh. “Why do I get the feeling that’s meant to be the biggest compliment you could ever give me?”

      “It is.” He pulls me in closer.

      I remind myself not to melt into a big gooey puddle. “So good news. Everyone heard about our break up and no one has tried to kill me. So I think it’s safe for us to stop fake dating.”

      Val spins me and the room whirls by in a colorful blur. “What if I don’t want to?”

      “Um, you broke up with me,” I remind him.

      He smiles faintly. “Everyone says that shifters are territorial, but the truth is that vampires are way worse.”

      “Yeah,” I nod. “I’ve heard the tracker dorms stink because the werewolves pee on everything.”

      Val laughs. “I’ve heard that too.” He dips me. “But that’s not quite what I meant.”

      “No, I get it. You were jealous of Greg.”

      “Jealous of Greg? No.” Val makes a face like this is absurd. “I just got the sense that you weren’t into this whole relationship.”

      “Fake relationship,” I remind him.

      “Fake relationship for your benefit,” he adds.

      “I thought it was for Tina’s. So she didn’t get expelled for killing me?”

      Val rolls his eyes. “She wouldn’t have touched you. I was worried about you, okay? You’re so…helpless.”

      “Helpless?” I push away. “I’m the girl who set you on fire, remember?”

      “Why are you mad?” Val shakes his head. “Tensions were high. They still are. I offered you my protection.”

      I put my hands on my hips.

      Suddenly we are no longer dancing. We are standing in the middle of the dance floor, arguing.

      “Why?” I ask, suddenly wanting all the cards on the table. “Why help me? You barely know me. Why were you so concerned that you were willing to put yourself out?”

      Val stares at me with that unreadable expression. Then he sighs. “Do you want to hear that I’m attracted to you, Edie? Will that make you feel better? You want me falling at your feet like Greg does?”

      It is so condescending and…I don’t even know what. My palm itches to slap the smug expression off his face.

      “Excuse me,” Persephone is suddenly beside us and then with another blink she’s attached herself to Val like a curvy redheaded leech. “Mind if I cut in here?”

      “Darcy, please just listen!” I hear someone wail from the other end of the dance floor. It seems like Val and I aren’t the only ones not having a great time.

      I glance around and spot Cassie and Darcy arguing loudly.

      “Actually, we’re still dancing,” Val says, reaching for me. I glance back at Cassie and Darcy in time to see him storm off.

      “Actually,” I say, “This is perfect timing. Enjoy your dance.”

      Persephone smiles and loops both arms around Val’s neck. After a moment Val settles his hands around her hips. A little lower than necessary, if you ask me. He raises an eyebrow at me over Persephone’s shoulder, before turning his attention to her with one of his slanted smiles.

      I am torn between jealousy and hoping she drains all the smug out of him, even if she does it through his…I shake my head. Okay, no, actually that image does bother me. I hurry away to Cassie, who is in tears.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “I told him it was me who sent the note. I tried to explain but he thought it was a prank. He was really mad. He said Themis was super upset about the whole thing, and said she’d be making sure the staff was extra vigilant tonight. So they’re all on edge because of me, and I… I…”

      “It’s okay,” I tell her. “Let’s go after him. I’ll help you explain.”

      “Oh, thank you!” She grabs my hand and pulls me off the dance floor.  We head out the side door, the music muted to a dull roar as the heavy oak falls shut behind us.

      “Where did he…?” I’m glancing to the left when Cassie’s hand goes slack in mine and she shouts.

      “Darcy!”

      He’s running towards us, mouth open as he sprints all-out, pure terror on his face. I react instantly, my wings erupting from my back, a bright, dazzling red that matches my dress. I fly forward, ready to snatch Darcy away from whatever he’s running from—when this giant thing leaps from out of nowhere landing between us.

      It’s man-shaped but I barely get a chance to glance at it before it hefts this huge ax in his hand and with one wild swing—

      I scream and Cassie joins in. I whirl around, wrapping us both in my wings so we don’t have to see.

      But it’s too late. That thing—a minotaur—separated Darcy’s head from his body with one fatal swing.

      And now, it’s coming at us.

      “I said, wait to strike!” A familiar voice—frustrated and angry—rings through the hall. I’d know it anywhere.

      Ocypete has brought the monsters.

      Almost instinctively, my wings retract at the sound of my flight instructor’s voice. They know this person, trust her. With my wings away, I climb to my feet. Behind me, I hear Cassie whimpering.

      Ocypete approaches me cautiously, a myriad of shadows behind her threading out into the light, one by one, each more hideous than the last. There’s a minotaur, hairy and muscular, with horns that could impale me and a line of drool hanging from its mouth. A cyclops, his one eye rolling madly. A three-headed dog looms behind the cyclops, and beyond him a creature with a lion’s head, wings, and goat feet. Behind him, just shadows, a silent, looming army ready to invade Mount Olympus Academy.

      The dull thud of music from the dance floor continues; no one knows what just happened. I’m facing down this army alone.

      “Why are you out here? All students should be inside!” Ocypete is in my face, so angry that I almost feel the need to explain myself. But then I catch of glimpse of the river of blood flowing out of Darcy’s dead body.

      “No,” I say, smacking her finger out of my face. “What are you doing? You just killed a student!”

      For the first time, I see something like uneasiness in Ocypete’s face. “That wasn’t me,” she says slowly. “Not all of my people are as controlled—”

      “You don’t have control of your own army?” I shout at her, my voice breaking. “Darcy never hurt anybody,” I say, my rage sliding quickly into tears. “He was kind…”

      “I know, I know…listen, I know,” Ocypete has one hand on my shoulder, my sobbing now mounting to match Cassie’s, who is still behind me. Poor Cassie, who was right all along, and couldn’t get anyone to listen.

      “She knew,” I say, wiping my nose. “Cassie knew this was going to happen.”

      “But she couldn’t stop it, could she?” Pity asks. “That’s war, kiddo. That’s what I’ve been trying to teach you. It’s ugly and it’s terrible, and good, innocent people die because of it.”

      “People like Darcy?” I snap at her, shrugging out from under her comforting grip.

      “Yes!” She insists. “Exactly! Didn’t you listen to what I told you that day in my nest? The students are always the ones taking the brunt of the battles, serving as shields for the gods. That’s why I’ve brought my monsters here, now. The gods are gathered. Let me—let us—end this.”

      I shake my head. “A monster killed my father! And you want me to believe you’re the good guys?”

      Ocypete shakes her head. “Edie, listen”—one claw clamps onto my wrist—“please, think. Vampires don’t like shifters, right? You’re on the same side, but there are issues, aren’t there? Permanent, long-standing feuds?”

      I remember the Wall of Weeping, and how a shifter killed a vampire there, kicking off the entire blood feud—a feud taking place on the same side of a much larger war.

      I try to jerk my hand from Pity’s claw, but she holds tight. “So?”

      “So, it’s the same for us. Levi and your father—”

      But she doesn’t get to finish. The music gets louder as someone opens the hall door, and then a scream blasts out. It’s Tina, her fangs elongating at the sight of the monsters crowding the hall. She takes one glance at me, sees Pity’s hand on my wrist, and lunges straight at me.

      I’m stuck in place, facing down the vampire I knew would one day kill me, with an army of monsters behind me. It’s the ultimate test and if I freeze—I’m dead.

      My wings erupt, knocking Ocypete back as I turn, dashing for Cassie and scooping her from the floor. Tina is knocked sideways by one of my wings, tossed aside only moments before the monster army advances, and forces their way into the dance.

      I come to a crashing halt at the end of the hall, Cassie limp and dazed in my arms, just in time to hear Ocypete’s orders.

      “Only the gods!” She shouts. “No harm to students!”

      But as the screams fill my ears and the last monster stomps through the river of blood that used to run through Darcy, I know it’s already too late.
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      I leave Cassie in the hall, and follow the screams.

      The dance floor is chaos, shifter students already in their forms and vampires lunging for the throats of monsters. I fling open my wings, rising into the vaulted ceiling to look for Val. A hand grabs me, spins me, and I’m face to face with Greg, his bat wings out, but not fully shifted.

      “Where’s Val?” I shout at him.

      “I don’t know,” he says. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      “Out?” I yell, tearing my arm from his grip. “I’m not leaving everyone here to—”

      “To what, Edie?” Greg yells. “What are you going to do? The other trackers already split. Our job is to find monsters, not fight them. Well look, I found them—they’re everywhere!”

      He points below, and I look just in time to see a centaur jam his thumbs into a werewolf’s eye sockets, easily tearing his body in half with a casual jerk. Blood sprays and I shudder as the body shifts back into human form—a boy from one of my classes.

      “No,” I say. “I’m staying, to fight.”

      “Fight how?” Greg asks. “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, my voice shaky as Tina enters the room, unsteady on her feet after hitting her head against the wall in the hallway. I watch as she calmly assesses the chaos, straightens her dress, and dives in.

      I wish I had her confidence. Wish I knew what I was, knew how to help.

      My wings flutter around me, the part of myself that I am at ease with, the part I trust. I close my eyes, thinking of the other pair, the red ones deep inside me. It’s time to stop locking them out. It’s time to stop being afraid of what I am. The eyes are there, instantly, shifting and rolling, desperate to be released and join the fight. I don’t look away. Instead, I focus, staring into myself.

      They widen. Red. Pulsing. And suddenly I’m tearing, my skin separating and my fingers elongating, scales rippling up my arms as they flex, becoming more, becoming something else. I shriek in pain and Greg shifts completely, his bat-self making a quick exit as I writhe in mid-air, my spine exploding as a tail emerges, the scream that I began ending in something else.

      A roar.

      With it comes fire, and the feeling of bones popping through skin, sharpening to new edges, redefining into something new, something different. Spikes.

      I lash my tail, a new balance achieved as I pull air into my lungs and exhale pure fire. I cry again, this time in exultation as I see my reflection in the windows.

      Merilee was wrong. Cassie was wrong. Everyone was wrong.

      I’m not a harpy, or a bat, and I sure as hell am no goddamn ostrich.

      I am a dragon.

      And I am very, very pissed.

      I dive into the melee, first grabbing a siren in one clawed hand and pitching her out the window. Glass shatters as her black blood falls, and I circle, picking my next target. It’s a cyclops, and he’s got a cat-shifter in his grip, crushing her despite her frenzied clawing. I swoop, staggering the pair with my spiked tail. The girl rolls, as I knew she would—a cat always lands on its feet. But the cyclops is pure strength and brutality, with no grace. He stumbles and is off balance when I pass again, crunching him easily in my jaws, and throwing the remnants back down to the floor.

      My human mind cowers at the violence and destruction, but my dragon-self embraces it. No, it enjoys the thrill of the kill. I roar a fiery explosion of satisfaction and power.

      The cat gives me a nod, catches her breath, and goes back in.

      It’s pure chaos, blood—black and red—flowing everywhere. Hair is flying, fires have broken out. I come back to myself a bit and I search desperately for Val, but I can’t see him anywhere.

      I hear Ocypete shouting orders, still screaming not to harm students, but it’s too late. It’s a free-for-all with everyone fighting for their own lives. No one is pulling their punches.

      I swivel, taking another pass of the room and searching for my next target when I see that the tables have all been turned—literally—and the gods are hiding beneath them. Themis is the only one not seeking cover. She’s with Fern and another medic witch, grabbing injured students and pulling them aside. Confused, I don’t make any kills on that pass, wondering why Kratos and Mr. Zee, Hermes and all of the other well-muscled gods aren’t defending themselves.

      Was Ocypete right? Are they really just using us?

      I only have a second to consider it when I spot Val. He’s backed into a corner and bleeding badly. A lion, crouched and ready to attack, facing him down. It’s not a cat-shifter; I can tell by the way its coat moves—not naturally, but like it’s made of actual gold, encased in metal and impervious to any weapon.

      I may not know whose side I’m on, but I do know that anyone who hurts my fake ex-boyfriend is my enemy.

      With that thought, I swoop.

      And I rage.

      “No!” There’s a shriek as my path of my fire burns through monsters, sending a minotaur reeling. Suddenly, I feel the whisk of wings near mine, and Ocypete has landed in front of the lion, her arms outstretched.

      “Edie! No!” She shouts. “Please! THINK!!”

      But the lion springs at that moment, its muscular back legs releasing as it sails through the air, mouth wide, jaws snarling, claws splayed. Val’s fangs are out and his arms are spread, waiting to meet it. I watch as the two of them roll, locked together.

      I don’t listen to Ocypete. I don’t think. I act, spraying fire at the monster attacking Val—and the one standing in my way.

      Ocypete ignites instantly, her old, brittle skin burning brightly as she ascends on fiery wings, hoping for escape. She doesn’t reach the window, her burnt wings are featherless before she’s twenty feet in the air, and she falls, burning.

      The lion is only scorched, but its back legs are alight and it runs in circles, frenzied. A hydra runs to it, spraying water to extinguish the fire, but with their leader gone, the fight is over. The lion sends one last snarl at me over his shoulder as he flees, harpies, gorgons, minotaurs and centaurs following in his wake. Some students chase after them, picking off a few in their retreat.

      I sink, suddenly exhausted, my new body too heavy for my wings. I come down slowly, already transformed back into a human by the time I reach the floor, where Val finds me.

      “You ruined another of my shirts,” he says, and I see that his tuxedo t-shirt is charred to almost nothing.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I think I need to work more on my aim.” I gulp. “And I think you’re still smoldering.”

      He gives me one of his lopsided grins. “Nah, that’s just a hot vampire thing.”

      A pathetic watery laugh comes out of me. “I wish everything would stop burning. It’s all I can smell.”

      Even as I say it, a soft rain starts to fall, bringing with it the smell of green earth and fresh cut grass. I let the water flow down my face, wishing they were tears. But those seem to have burned away too.

      Or maybe not.

      “Edie,” Val says.

      Just that. Just my name as he takes a step closer, reaching for me.

      One wobbly step is all it takes to get me close enough.

      Then I collapse into his arms, and cry.
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      “Ms. Evans. Have a seat.”

      Mr. Zee’s office looks like it belongs to another world. The walls are painted with murals of the sky and clouds. The furniture is stone with red pillows. Even his desk is weird, looking more like a sacrificial stone table than something that belongs in an office environment. He wears a toga and clutches a golden goblet.

      I move forward and sit on the stone chair, glad for the comfy cushion.

      Mr. Zee eyes me with interest. His gaze seems to see every inch of my skin and I feel suddenly naked. I shiver.

      “So, you’re the impossible girl? The dragon who saved the Academy.”

      “I did what I could,” I mumbled. “I couldn’t save everyone.”

      I can’t help but think of Cassie, who is a total and complete wreck. After this meeting I’m going straight to her room so she doesn’t have to be alone.

      “No. The students’ deaths are not your fault. Monsters are merciless. You see now why the gods started this Academy.”

      I nod. “Pity—Ocypete—I thought she was my friend.”

      Mr. Zee shakes his head. “She fooled us all. I thought that although she was a monster, she had chosen the side of right. I will never make that mistake again.” He takes a sip from his goblet. “Ocypete killed all those students. She set them on fire to make it look like you had done it. She wanted to make you an outcast so she could recruit you.”

      I am so stupid. Why didn’t I report Pity when she told me she was a double agent? We could have avoided all this bloodshed. Darcy would still be alive.

      Mr. Zee produces a file out of nowhere and looks through it. “It seems your father was a student here.”

      I fidget uncomfortably. What is in that file? Will Mr. Zee blame me for the circumstances of my birth?

      “Hmmm, I don’t remember your father. Or your mother. It seems they left to have children. How lucky for us that they did.”

      I blink. What does my file say? Not the truth, that’s for sure. Did Themis change it to stay out of trouble?

      “I’m sorry the monsters killed your father. Once an Academy student, always an Academy student. If they found him they would have wanted revenge.”

      He snaps the folder shut and it disappears. “A dragon! A creature of myth. How amazing. The Academy is so pleased to have you on our side. You will be our strongest weapon in this war.”

      I don’t know what to say. I’ve gone from being the useless shifter who can’t shift, to the hope of the gods.

      “And I have some good news for you. We’ve found your mother. She’s still in Greece.”

      I stand. Then sit. Then stand again. “You’ve found my mom?”

      He nods. “It seems the monsters didn’t kill her. They are probably using her for leverage. We can get a team together to extract her.”

      I collapse back into the chair, shakily. My mom is alive. It’s more than I had hoped for. “And Mavis?” I ask, my voice wavering.

      “Mavis?” Mr. Zee raises and eyebrow.

      “My sister…”

      He frowns. “There’s no record of your sister. I’ll have to dig a little deeper.”

      At least there’s news of my mom. “When can I leave?” I ask.

      “We’ll have to put together a team. A tracker, a spy, a healer, and you. That’s how these things work.”

      “I know who I want on my team,” I tell him.

      “You’ll coordinate with Themis. She takes care of the details. I’m more of an ideas man.” He waves his hand, indicating that he’s dismissing me.

      I leave his office and go directly to Themis’. She’s not in, but I leave her a note that I have to talk with her immediately. I don’t want to leave Cassie alone for too long, though, so I head back to the dorms.

      In the courtyard students stare at me as I pass. I hear their whispers. That I’m a dragon. That I’m the most powerful shifter that ever was. That I saved the school.

      It’s bittersweet. I’m no longer seen as a loser, but at what cost? I catch a glimpse of Greg standing with his friends and detour. It must be hard for him too. He sees me coming and meets me half way.

      I enfold him in a hug and when I look at his face there are tears in his eyes. “Greg, I’m so sorry. I couldn’t…”

      He shrugs. “It’s not your fault.” He gives me a playful punch on the shoulder. “So…you’re a freaking dragon, huh? Badass.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, I guess you don’t want to mate with me anymore, huh?”

      His face reddens. “Oh no, I’m still into it. I mean, imagine a dragon-bat hybrid. Our kids would be awesome.”

      “My answer is still no,” I say as kindly as possible.

      “Well, can’t blame a guy for trying.” His eyes flick over my shoulder. “Great,” he says rolling his eyes.

      I turn to find Val. “Hey Greg, can I have a moment?”

      “Yeah, sure, Edie.” He reluctantly goes back to his friends.

      “You look all healed up,” I say to Val, feeling awkward after I’d cried all over him.

      “Yeah,” Val smiles crookedly and holds out his arms, displaying his perfect self, today wearing a t-shirt that reads FLORIDA: THE BATH SALT STATE. “Even better, after getting burned three times, the healers are sick of patching me up so they put a fireproof spell on me.”

      “Wow, so I guess that’s one defense I won’t be able to use against you.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that. I’ve got a feeling there are more tricks up your sleeve.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, lamely.

      And then we stand there, just sorta staring at each other.

      “I should get back to Cassie,” I say at last. “Was there something you wanted?”

      I’m not sure what I’m hoping for. There’s something between us, but—

      “Val! Come on already!”

      It’s Tina. In her usual sneaky vampire way, she appeared out of nowhere.

      “Tina.” He shrugs her off where she has attached herself to his arm. “I was just saying good-bye to Edie.”

      “Good-bye?” I ask, suddenly feeling bereft. I look at Val, but it’s Tina who answers.

      “Spare me the drama. It’s only a few weeks. Apparently, the gods sent notes to the clans last week. They’re worried about the unusual uptick in interspecies dating and wanted our guardians to be aware of it.”

      “Are you in trouble?” Again, I ask Val. And again, Tina seems to think I’m talking to her.

      “In trouble? Vampires don’t get grounded.” Tina rolls her eyes and somehow makes it look glamorous. “We’re actually going home to celebrate. Val is being sworn to another vampire. It’s like marriage, but way cooler, because—”

      Knowing I’m a dragon makes me brave enough to cut Tina off. “Because you’re vampires. Yeah, I get it.” But my bravado doesn’t last long, as Tina’s words hit me and I realize what they mean. Somehow, as my throat grows tight with tears, I manage to squeak out, “Well congrats, Val. I’m…I really gotta get back to Cassie.”

      I spin and walk away as fast as I can without losing my last shreds of dignity. Anyway, after everything that happened the other night it seems dumb to care about something as small as a broken crush.

      A hand grabs mine and whirls me around. I’m sure it’s Val, finally ready to explain.

      But instead it’s Tina.

      Again.

      “He was never for you,” she tells me in a low vicious voice.

      I gulp and nod. “I know.”

      She nods too. And then suddenly relaxes her grip on my hand. “By the way, I meant to say—you saved Val. I heard. I didn’t see it. But whatever, it seems to be true, so… You’re no longer the worst person on campus.”

      And with that—compliment?—she spins around to leave.

      At least I’ll get a break from her for a few weeks.

      “Vee doesn’t travel well, so you’ll have to feed her for me,” Tina calls back over her shoulder.

      Before I can tell her ‘no way, no how’, she’s already gone.

      

      I take a detour through the dining hall on the way to Cassie’s and am surprised by how easy it is to convince them to give me a giant tub of ice cream. There are apparently perks to being the hero of the day. If nothing else, Cassie and I can eat away our sorrows.

      When I get to Cassie’s room I’m surprised to find her mom, Merilee, there instead. Of course her mom would comfort her. Why would I think she’d be left alone? But where is Cassie? And why does Merilee look so stricken?

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      Merilee turns to me, a piece of paper clutched in her hands. “Edie, you have to help Cassie.”

      “Of course I will!” I say as she pushes the paper at me.

      On it is a note, hastily scribbled but clearly in Cassie’s handwriting.

      The monsters want me. They’re going to take me. Send help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Pillage & Plague]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Kate Karyus Quinn, Demitria Lunetta, and Marley Lynn

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone dreams of being special in some way. Not just to their mom and dad, but to the whole world.

      We all believe we have something extra and unique hiding inside, just waiting to be let out. Something that’s going to make your friends proud to know you, and your enemies wish they’d picked on someone else.

      At three-years-old, I was convinced I was royalty. A princess specifically. I spent a lot of time waiting on the beach for my real mom and dad to come get me. I assumed they’d sail up to our Florida home on a tall ship, somehow fitting in the canal behind our house. They’d wear heavy crowns and beg for me to come be their princess again.

      Two years later, I wanted to be a superhero. Or at least the super sidekick to my older sister, Mavis, who already was special in all the ways. Beautiful. Fastest kid on the playground. Incredibly smart. Yeah, I wanted to be special, but I knew I wasn’t at Mavis’ level. Just being her sidekick was a goal.

      The year I turned ten was a Winter Olympics year. I fell in love with ski jumping—

      a weird thing for a kid to attach themselves to, I know. My mom was way into the figure skating. She and Mavis would watch every second, picking apart costumes and coming up with their own scoring system (ranging from “Super Sucks” to “Super Does Not Suck”).

      “Isn’t this cool, Edie?” Mavis had asked, as the endless train of beautiful girls in sparkly costumes kept going. “Way better than that skiing thing.”

      “Slalom,” I’d corrected her. “And no, it’s not way better. My people fly.”

      Mom had looked at me funny then, her eyebrows coming together.

      “I told you raising them in Florida would make them strange,” she said to my dad, who looked away from the TV a little too slowly when one of the skating girls had a wardrobe malfunction.

      “Huh?” he said. “What now?”

      Mom threw a piece of popcorn at him. “Your daughter wants to fly, Daniel.”

      “Well, I guess someone should teach her, then,” he said. “I mean, how hard can it be?”

      As it turns out, it’s really hard. But I had to wait seven more years to discover that.

      So there I was, a Florida kid who wants to be a ski jumper, with a really fast, really smart older sister.

      “At least you’re not totally ugly,” Mavis said when I was fourteen, patting me on the head.

      “But I’m not special,” I said, having finally come to the realization.

      Except I was totally wrong.

      There was something inside of me the whole time just waiting to get out.

      And that something was a dragon.

      That’s not a metaphor. I am an actual. Freaking. Dragon.

      Well, not all the time. I’m a shifter. So sometimes I’m a dragon and sometimes I’m just normal seventeen-year-old Edie.

      I gotta admit, being special—like hello I can fly and breathe fire type of special—is pretty cool. A little scary, but mostly cool. Let’s see one of those figure skaters try to barbecue a bad guy—with their mouth. And those ski jumpers? They come back down. I don’t have to. Not until I’m ready.

      At the same time…I’ve lost a lot, too.

      My grandma used to say, “There’s always a price to pay.” She’d usually say it while patting her belly after going overboard on Dad’s famous key lime pie.

      My grandma is dead now. She and my dad both died on the same terrible day a year ago when a rogue wave hit her condo. Or news reported it as a rogue wave, but it turned out a monster killed them. This bad dude named Leviathan.

      Levi’s the reason I came to Mount Olympus Academy—a school taught by actual gods. I wanted revenge. And I still do.

      Now, with the whole dragon thing, getting revenge seems more possible than ever. But my teachers say I’m not ready yet. No combat missions are allowed until I officially graduate from the assassination class. We are allowed to go on reconnaissance and rescue missions, though.

      And right now I’m getting ready to lead one. It’s not just any rescue mission. I’m going to get my mother.

      On the same day my dad and grandma were killed, both my mom and sister went missing in Greece. The gods have finally tracked Mom down and after I sorta saved the whole school when monsters invaded our Spring Fling dance, they figured it’d be okay if I went out to get her.

      I shake my head, trying not to think too much about the Spring Fling. I might have saved the day, but I toasted Ocypete—my flying instructor—doing it. Actually, she was more than just a teacher. I thought she was kind of a mentor too. Someone who might take me under her wing. Literally. But it turned out she’d been a double agent the whole time she was working at the school.

      Even worse, she led the monsters who attacked the night of the dance. She tried to tell me that the gods aren’t the good guys, that they’re only using the school and the students as shields so that they don’t have to do their own fighting. But I wasn’t buying the monsters as the good guys.

      Not when one of them killed my dad.
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      “What are you doing?” A tiny voice squeaks near my ear.

      I swat at the bat flying around my head. “Greg, we’re supposed to keep a low profile and stay in human form unless there’s danger,” I remind my bat-shifter friend.

      “I know, that’s why I’m getting it out of my system before we leave campus.” He lands on my shoulder. “Gotta give the wings a good flapping or else they’ll be stiff the next time I use them.”

      He does have a point. The back problems I suffered for most of my life were from keeping my wings hidden. For pretty much my entire life I had no idea they were there. My parents thought they were protecting me by casting a spell that kept my wings hidden deep inside me. I guess it’s hard to raise a daughter who’s half dragon, but I still can’t help but feel a little betrayed by all the lies they told me.

      Once I find my mom, I’m first gonna give her the biggest hug ever (and, let’s be honest, probably cry all over her too), but after that—I’m gonna have some tough questions for her to answer.

      The biggest will be asking who my real parents are, or at least, who my dad is. Turns out, I wasn’t entirely wrong when I was three and told my mom and dad I was waiting for my real parents to come get me. Back then, I was playing make-believe. Last year, I found out the cold, hard truth.

      The parents who raised me aren’t my birth parents. When I arrived at the Academy, my friend Cassie helped me discover that years ago my birth mom was a student here as well. Adrianna Aspostolos died giving birth to me. The people I thought were my parents were students here at the time, too, and my dad—a foundling who’d been raised by the goddess Themis—snuck me off campus, along with my sister Mavis.

      Why Mavis and I were secrets—and in danger—I have no idea. But I bet it has something to do with who my bio-dad is.

      “Oh my gods, what are we waiting for?” the constantly cranky Hepatitis asks.

      I’d wanted my healer friend, Fern, to be on our team, but she and her vampire girlfriend had a really big fight about how dangerous it might be and she decided to stay behind. Hepa has actual field experience and so it was strongly recommended I choose her as a replacement. And when Themis strongly suggests something, that means you do it and you don’t argue.

      “Hey ladies, what did I miss?” A tall, dark, and too handsome for his own good, boy prowls toward us. Even in athletic sandals there’s an unmistakable grace to his movements that hints at the panther hiding beneath.

      “Um, I’m here too, Jordan.” Greg pops back into human form. “I’m definitely not a lady. Not that I have anything against being a lady. I really like ladies. I’m saying lady too much, aren’t I?”

      “You really are,” I agree.

      “Oh, sorry, little guy.” Jordan claps Greg on the back. “I’ll try to remember your preferred pronouns for next time.” Even in human form Greg is on the diminutive side, and next to the much taller and more muscled Jordan the lack of stature is even more pronounced. We all stare at Jordan. “What?” he asks. “Hot guys can be woke.”

      “Hi Jordan,” Hepa immediately perks up, the grumpy girl I know disappearing in a haze of fluttering eyelashes.

      “Hey, uh…” Jordan looks flummoxed for a second. “Chlamydia?”

      “Hepatitis,” I correct him quickly, before she can go for his eyes.

      “Oh right, I knew it was something like that,” he says, flashing a smile that makes Hepa’s anger response diminish into a deep sigh. Like she might even agree that her name is an STD if he likes that better.

      It’s impossible to be mad at this guy. He’s so friendly and open. You’d think he was a sheepdog shifter. Reaching under his shirt to scratch, Jordan asks, “Where we going again?”

      An inbred sheepdog. ’Cause he’s not the brightest kid at school. He is, however, the best observer in the spy class. His specialty is to park his panther butt somewhere and watch, for days if he has to. Greg insists he’s never seen anyone better at concealed surveillance.

      Another good thing about Jordan is he can double for a tracker, because let’s face it, Greg is not great at his job. Apparently, panther shifters are natural trackers. According to Greg, Jordan is an all-around, great guy…and he’d know, since they’re roommates. With Greg vouching for Jordan, I had to take him. So many people wanted to join our group—after I went all dragon at the Spring Fling I went from the loser new girl to an Academy legend.

      Hepa sighs. “We went over the plan last night. There were handouts. And a PowerPoint presentation. I’m surprised she didn’t cap it off with a musical number.”

      “Aw yeah, that woulda been solid,” Jordan agrees, totally missing Hepa’s sarcasm. And her point—that I am trying way too hard to be a good leader and have no idea what I’m doing.

      The truth is, the last time I can remember leading anything was in second grade when my teacher would choose a different kid every week to be the line leader. The week I got chosen was Thanksgiving break, so I only got two days…and I totally got lost, too, leading the whole class into the fifth-grade wing, where we’d been intimidated by the taller, bigger, stronger kids.

      And now here I am, leading a bunch of teenagers right into the mouths of taller, bigger, stronger monsters. That didn’t work out too well at the Spring Fling, when Darcy—a merman that my best friend Cassie had a crush on—was decapitated by a centaur.

      I left that part out of the PowerPoint.

      Greg was friends with Darcy too. It seems like everyone was. He even tried to help me find my inner shifter once. His death was hard on us all, no one more so than Cassie. And that’s why I will never accept what Ocypete told me—that the gods are the real villains.

      No, Ocypete, I think. You were on the wrong side. Not me.
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      “Hey team!” Hermes joins us—yes, the actual god—and I stifle a groan.

      Hermes was my first contact with the gods. After flirting with me more than state law allows, he gave me my first flying lesson…by dropping me from the sky.

      “God-bro!” Jordan says, fist-bumping the god.

      Hermes goes in for the hug, giving the panther shifter a little extra squeeze. He’s a total sleaze, but at least he doesn’t discriminate.

      Mount Olympus Academy boasts gods for instructors, and shifters, witches, and vampires as students. While there’s not exactly an interspecies dating rule, it’s definitely frowned upon. Last year when Val and I—

      “No,” I say aloud, breaking my own thought process. I’m not going to think about Val. There’s a reason there aren’t any vampires on my team.

      “No what?” Greg asks.

      “No…” I search for an answer. Because I am definitely not talking about Val either. “No dance number until we come back with my mom,” I finish lamely.

      “Ahem,” Themis is suddenly with us, her disapproving gaze falling on Hermes as he curls a tendril of Hepa’s hair around one finger.

      Hepa doesn’t even have to slap him away. She looks him in the eye and says, “I do not consent.” Immediately there’s a flash of blue light where he’s touching her hair, and the smell of electricity in the air.

      Hermes shakes his hand but grins, undeterred. “I’m just trying to be friendly.”

      “Wow.” I say. “You’ve got to teach me that spell.”

      “If you touch me again without my permission, I’m going to put a hex on you that will shrink your…”

      “Okay, fine,” Hermes tells her. True, he doesn’t seem to care about the interspecies dating thing, but he could stand to discriminate a little bit more. We are students, after all. Hermes breaks away from Hepa, coming to me last.

      “Hermes,” I say, dancing out of his reach when he comes in for the hug.

      “Edie,” he says, nonplussed, holding his arms out wide.

      Hepa’s reaction has inspired me. “I don’t think teachers should hug students…much less try to do other things with them.”

      “She means sex things,” Greg cuts in.

      “When are you going to learn that sex is fun?” Hermes shakes his head but drops his arms.

      “Sex is fun!” Jordan agrees enthusiastically.

      “AHEM,” Themis says again, finally bringing the group into some sort of order. “Edie, is your team ready for their mission?”

      I glance at the group: Jordan, still a little starry-eyed and distracted by the mention of sex; Hepa, standing at strict attention, eyes bolted to Themis; and Greg, who is looking at…my chest.

      I sigh. I’d hoped he’d be over me by now. We did go to the Spring Fling together, but it was a pity date and people died, so not exactly the start of an epic romance.

      “Yes,” I say, trying to sound confident. At least everyone remembered their packs with their supplies. Some food, some Euros, a few other things. “We are definitely good to go.”

      But my voice doesn’t quite ring true, because it’s not.

      Someone is missing.

      Cassie.

      My friend. The first person to welcome me to Mount Olympus Academy. The girl whose prophecies were never more relevant than the lunch menu. She also helped me find out all that information about my parents, even going so far as to touch a Seer Stone in order to increase her powers. That stone knocked something loose inside of her, causing her to see more important events. Bad events. Like when she foresaw Darcy, her crush, literally losing his head the night of the ball.

      But a lifetime of saying unimportant things had sullied her reputation and she’d known no one would believe her. The last I saw Cassie she was sobbing uncontrollably near the puddle of blood that had been Darcy. I’d been shuttled away, my newfound dragon-shifting ability putting me in the spotlight. The gods all wanted to talk to the first ever dragon shifter. By the time I got back to my dorm I’d heard the news—Cassie was gone. The only thing she left behind was a note, hastily scribbled but clearly in her handwriting.

      The monsters want me. They’re going to take me. Send help.

      I wanted to go straight out and find her, even if it meant burning down anyone who got in my way. I’d lost enough people and Cassie wasn’t going to be among them. Not if I could help it. But before I could even pack my bags, Themis showed up and nixed my plan. She told me any unsanctioned mission would lead to expulsion.

      I had trouble fitting in at my old school. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be any better now that I’m a dragon shifter. Plus, the Academy has become my home.

      So I decided to bide my time and wait.

      But Themis is still on my shit list.

      Speaking of which…

      Themis and her constantly judging gaze slides over my group. “A team with three shifters? And no vampire?” Her eyebrows inch higher.

      “Bet I know why,” Hermes adds helpfully. My temper flares, and I open my mouth, sending a small jet of fire towards him, singing his eyebrows.

      “Ow! Shit, kid!” He cries, hands going to his face. “Not my money maker!”

      Ocypete was right about one thing–the gods are total babies about pain. Hepa pushes past me, her hand going to her leather pouch at her side.

      “I got it, I got it,” Hermes waves her away, his god’s blood already healing his injuries. We watch as his eyebrows grow, the bubbled skin around them smoothing back out into the chiseled features we all know so well.

      “Are you done with your petty squabbles?” Themis asks me, hands on her hips.

      I look at Hermes, who puts his hands up in surrender.

      “Yes,” I tell her.

      “As I was saying, this is an interesting crew,” Themis continues. Her eyes going to Jordan and Greg. “Two trackers?”

      Jordan grins. “I’m not a tracker. I’m a spy. I don’t conform to your stereotypes.”

      Okay, I don’t know what the boy has been doing with his free time, with all his talk of stereotypes and personal pronouns.

      Greg, noticing my surprised look, whispers to me, “Jordan got called out for being a bro so he’s trying to compensate. Think he did some research when he went home for his week off…or he banged a women’s studies major.”

      Jordan lifted his shirt after noticing the print on it and is now trying to read it upside down. He’s still a bro. It’s unescapable. But judging from the way Hepa is scoping out his exposed six-pack, she’s definitely buying what he’s selling.

      “Preconceived notions of shifter roles are so last millennium,” she agrees and melts when Jordan turns his grin on her.

      “It’s a recovery and rescue mission,” I remind Themis, trying to get us back on track. “It made sense.”

      To me. At the time. Of course, now Themis is making me second-guess everything.

      “Interesting,” is all she says in the face of my carefully constructed logic.

      “Alright,” Themis claps her hands together. “Are you ready to depart?”

      We look at one another, and nod. But Themis isn’t talking to us.

      “Hermes?” she asks, who seems to be distracted by Jordan’s still lifted shirt.

      “Huh?” Hermes asks. “Depart? Yes! I am totally ready.” He jingles the key ring and the bundle of old-fashioned keys rattles. “Follow me, my lovelies.”

      That’s right. A group of teens consisting of a witch, a bat, a panther, and a dragon are following a pervy god to an undisclosed location.

      This is my life.
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      “Hold up!”

      We’ve barely taken two steps when a booming voice stops us in our tracks. With a flash of light, Mr. Zee appears before us.

      Themis audibly sighs.

      “I’ve come to see you off,” Mr. Zee says in a way that makes it clear he’s doing us a great honor. “I can’t let the only dragon shifter in history go off without a word of advice from me. Exceptional beings must stick together,” he adds, tipping me a wink.

      “Actually,” Themis says, inspecting her nails. “I’m not sure that our Edie is all that exceptional.”

      “What?” Hermes and Mr. Zee ask…at the same time I do.

      WTF, Themis? I know it’s a big freaking deal that I’m a dragon. Everyone basically peed their pants—while fighting for their lives—when I shifted at the Spring Fling. So why is the story changing now?

      Cassie’s mom, Merilee, spots us as she’s crossing campus, and detours to Themis’ side. She looks awful, which is to be expected since her daughter was kidnapped by our enemies. Her hair is a blonde tangle and her face a shiny mess. She probably hasn’t washed in days, at least not with anything but tears.

      Since Cassie disappeared, I’ve been checking in on her mom to see how she’s doing. But with planning the mission, I haven’t seen her in a few days.

      “Mr. Zee.” Merilee tugs at his toga where it drapes over the arm. He looks down at her like one would a spider crawling on their bare flesh—with a mixture of disgust, astonishment, and certainty that he can squish her flat. Merilee, meanwhile, is oblivious to all of it. “You told me you’d have an update on Cassie.”

      With practiced ease, Themis takes hold of Merilee and pulls her away from Mr. Zee. “What good timing, Merilee. We were just discussing Edie’s dragon status and would appreciate your historical insights.”

      “Yes…shifter history is endlessly fascinating,” Merilee says absently.

      Themis is asking her because she runs the record room. She’s a seer, like her daughter, but more specifically, she’s a finder. She memorizes—and mentally catalogues—everything she reads.

      If it’s happened in the history of Mount Olympus, Merilee knows. When I first suspected I was a dragon she laughed in my face. In a nice way. She thought the suggestion was absurd. “Dragons don’t exist,” she’d insisted. And up to that point, they hadn’t. Until me.

      So why is Themis inspecting her manicure and insisting I’m not special?

      “And what did you find, Merilee?” Themis prompts.

      “Oh, yes. Edie. Well, obviously you were not raised by your biological parents—”

      “Hold up,” Mr. Zee interrupts. “You mean, this isn’t a rescue mission for Edie’s hot dragon mama?”

      “No, it is not.” Themis’ mouth purses. “And might I remind you that your own rules state—”

      Thunder rumbles the ground beneath our feet. A lightning rod appears in Mr. Zee’s hand as he leans into Themis, terrifying in his rage. “Woman, thou shalt not cockblock me. As I proclaim it, so it shall be.”

      Themis looks more amused than scared. Still, her tone is respectful. “Of course, Zee. As you say.”

      “That’s right.” He is pacified and the lightning bolt disappears from his hand. Sunlight streams down on us once more as the clouds that had crowded overhead disperse. “Anyway,” he smiles brightly, rage completely forgotten. “Those rules are for students. Parents are fair game.” Mr. Zee nudges Hermes. “Am I right?”

      “The fairer the game, the better,” Hermes agrees.

      They chuckle together. It’s icky. Even Jordan looks grossed out.

      Suddenly, Mr. Zee’s mood shifts and he looks extremely sad. “But no hot dragon mom, huh?” he asks Themis and Merilee.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Merilee says, shaking her head. “Dragons don’t exist, so how could one be Edie’s mother?”

      “But if she’s not the child of dragons what is the provenance of”—he swirls a hand through the air, clearly searching for my name—“this one?”

      “We believe she may be the result of a union between two shifters of different types. Perhaps a bat and an ostrich,” Merilee says. “I went quite far back into the archives and found other interesting offspring—”

      As soon as Merilee says archives, Mr. Zee loses interest. Or maybe he just misheard her, because he starts doing the hand jive while also humming the song from “Greece” that goes with it.

      Meanwhile, Greg is ecstatic. “I knew you had some bat in you.” He waggles his eyebrows. “My offer still stands if you want a little more—”

      “Very little more,” Hepa quietly snickers.

      “An ostrich?” Jordan asks, his usual emotion—confusion—evident. “But where’s the lizard part come in? Wouldn’t it be like…” His forehead scrunches as he puzzles it out. “Like a bat and a Gila monster?”

      “No,” Themis says, very patiently. “The ostrich is descended from the dinosaurs, and some of that DNA must have been activated by the…” She actually wrinkles her nose. “By the bat, I suppose.”

      “Damn right,” says Greg, triumphantly.

      “Wait…” Jordan, even more confused, turns to Hepa. “Dinosaurs are real?”

      She tries to stop herself, but the laughter erupts. I’m tempted to laugh with her, but the idea that my cool dragon might be result of an ostrich and a bat mating is a little deflating. Those are the two shifter animals I didn’t want to be and now I might be both of them!

      Mr. Zee crosses his arms over his chest. “I don’t like all the shifters mixing. What happened to sticking to your own kind? Sure, today we’ve got a dragon, but tomorrow it could be a hornless unicorn.”

      “Um,” Hermes frowns. “Wouldn’t that just be a regular horse?”

      “Exactly!” Zeus thunders. “That’s the problem with diluting the blood.”

      Without saying good-bye, he stalks off, still muttering to himself about crossbreeding and well, a bunch of other stuff that sorta makes him sound like a bigot. Which is not really a comfortable thought. But I’m probably just overreacting. This is a whole different world and I am still very, very new here.

      “Mr. Zee, about Cassie…” Merilee runs after him, waving her hands.

      I want to go with her, to use the little bit of status I’ve gained to convince them we need to get Cassie. Now. But first I need to rescue my mom.

      Themis clears her throat. “Edie, are you running this mission or shall we cancel so you can continue daydreaming here in the quad?”

      I stare at Themis, stunned by this snark attack. “No, we’re going. I mean”—I turn and gesture to the rest of the group— “Let’s go team!”

      Hepa rolls her eyes while Greg sends a sympathetic smile my way. When even Greg is pitying me, I know it’s not going well.

      Themis, Hermes, Mr. Zee, and all the other gods have this effortless attitude of power and authority. And confidence. Most of the students here do, too. They make me feel like a clueless Swamper. That’s the nasty term for someone who doesn’t belong. And until six months ago it’s exactly who I was.

      Which is why as we follow Hermes across the campus, I debate whether I should ask how we’re getting to Greece. Flying—in an airplane—seems like the most obvious, but nothing at Mount Olympus Academy is that clear cut.

      We’re crossing the main lawn when someone taps my shoulder. Two taps, not hard enough to hurt, but definitely demanding attention.

      I look over. Ugh.

      With her usual “who farted” expression, Tina, my bitchier-than-thou roommate, stares at me mutely, waiting. It’s possible she expects me to curtsy.

      Instead I settle for a simple, “Hi Tina.”

      I didn’t even know that she was back on campus for summer term. As usual, she looks stunning, her required uniform punked-out to her own specifications, the bright green highlights in her hair still holding their vibrance. After I saved everyone at the dance, she’d announced I was no longer the “worst person on campus,” but we’re not exactly besties.

      More importantly…if she’s here then that means Val is too.

      I strain around her to look. Surprisingly helpful, Tina actually steps aside.

      Then I see why Tina is being so accommodating.

      Val stands with another vamp. No, not just stands. He’s holding hands with her.

      I feel the heat rise in my throat, but I hold it back. I do not flambé my romantic rivals.

      I’d practiced acting cool and disinterested for when he returned to campus. But for some reason it never occurred to me that his fiancée would come with him. Yep, fiancée. Even if it’s the product of an arranged marriage, seeing the two of them together is just too much. I try to step away, to continue following Hermes, to focus on my mission, but Tina grabs my arm.

      “Oh, you just have to meet Val’s fiancée.” She loops her elbow through mine and pulls me along. Vampires are freaky strong, so I have no choice but to let her lead me. I mean, I could fry her with a blast of dragon fire, but that might get me kicked out of school.

      I’d be more tempted to run the risk and set Val on fire, but the healers magicked him with a fireproof spell last year after he caught on fire for the third time, deciding to allocate their resources elsewhere.

      “Edie, this is Val’s soon-to-be wife, Larissa Golov, from the Russian Golovs. She transferred schools to be with her intended. And of course, you know Val. I mean, didn’t you guys…date? Or something?”

      “Yeah, I get it, Tina. Thanks.”

      We kind of dated. Val set up a fake relationship with me in order to shield me from accusations after students were being turned into piles of ash all over campus. He’d claimed to be with me—in bed, thanks a lot—the night our female assassins’ dorm caught fire.

      Fake relationship or not, it had felt real enough when he broke it off.

      “I am very pleased to meet you,” Larissa says.

      Her voice is sweet and she smiles at me. It’s not a typical ‘let me show you my fangs’ vampire smile, but a real one. Like she actually is pleased to meet me. I didn’t know nice vampires were a thing. She doesn’t share the punk style of the vamps on campus either, judging from her cute little garden dress with a gossamer layover.

      If she hadn’t shown up with Val, I think this girl and I would be friends, instead of bitter rivals. I give myself a little mental shake. This girl is not my enemy. We are not going to roll around in the mud and pull each other’s hair as we fight over a boy.

      And yet, I can’t stop my eyes from drifting over to the boy in question.

      Larissa is way overdressed compared to Val. I want him to look visibly unhappy. But he’s as unreadable as ever. I check out his snarky T-shirt for some sort of hint as to what’s going on inside his head, but all it says is, Give Blood. Give Life.

      “Pleased to meet you,” I finally say in response to Larissa.

      “Edie’s my roommate,” Tina informs her. “She’s a shifter.”

      “Oh?” Larissa’s eyes light up. “How interesting! I have always wanted to meet shifter.”

      “How about that?” Tina smiles at me, fangs glinting. “As the two newest students on campus, I bet you and Larissa are gonna be good friends.”

      Val finally speaks. “Edie, it looks like your group is getting impatient.” He jerks his head in the direction of my team, who have all been avidly watching this entire interaction.

      What does it say for my leadership abilities that I’d entirely forgotten about them?

      “Right,” I say lamely.

      Tina flashes me a phony smile. “See ya later Edie…and you’d better have fed Vee while I was gone. If she has one limp leaf, you’re dead.”

      Vee is Tina’s pet Venus Fly Trap. She’s bizarrely attached to the thing so she isn’t joking about killing me. I actually did feed it. I have the bite mark on my finger to prove it.

      “We must meet more later,” Larissa says in her charming accented voice, again sounding totally sincere and non-sarcastic. She waves as Val turns without another word or glance my way.

      I watch them walk away, hand in hand, Larissa excitedly pointing at this and that as they go. It’s a relief when they turn a corner and disappear from view.
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      “Ouch. That was painful,” Hermes says.

      “I guess this means there’s no chance of you getting back with Val,” Greg adds, hopefully.

      “If you’re looking for a rebound, I’m around,” Jordan winks. “I like strong women.”

      Hepa’s the only one who doesn’t comment, but she shoots me a pitying look, which is almost worse.

      “Let’s just go,” I say, hurrying along in the direction that Hermes was leading us before I got vampire detoured.

      Past the dorms but before the archives building is a little garden surrounded by pillars, nine in all, with a fountain at its center. The stone figure is of Hermes himself, stylized midflight, his winged feet dancing on the water’s surface.

      He is also completely naked.

      I sigh. There’s just no escaping Hermes’ penis.

      He goes to the fountain and the pillars light up. Two of them grow brighter than the others, a sheet of light appearing before them.

      “That’s the portal to our Grecian doorway.” Hermes says. “We can’t get you all the way to where you need to be, but we can get you close.”

      “Don’t worry,” Greg says, pointing to the pack slung over his shoulder. “I brought the map you gave us last night.”

      I swallow. “And we get back how?”

      Hepa groans. “Oh gods, don’t you know anything?”

      Hermes hands me one of the keys. “Throw it in the fountain on the other side. It’s set it to let five pass through in case you find your mom.”

      “Great. Thanks.” I take it from him. “And it’s when we find my mom.”

      “That’s the plucky attitude I like,” Hermes says condescendingly.

      “Wait,” Hepa says. “We can’t go wandering around Greece in our school uniforms.” She has us stand in a circle and recites an incantation. Our uniforms change to normal clothes, khakis and light-colored tops.

      “Oh yeah, um, good thinking,” I say, embarrassed that I didn’t think of it first.

      “Unless you have further accessorizing to do, I suggest, you know…leave,” Hermes tells us.

      “Okay, let’s go.” I adjust my pack on my shoulders, hold my head high, and walk through the doorway.

      Icy cold stings every bit of my body. I am in the midst of—

      Nothing.

      I’m either in the middle of the portal…or a walk-in freezer.

      I force myself to take another step and the nothingness gives way to the sands of an endless desert. There are pillars and the fountain, with Hermes’ stone penis staring me in the face, just like back at the Academy. But beyond that miles and miles of smooth silt.

      One by one my team arrives behind me.

      “What the…” Hepa says with a shiver.

      “Is this Greece?” Greg asks.

      “Does Greece have a desert?” I ask, feeling stupid.

      Hepa says no at the same time Jordan says maybe.

      “Greg, can you take a look around?” I ask, motioning to the sky.

      “I mean, I could fly up there,” he tells me, “but my vision is terrible during the day and that sun is brutal.”

      “We should just go back,” Hepa says. “Obviously something has gone wrong.”

      Not the worst suggestion. Clearly Hermes was too busy staring at Jordan’s abs to bother checking that our destination was correct.

      I hesitate, not sure what to do. If we’re in the right place, I’ll seem like an idiot if we return without even looking around first. Also…I would like to defrost a bit more before immediately tucking our tails between our legs and retreating.

      “Let’s just check it out,” I say.

      Hepa is mid-scoff when the earth moves beneath us. I fall on my butt in the sand. Hepa’s down with me, but Greg has turned into a bat and is hovering while Jordan gracefully maintains his feet.

      “Earthquake,” Hepa shouts, but then something pushes its way out of the sand.

      It’s a white tail with a nasty looking stinger at the tip that’s at least the size of my arm. How big is the rest of the creature?

      “Oh gods, no,” I moan.

      It’s not an earthquake.

      It’s a monster attack.
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      The earth around us groans as a giant pale claw appears, then another. As the monster’s head and beady eyes emerge, sand flows off its carapace like water.

      My shivers are no longer from being cold as I take in the giant white scorpion standing before us.

      His stinger slams into the earth, nearly impaling Hepa. Luckily, Jordan has already shifted into his panther form. He head-butts the scorpion, knocking it off-balance.

      “Run,” he growls at us. Only shifters can understand other shifters when they’re in their animal forms, but Hepa doesn’t need a translator—she’s already running.

      I scramble to my feet, ready to follow her lead, when it occurs to me—oh yeah, I don’t have to be weak helpless little Edie.

      I can be a dragon.

      I’d bet my wings that dragon beats scorpion.

      “Get out of the way,” I shout to everyone.

      Jordan switches back to human form and bounds across the unstable earth scooping Hepa up in his arms. He runs with her while Greg, in his bat form, follows.

      I face the scorpion head on, allowing my dragon side to take over. Since the Spring Fling, I’ve shifted a few times, and the feeling never changes. My wings sprout first, emerging from my back in a rush of red. They can change colors according to my mood but when I’m fighting, they’re the color of blood. My spine arches, each vertebra elongating and sharpening, erupting from my back as spikes. Scales shimmer down my arms and legs. Fire chokes my throat.

      Gods, it feels amazing. I. Am. A. Dragon.

      And I am going to tear apart this monster that dared to come after my team.

      I let loose a mighty dragon roar and the scorpion pauses a second before trying to sting me with its tail, darting the sharp dripping needle closer and closer. I let loose a blast of skin melting, body crisping, bad ass dragon fire.

      The flame does absolutely nothing to the scorpion.

      Oh crap. It must be fire resistant. I’ve done no combat training while in my dragon form. I slash with my claws but the scorpion easily dances back out of my reach.

      I panic, flapping my wings. That at least gets the air moving, blasting the monster back a bit. When I’m airborne I spot Greg, hovering above Jordan, who is still carrying Hepa in his arms as he runs. It doesn’t seem to be slowing Jordan down a bit. But he’ll tire eventually. And the scorpion—

      Is still in pursuit, gaining on them.

      I swoop down toward my team, grabbing Jordan and Hepa in my claws and carrying them into the air. Greg follows.

      I try to ignore Hepa cursing my leadership skills, but at least they’re out of the way of the scorpion and its giant deadly stinger. I circle and in the distance spot an area with some palm trees.

      An oasis! Maybe the monster won’t be able to track us that far away?

      I give the scorpion a final look and notice it’s stopped at a point, not moving forward. I go lower to get a better look and Hepa once again curses my name. What is the creature doing? Every time it tries to move past that point, a wall of air shimmers and sparks. Interesting.

      I turn to the oasis and fly us there, dropping Hepa and Jordan onto some soft brush. Jordan easily lands on his feet while Hepa rolls a couple of times and gets to her knees, coughing up dirt.

      I shift back into my human form. “Is everyone okay?”

      “Just great,” Hepa says, sarcasm dripping from every word. She spits out another mouthful of sand.

      “What was that?” Greg squeaks, landing on my shoulder.

      “That was a really big ass scorpion,” Jordan, master of the obvious, adds.

      “Can you shift back to human, Greg, so I’m not missing part of the conversation?” Hepa asks.

      Chagrined, Greg shifts. And then all eyes are on me.

      “So what are we going to do?” Greg asks.

      “I don’t know,” I admit.

      “Let’s…catch our breath and regroup,” Hepa says, getting to her feet. “By the looks of it, that scorpion was tasked with guarding that portal. It couldn’t cross that magical barrier so it has to stay in a certain predetermined location, which is good because that means we’re safe here. Bad because it means we’re stuck.”

      “What if that thing has friends around?” Greg asks.

      “Scorpions hate water and wet sand. If they come too near they could drown,” Hepa says. “Didn’t you guys take Monsters 101?”

      “I must have missed that day,” I mumble.

      I take a deep breath, shivering. Our shadows are getting longer and the air is cooler.

      “How is the sun setting?” Greg asks. “It’s morning.”

      “Not here. Wherever here is,” I say. “Sounds like we’re safe for now. In the morning I’ll fly us back to the fountain and the portals.”

      “And the scorpion,” Hepa adds. “You’ll fly us back to the scorpion. Good plan.”

      “Maybe we can get up early and sneak past it when it’s sleeping,” I suggest, even though I know it’s a totally lame plan.

      “Do scorpions sleep?” Jordan asks, and Hepa nods.

      “They’re nocturnal, but again, this one has been given a task,” she adds. “It will fight to the death.”

      “Then we’ll fight back,” I say.

      Greg paces nervously. I can tell he wants to change back to bat form. When adrenaline is running high like it is now, it’s a struggle to not shift. “Why are we here and not Greece?”

      “I’m gonna find out,” I promise. “But first, let’s get back to the Academy alive.”
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      Later, Jordan decides to take a moonlit skinny dip and Hepa is at the edge of the water creeping on him. She was subtle at first but now is openly staring.

      I mean, I am a bit too. It’s hard not to. Jordan has an animal magnetism that draws you to him, and his penis is definitely something that whoever carved Hermes’ statue might want to take a look at.

      I adjust my gaze, feeling like a perv. Greg sits under a palm tree next to me.

      “Gonna take a dip too?” I ask.

      “Nah. Reminds me of Darcy too much. I’d rather not think about him right now.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with remembering those who died.”

      I’ve lost so many people. My dad. My grandma. Even Ocypete…yeah, maybe it’s better not to think about that right now. Too complicated.

      “Well, I’m going in!” I say, stripping down to my underwear. The desert night air is cool but the water is still warm. I splash into the reservoir and float on my back. Just like Darcy taught me.

      “If you don’t mind me paying you a compliment…” Jordan says from a few feet away.

      I could use a compliment about now. “Go ahead.”

      “You have a smokin’ hot bod.”

      I stand and look at him, my feet touching the bottom. I can’t help the shiver I feel. “Thank you, Jordan. You’re not so bad yourself.”

      He gazes at me with his amber panther eyes, and I regret my decision to join him. I’d run away from Greg because I didn’t want to talk about Darcy, or think about the dead. But being near Jordan makes me think other thoughts…thoughts that bring up memories of Val.

      I flee the water. I don’t need a complication.

      We make a fire, or, Hepa does, casting a quick incantation with a tap of her finger. Then we eat a little of the food in our packs, Greg still wondering aloud how we ended up in the middle of…wherever we are.

      I remember Ocypete, standing in front of me to shield a chimera from my blazing wrath, begging me to THINK!!

      Ocypete had tried to turn me over to the monsters’ side before the night of the attack. She’d convinced a few other students to spy for her, but the gods got wise and she had to kill her recruits so they wouldn’t talk.

      I think Fern might’ve been one of them. We haven’t yet had a proper talk about that. Fern doesn’t even know that I talked with Ocypete and she’d called Fern “one of hers.” I just can’t imagine Fern doing anything to hurt people. She’s a healer!

      But what if I’m wrong? What if she had a part in getting us sent to the wrong portal? Maybe the reason she didn’t want to go on this mission had nothing to do with her girlfriend not liking it.

      I hate suspecting a friend, but someone purposely sent us here…or at least, didn’t want us to get my mom. I don’t know where the portal keys are kept or who has access to them, but it’s definitely something I have to find out when I get back to Mount Olympus Academy…if I get back.

      Whoever did this sent us to a portal protected by a monster. They might have wanted to keep me apart from my mom—forever.

      My heart pounds with all the questions. It seems like the more I learn about my past, the less I understand.

      Or am I just being paranoid? Hermes might be a god, but nobody ever claimed he was a genius. It’s not beyond him to completely mess up and grab the wrong key. Maybe he was just distracted by Jordan’s midsection, and tossed the wrong one through the portal.

      It is a distraction. A nice one too. He’d peeled off his shirt once Hepa got the fire started, then, like a true cat, got dangerously close to the source of warmth.

      Soon, Hepa calls it a night. The rest of us are still too keyed up from the day, so we kick around ideas for tomorrow. But as it gets late and we get punchy, we start to become ridiculous. Jordan suggests we eat the notoriously disgusting beef chili meal pack.

      “Give it a few hours,” he says, “And we can kill that big bad scorpion with fart power.”

      Greg, not to be outdone, suggests we just invite the scorpion to join our side and attend MOA with us.

      This cracks us up.

      “Oh my gods!” I laugh. “Can you imagine Mr. Zee’s face? Or Themis’?”

      “Yeah, but Hermes would totally hit on him,” Jordan adds.

      When our laughter finally dies down, Greg yawns hugely and soon after shuffles off to bed. Jordan follows a little bit later. But I stay by the dying fire. I need to come up with a plan better than fart power.

      Something crackles to my left, I spin around, my wings springing out as I prepare to shift. Then I spot Jordan up in one of the trees, watching the sands.

      I sigh in relief and my wings relax, disappearing back beneath my skin. Slipping out from under my blanket, I go to the bottom of the tree.

      “Can’t sleep?” I ask.

      He’s down in a second, landing in the sand in front of me without a sound. His ninja skills are alarmingly hot.

      “This is what I do,” he says. “I watch. I can go days without sleep.” He licks his lips and I can’t help but follow the movement. “It’s all about stamina.”

      I swallow and resist the urge to ask any follow up questions about Jordan’s…stamina. “Any movement from our friend the scorpion?”

      “Not that I can see, and I would see. I have excellent night vision.”

      Those eyes are on me again. This time I don’t look away. I take a step closer. Why the hell not?

      Jordan is game.

      Val has a fiancée and has clearly moved on. Whatever was between us—if there was anything—is over. And I need to get over it before I seriously embarrass myself.

      I lean in and kiss Jordan’s smooth lips

      He purrs into my mouth as his tongue invades. It rasps against mine, rough like a cat’s.

      I should’ve been expecting that, but I wasn’t and I’m a little weirded out. I push that aside, focusing instead on the way he cups the back of my head in one oversized hand.

      He adjusts me expertly, finding the perfect angle to deepen the kiss. I sink into sensation. Enjoying his hot mouth. His warm hard body. And his whiskers gently tickling my face.

      Whiskers!?! What the what?!

      I jerk back.

      Yeah. I am definitely kissing a dude with cat whiskers.

      I’m out.

      I clear my throat. “Ugh, we probably shouldn’t do this. I’m your team leader and if I make out with you, then I should probably make out with everyone.”

      “Yeah!” Jordan grins. “Team building orgy. I like it.”

      “No, no. Definitely—just no.” I shake my head to make sure he gets it, “I think it’s best if we keep our team non-orgiastic.”

      Jordan visibly deflates, but then after a moment shrugs. “You’re the boss.” He gives me a quick peck on the cheek and then springs back up into his tree.

      His sweetness melts my heart but not enough to try making out with a cat-man again. I think Jordan and I are meant to be strictly platonic.

      I settle back beside the last dregs of the fire and even though I fight against it, my eyes eventually drift closed and I fall asleep.
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      Okay, maybe making out with one of my teammates in the middle of a crisis was a bad idea. We weren’t as discreet as I thought either because everyone is acting weird. Hepa won’t speak to me this morning, and Greg is answering all my questions in monosyllables.

      On top of that, I woke up to Jordan happily peeing into the reservoir, not bothering to cover up, and apparently not realizing that he was contaminating our only water source.

      Hepa and Greg reluctantly refilled their flasks from the farther end of the pool, with Jordan on their heels, apologizing sheepishly.

      “Urine is water soluble,” I tell them. “I learned that in non-magical school.”

      Hepa gives me the look of death while Greg mumbles something about me making excuses for my new boy toy.

      Get it together, Edie, I think to myself.

      I’m the leader. I’m the one who has to get us out of this. I went through those portals thinking I’m coming, Mom, then ended up doing everything wrong. I’ve got to get my game face on, or Mr. Zee and Themis won’t ever let me off campus again—which means leaving Mom, Cassie, and maybe even Mavis out to dry.

      Mavis would know what to do, I think, brushing away a tear. Back home in Florida she’d hadn’t even blinked when a creepy crawly was in our bedroom. Instead she’d smashed it with a thick book. As official bug killer Mavis always flushed them down the toilet to get rid of them…

      And Hepa said that scorpions can drown.

      “Hey guys, I’ve got an idea,” I call out, excited to be able to say that at last.

      Greg and Hepa might be pissed at me, but I’m still the leader, and they snap to attention.

      “We need to get to the portal, and back to campus,” I say, to which Hepa rolls her eyes.

      “Duh,” she says. “But you may recall there’s a giant scorpion in the way.”

      “Greg,” I ask, ignoring her. “How strong do you think I am?”

      “Huh?” he asks. “Um…like…really strong. You have opinions and aren’t afraid to tell everyone what to do. But not so much that it’s a turn off.”

      “Dude, it’s never a turn off,” Jordan says, with a wink.

      I close my eyes. “Can we focus? I mean physically strong. In dragon form.”

      “Oh,” Greg says, suddenly analytical. “Your wingspan is impressive, and you carried both Jordan and Hepa here without any trouble. So, you’re definitely strong, but I don’t know that it’s ever been put to the test.”

      “It hasn’t,” I agree.

      “Well, no time like the present,” Hepa says. “And you’ve obviously got some sort of plan, so stop beating around the bush and just tell us already.”

      “Beating around the bush,” Jordan softly snickers. We all stare at him. With a chuckle, he starts to explain, “Sorry, just thinking about beating around your bushes and…” He finally takes in our unamused expressions and his smile fades. “Right, right. Serious planning time. My bad. Go ahead, leader lady, give us the goods.”

      I frown at Jordan, really wishing I hadn’t made out with him last night.

      “I’m going to pick up that giant scorpion,” I tell them. “But I’m going to have to be quick—and hold its tail in one claw so it can’t sting me and its claws in the other so it can’t snip me.”

      “And then?” Hepa asks. “If you drop it, it will just scramble back to us. Even from high up, I doubt it will do much damage.”

      “Not if I drop it in the water,” I say. “And even if doesn’t drown, you’ll have time to make it through the portal, and I’ll be right behind you. If the scorpion doesn’t kill me.”

      “You’re going to do this for us?” Hepa asks, something new in her look. Is it…respect?

      “Edie, no—” Greg starts to say.

      “Look,” I cut him off. “I’m the team leader and this is my responsibility. Now listen up. Here’s the plan.”

      I draw in the sand, my team circling around me. A little bit of confidence seeps into my voice.

      “He’ll see me coming, so he’ll be looking for the rest of you. Greg, you’re able to fly out of his reach, so you’re safe enough. Jordan, you’re fast as hell in panther form so I know you can outrun the scorpion.”

      Which leaves Hepa, our healer.

      “Hey, I got a thought,” Jordan says, sounding faintly surprised by this. He turns to Hepa. “Wanna ride me, babe?”

      “Yes,” she says emphatically, no hesitation in her voice.

      “Wait,” I interject. “Won’t that slow you down? Or tire you out faster?”

      Jordan shakes his head. “I told ya last night. This panther’s got mad stamina.”

      Greg makes a disgusted noise in the back of his throat.

      “Are you okay with, er, riding Jordan?” I ask her.

      She folds her arms over her chest. “Yes. I just want to get out of here alive.”

      Okay then. I put my hands on my hips, hoping it looks authoritative. “Sounds like we have a plan.”
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      Below me, my team is weaving through the sand, Greg flitting above the sleekly moving Jordan, a very happy Hepa on his back. The sun is rising behind us, which is to our advantage. Even if the scorpion is on alert for us, he’s still a nocturnal creature, so the sunlight is our friend.

      The pillars loom on the horizon, and sure enough, Hepa must have been right about the scorpion being tasked to guard them. It rises out of the sand, a replay of yesterday.

      But this time, I won’t make the mistake of trying to fry it.

      It spots my team and dodges, taking a stab with its vicious tail. Jordan lunges one way, then the next, Hepa curled tightly to his back, her face buried between his shoulder blades. The scorpion is fast, but the cat is faster—and he has claws of his own. Jordan gets a decent swipe in but loses his balance due to the extra weight of a healer on his back. The cat rolls, and Hepa is knocked loose.

      Greg dives at the scorpion’s eyes, a mad dash that only infuriates the monster. But just like a house fly that won’t stop hovering, it’s the small things that matter.

      The scorpion can’t ignore Greg as he dips and dives, buzzing around the little hairs on its body.

      Hepa explained it uses these to “see” so Greg messing with them makes the scorpion think there are more of us. It snaps at Greg and for a moment my heart leaps into my throat, but Greg flutters away.

      Hepa gets to her feet, and Jordan—in human form now—grabs her hand. They dash toward the pillars together, kicking up sand. I see Hepa reach into her kit for the key, throwing it between the pillars. They light up, and two of my team disappear into the blaze.

      “Get out of the way, Greg!” I cry, going in for the grab.

      My friend zips out of danger, diving into the light of the pillars. His exit grabs the scorpion’s attention and brings its focus straight up—to me.

      I grab its tail, the stinger safely immobilized, but dripping glistening poison. I missed grabbing its claws so I’m dragging a struggling giant scorpion by its tail through the air. It folds its body up, snapping at me. Pain shoots through my forearm, but I don’t drop it.

      Instead the next time it lunges I reach in and get one of its pinchers in my other claw. Every muscle in my body struggles, flying with the extra weight, holding on to a mad scorpion, trying to avoid attacks.

      I fear I’m about to drop it when we hit the magic barrier and pass through a wall of electricity. I’m fine, but the scorpion convulses and goes limp. It smells…toasty. I don’t know if it’s dead, but I’m not going to take any chances.

      I fly directly over the oasis and drop it in the reservoir. Water splashes me, but I don’t mind. It feels fantastic on my back and when I open my mouth, it sizzles on my tongue.

      I hover over the area, waiting for the scorpion to emerge, but there’s nothing.

      I do a lot of gliding on the way back to the portal, too tired to pump my wings. Every part of me hurts and I’m bleeding. But I don’t care. I just killed a giant scorpion—and I didn’t use fire.

      I used my head. I saved my team. I was a leader.

      I land in the sand, going to back to human form and doing a little victory dance.

      “Oh yeah,” I say, shaking my butt. “Who drowned your creepy nightmare lobster ass? Edie did, you dumbass sand spider! What’s my name, bitch?” I ask, cupping my hand to my ear.

      “Edie! It’s an old lady’s name but this lady’s got—” I fall silent.

      Why isn’t Greg saying anything?

      He must have gone through without me.

      Well, good. That was the plan.

      In the silence I am suddenly very aware that the light no longer shines from the pillars around the fountain.

      “Oh crap,” I say aloud.

      The portal is closed.
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      I walk over to where it had been, hoping the light will reappear. But it’s just me and Hermes’ penis. And miles and miles of desert sand.

      Okay. I am lost in an unknown place. I am so tired I’m not even sure I could shift into dragon form, much less fly anywhere. And where would I go? Not back to the oasis, not with that scorpion possibly ready for round two. I mean, it’s probably dead, but in every horror movie ever the creature comes back for one last stab just when the hero thinks everything is good.

      I walk around the columns, then the fountain, then I actually get in the fountain. I have no idea how it works with the keys, much less how to open the portals without a key.

      Okay, Edie, let’s be smart about this. My team made it back. They’ll send someone to get me. I just need to wait here.

      The wind grows stronger, whistling past my ears and sending sand into all my orifices. I pull my shirt up so it covers my mouth and nose, but it’s no use. It seems my luck is officially the worst, because if I’m not mistaken—this is a sandstorm.

      I curse hotly. Too hotly. My breath blows a fiery hole through my shirt.

      It’s so awful, I can’t help but laugh as I hunker further down into the fountain.

      If I stay here, will I get buried alive? Is someone going to check on their pet scorpion and find me? Where the hell is the cavalry ready to save me?

      Through the violent wind I swear I hear a voice. I can’t make it out, but it sounds like…howling?

      Maybe they sent a werewolf to find me!

      I stand and feel my way out of the fountain, stumbling forward, the sand slippery beneath my feet. One foot in front of the other, I can only hope I’ll walk into my rescuer.

      I throw my wings out, deciding to risk flying, despite my exhaustion. Immediately the wind grabs them, the same way it would an umbrella on a stormy day. It pushes me back and then as I lift up, straight forward. I see the outline of a figure, weaving through the storm.

      I squint and flap closer.

      Whoever it is, they look worse off than I do. Wounded. Hurt. Maybe dying.

      What if it’s not my rescue squad but some random monster?

      The figure crashes to the sand and I make a split-second decision to help them. Friend or foe, they’re the one that looks like they need rescuing. I descend, the wind too much for my wings, and shield my eyes from the blowing sand. Only a few steps away from the fountain, I stumble onto the unfortunate creature.

      I reach out, my fingers meeting fur. I’m beat, exhausted, and injured, but with a mighty wrench, I drag him back to the fountain, shielding us both with my wings, since the wind is at our backs now.

      Exhausted, I climb into the fountain and lay down under the lip, hoping it will shield us both, for now.
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        * * *

      

      The howling wind eventually lulls me to sleep, and when I wake up the sandstorm is over. I climb out of the fountain, shaking sand out of my hair. Not that it does much good. I’m pretty sure I have sand in every crack and crevice.

      My stomach growls and I realize it’s night, again. I haven’t eaten and only slept in fitful sand drenched spurts. That kind of uneven sleep always leads to the trippiest dreams. Like I dreamt I saved a werewolf from the sandstorm.

      I am shaking my head at this thought, when my dragon-sense tingles. The dragon-sense thing—and learning when to listen to it—is still new. But right now, it’s clear: something is watching me.

      I turn back toward the fountain. A glowing yellow eye stares back at me.

      I gasp as a growling wolf stalks out of the fountain. It’s mangy and dirty and missing one eye. It shakes the sand from its fur and studies me with the good one it has left.

      I consider shifting, but I am beyond exhausted. Instead I pull my pack around and extract a piece of beef jerky. I take a bite, then hold it out…palm up, the way my dad taught me when meeting a new dog.

      “It’s okay, boy,” I say. “I’m not gonna hurt you. Are you hungry? Don’t you want some yummy jerky? It’s so much tastier than I am.”

      He tilts his head, studying me. Then sniffs the air between us. A deep snuffling inhale.

      Suddenly there’s a naked bleeding boy in front of me.

      “I’m…Nico,” he says, holding out one hand, while the other covers a deep gash in his side. Blood drips onto sand. His fur must have been soaking it up before he shifted.

      “Edie,” I reply, taking his hand. “Are you…” I stop before I can ask if he’s okay. He is so obviously not.

      I watch as he shifts back into a wolf and then almost immediately slumps to the ground. His good eye flutters and I’m pretty sure he’s gonna pass out. Maybe even die. I have no idea how much blood he’s already lost.

      As I rush to his side, my pack thumps against my back. I’m glad that like my uniform, it shifts with me. I’d almost ditched it for Operation Drown The Bug, but when I asked Hepa to carry it for me, she flat out refused.

      “Survival 101,” she’d said, with a disgusted head toss. “Your pack is your life.”

      At the time I thought it was a little overdramatic, but now…well, now I get it. Besides food and other basic necessities, I also threw in a can of instant healing stuff that I swiped from the infirmary a few months back. I used it pretty regularly during my flying lessons, so there’s not a whole lot left. Reaching into my pack, I give the can a shake and hear the liquid slosh around. Yeah, there should be enough in there to at least close the wound.

      Pulling the can out, I approach the wolf, er, Nico.

      “Hey.” I hold the can out. “I’ve got something here that might help you.”

      He shifts again and now I can see he’s white as a sheet. “That’s Academy stuff,” he growls. “Are you from Mount Olympus Academy? My mom—” Before he can finish that thought his eyes roll back into his head and he passes out.

      I hurry to his side, my finger on the spray button. But then I hesitate, wondering how he was going to finish that sentence. What if it was, “My mom says all Academy students must die?”

      Should I use the last of my healing stuff on someone who might be my enemy?

      The boy moans softly. He looks about my age. Maybe he is with the monsters—why else would he be out here? But he hasn’t hurt me yet, or even tried to.

      Dad used to say, “Assuming the worst of everyone around you is an ugly way to live.” And I agree with him.

      I spray Nico’s side, using everything that’s left in the can and then watch as his wound magically closes up. He doesn’t look good as new, but I’m hoping it’s enough so that he’ll survive.

      I also bind his head. The socket with his missing eye is pretty freaking gross. It’s crusted with sand and blood. I wince and realize my own arm is cut—although the blood clotted a while ago. I give it a tentative look, but my shirt is firmly secured to the wound, caught up in the dried blood.

      “We’re a great pair,” he says, making me jump. I hadn’t realized he was awake. His voice is low and gravelly. “Do you have water?”

      “Yes.” I hold it to his lips, trickling a few drops in. There’s not much left and with two of us drinking, it won’t last long.

      “Thank you,” he breathes. “I thought I was a goner in that storm for sure.”

      “Why are you out here?” I ask, no longer holding out hope that he’s part of my rescue mission. He looks starved and dehydrated and, honestly, like he’s been lost in the desert for days—if not weeks.

      “Are you from the Academy?” he asks instead of answering my questions.

      I consider not answering but he continues, “’Cause it would really suck to escape the monsters, just to be rescued by a monster sympathizer.”

      “I’m with the Academy,” I assure him. “I was on a mission to rescue my mother from monsters, actually. It all went horribly wrong.”

      “Been there.” He barks out a laugh that turns into a coughing fit.

      “My team escaped through the portal but it closed on me. I’m waiting for help.”

      “Yeah, those things can be finicky…you have to all go through at once. If a gnat flies through it’ll count as one of your team.”

      I want to ask him what he’s doing out here. What happened to him. Who he is. But I see he’s struggling to remain conscious.

      “Just rest for now,” I tell him. “I’m sure they’ll come and get us really soon.”

      He looks up at me with his puppy dog eye and tells me, “I never thought I’d see anyone from the Academy again. I never thought I’d escape. You’re beautiful.” And passes out.

      I’m left in the desert with a half-dead werewolf and a portal that won’t open. But at least I can rock the crazy survivor lady look.

      I smile at the thought because otherwise I’d cry.
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      Night gives way to morning too soon and the sun rises over us, making the air shimmer with heat. Our last bit of water disappears too quickly. I’ve passed out on top of Nico when I notice the pillars light up. Through the portal steps—

      I blink, certain I’m hallucinating.

      “Val?”

      He is followed by a team of people. Fern is with them. She runs to me.

      “Edie, oh my gods. Let me look at you. We’ll get you patched up, then back to the Academy to heal.”

      “Fern, help him,” I motion to Nico. “He’s in even worse shape.”

      “Who is that?” Val asks, as he unscrews a bottle of water and holds it my mouth. I gulp greedily and Val pulls it away. “Not too fast.”

      “He’s from the Academy,” I answer his question, my voice hoarse. Even with that sip of water, I feel like I’ve been gargling with sand for the past two days and honestly, I pretty much have been.

      Val pauses. “Is that…Nico?”

      What? Val knows him…of course. I keep forgetting that everyone else has been in school together for years. “Yes, that’s his name,” I say.

      Fern exchanges a look with him. “He’s been missing for almost a year—we thought he was dead. How did you find him?”

      I shrug. “He found me.”

      “Okay, let’s get you back.” Val scoops me up in his arms and carries me to the gateway.

      “More water,” I whisper. “I’m thirsty…and…hot.”

      I close my eyes against the sun. I’m exhausted, so worn out that I can’t even enjoy the feeling of Val holding me.

      A soft rain starts to fall. Wetting my face. I lick my lips and I could swear the water tastes sweet.

      “Better?” Val asks.

      A soft sigh escapes me. It’s the only response I can give as my head slumps against his chest.

      This time when the cold nothingness takes me, I let it.
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      I regain consciousness in the infirmary, surrounded by people.

      “She’s awake!” Greg shouts.

      “We can see that,” Hepa says.

      “Guys, keep it down,” Fern warns. “You’re not even supposed to be in here.”

      “Edie,” Val leans in.

      His cheeks are pink, like a little boy who’s been playing out in the snow. Except it doesn’t snow here and the pink only means that Val recently ate. It should be a turnoff knowing that he recently slurped down a rat blood smoothie. Yet somehow it isn’t. The problem is…

      “You’re just so damn pretty,” I say.

      Val mouth curls into one of his rare smiles. He’s wearing a shirt with a picture of a snake that says, danger noodle. I smile.

      Then he says, “That’s my girl.” Those words burst the little bubble that had been forming between us.

      “I’m not your girl.”

      I scooch up. My skin is raw and my arm is bandaged and sore, but I feel…not like death. Which is a start.

      “And what the hell took you all so long to come back for me?” I try to shout, but it comes out more like a whisper.

      “We tried.” Greg looks near tears. “As soon as we got back and realized it had closed with you on the other side, we went to Hermes and Themis. But someone had been spelling the portal keys incorrectly—and not just the one we used. All of them were a mess! We just had to keep sending people through portals and bringing them back, and having them tell us where they’d gone… nothing was right, everything was mislabeled!”

      Fern leans in. “Val was one of the volunteers; he just kept traveling and traveling. Portals are magic. And with magic, there’s always risk involved. But Val wouldn’t hear it. He kept going.”

      “And Fern was at my side the entire time,” Val inserts quietly. He’s moved to the other side of the room—near the door like he can’t wait to leave. “She insisted.”

      “Because I should have been with you to begin with!” Fern bursts out, tears filling her eyes. “Marguerite was trying to protect me by asking me to stay behind, but I should have been there with you. This is all my fault!” Her usually calm face spasms as she bursts into tears. She covers her face with her hands.

      “It’s not your fault,” Greg says, resting a hand on Fern’s shoulder. “Whoever messed with the keys is to blame. And whoever it was, is a traitor.”

      Fern isn’t comforted. Another sob escapes her, and her whole body shakes.

      “Well, it all worked out,” I say. “I mean, I wouldn’t have found Nico, otherwise.”

      But I’m not thinking about the werewolf boy. I’m thinking about Val, and trying not to meet his gaze. I wonder how Larissa felt about her fiancée insisting on leading the rescue mission to find me.

      “I owed you one after you saved me at the Spring Fling. Guess we’re even now,” he tells me, then walks away, no sign of emotion on his face. No flicker of what I saw when he emerged through the portal.

      I sigh.

      “I believe Ms. Evans needs her rest,” Themis’ voice booms from behind everyone. “I asked you all to leave her in peace.”

      “How’s Nico?” I ask before they’re sent away.

      “He’s resting, as you should be,” Themis says.

      “Oh my gods, Edie,” Fern says. “I can’t believe you brought him back. Everyone thought he was dead.”

      “Yeah,” Greg says. “You’re a hero…again.”

      “Of course she’s a hero. She saved all our butts,” Jordan tells them. “And we have nice butts.”

      “Yeah, you did good,” Hepa tells me with a tight smile.

      “Enough,” Themis says. “Go. Now.”

      She shoos them away, repeating that I need my rest. But I’m not fooled. Themis came here to talk to me, and she wants me alone.

      That’s fine by me, as I’ve got my own questions.

      “Edie,” Themis says, sitting on the side of my bed. “You’re not the result of a bat and ostrich shifter mating.”

      Okay, so that was my first question. Now, I’ve got another one.

      “Then why would you say that?” I yell as loud as my parched throat will allow. She shushes me with a motion, glancing around. She mutters something under her breath. It feels like the air around us gets heavier, and everything further than three feet away is blurry, like we’re at the center of a snow globe.

      “Is that a cone of silence spell?” I ask her. “When do I get to learn the cool stuff?”

      “You’re not a magic student,” she reminds me. “You’re on the assassin track. And as to why I said you were a bat-ostrich hybrid, that’s because having Mr. Zee interested in you is not in your own interests. Do you understand?”

      I lick my lips. “Um… I’m trying, but—no.”

      “Mount Olympus Academy has certain rules about relationships between students and teachers.”

      “Um, yeah, any not-creepy place does.”

      “Yes, but, Edie, we’re talking about gods and goddesses.  We are not accustomed to being told what to do, and following rules does not come easily to us. Even rules we ourselves make.”

      I think about Hermes’ wandering hands and Mr. Zee’s jokes before we left. “So, there are rules, but you can’t make the gods follow them?”

      “For the most part, they do,” Themis says. “Imagine our enrollment rate if parents of paranormal students knew that their children were being preyed upon?” She shakes her head. “No, even the gods know the students are more valuable as warriors than bedmates.”

      “But?” I ask, sensing her hesitation.

      “But,” she says warily. “There are still gods—and goddesses—who put their desires above the law.”

      I remember the Spring Fling, how Cassie had told me it was really just an excuse for Persephone to check out all the male students and pick out a boy toy for the next few months.

      “And…” Themis clears her throat. “Mr. Zee’s tastes have been known to be a bit… exotic.”

      “Right,” I say, nodding. “He seemed really into the idea of banging my dragon mom.”

      Themis raises her eyebrows, urging me to continue.

      “And…” I go on, watching her to see if I’m getting it right. “Since he’s into a dragon mom, he’d also be into…the idea of…banging…” I can’t say it, so I just point to myself.

      Themis nods.

      “EW!” I say. “That’s gross!”

      “Agreed.”

      I mean, Mr. Zee is definitely hot and all, but he’s also ancient. Literally. I mean, just ew.

      “Rarities are his specialty,” Themis says. “And since you obviously are a dragon, I had to come up with a lie that would make you less attractive to him.”

      “So you said I was a bat-ostrich baby?” I ask. “How does that…?”

      Then I remember how Mr. Zee had reacted, how upset he got about the mixing and diluting of blood.

      “You told him I was—”

      “A Moggy,” Themis says.

      “A what?”

      “A Moggy. That’s the impolite term for children of—”

      “Never mind, I get it.” Of course the gods have a mean name for those of mixed blood. “So, I’m not a moggy then?”

      “Well…” Themis hesitates, which is weird. “It’s hard to say for sure without knowing who your father was.” She clears her throat and when she speaks again, her voice is crisp. “Regardless, it is best for Zee to believe so.”

      Mr. Zee’s very clear hatred for the mixing and mingling of species—even two different kinds of shifters—was powerful. If he thought I was the result of that, he’d be turned off by me.

      “You lied so that Mr. Zee won’t try to bang me?”

      “Yes, and it worked,” Themis says. “However, I should inform you that Mr. Zee hasn’t quite been well these last few hundred years. He’s been around a long time and—”

      “Right, I know. Merilee told me that gods and monsters aren’t necessarily immune to things like dementia.”

      She’d been talking about my flying instructor, Ocypete, when she told me that. And maybe that was true. Maybe Ocypete had lost her mind in the end, trying to convince me to switch sides and leading an assault on the school we all call home.

      “Yes, but in addition to being forgetful, Zee’s impulse control has lessened,” Themis adds. “Not that he was ever the epitome of control. But still, despite his memory problems he does sometimes get stuck on a certain idea. And having a dragon on campus seems to be one of them. He’s asked Merilee to continue digging into the records. I don’t think he’s fully accepted our bat/ostrich hybrid story.”

      “Okay,” I say, leaning back on the pillow, suddenly tired. “So that’s bad, right? Should I start carrying a magical mace or something?”

      “No, nothing like that,” Themis assures me. “If he refuses to accept one lie, we simply come up with another. Eventually his interest will wane.” She claps her hands suddenly and a slightly manic smile lights her face. “We could have quite some fun with it!”

      “Sounds…so fun,” I agree.

      I slip off to sleep thinking Themis could probably use some time off.
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      When I wake again, I’m alone. Or I think so, until a familiar gravelly voice says, “You’re finally up.”

      I sit up, the blood rushing to my head and making me feel woozy. I give myself a moment and then I spot him.

      I no longer have the room to myself. Nico is now on the hospital bed next to mine. I prop myself up with some pillows while he gives me a toothy grin.

      “Edie, the girl who saved my life.”

      He looks a lot better, with color in his cheeks and an eyepatch covering his ruined socket. He actually looks quite dashing, like a werewolf-pirate hybrid.

      “I didn’t realize you were such a celebrity around here. A dragon shifter?”

      I blush. “It sounds cool, but I recently found out it probably just means I’m a Moggy. You know? Like some interspecies boot-knocking is in my past.” I blush even harder. Who even says ‘knocking boots?’ I know Themis wanted me to spread the lie, but this is beyond embarrassing.

      But Nico just shakes his head. “If you’re the result of interspecies mingling, I’m all for it,” he says. Then with a slight frown, adds, “So long as you keep it in the shifter family.”

      Suddenly I’m highly aware of the fact that if he and I ‘knocked boots’ it would be ‘keeping it in the family’ and why am I even thinking about this?

      Oh my gods, Edie, get a grip.

      Nico frowns as he studies me even more intently. It’s hard not to squirm beneath the intensity of his gaze. “You don’t know who your parents are, then?”

      “No.” I look down and pick at the pilling on the blanket covering me. “I thought I did, but it turns out they weren’t my real parents and they basically lied to me my whole life.”

      “Not your whole life. Seems they must’ve come clean if they’re trying to find your birth parents now.”

      “Yeah, no.” I clear my throat which has suddenly become thick. “My dad died and my mom was taken by the monsters. That’s why I was out in the desert. I was leading a mission to find her, but the portal keys got all messed up.”

      Nico rubs a hand across his heavily-stubbled jaw. I can’t help but compare him to Val. Everything about Val is liquid and smooth and cold. Nico on the other hand is rough and ragged…and hot.

      He frowns. “That shouldn’t happen.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I hesitate, unsure how much I should confide in him. “I guess all the keys were actually wrong. It looks like someone messed with them on purpose.” He still looks concerned, so trying to reassure him, I add, “Themis will get it figured out. If anyone can, it’s her.”

      “Themis?” Nico sits up straighter. “She knows how to twist things so they suit her, convince you of things that aren’t the truth. Mr. Zee trusts her too much and gives her too much leeway—” He stops himself. “I shouldn’t be saying this. She was here, watching you while you slept. I thought it was weird, but I don’t know, maybe you two have a thing.”

      “No! There’s no thing. We’re not a thing.” I mean, I guess I trust Themis but I want to know what Nico has to say.

      I swing my legs over the side of the bed and lean closer to Nico, not wanting to be overheard.

      “She’s who told me I might be a Moggy.”

      “Yeah, I snuck out of bed to stretch my legs when she was here. I noticed Themis was quick to put up a silence shield, but I don’t need to hear what she said to know that if it comes out of Themis’ mouth, it’s not the truth. My mom and I have been saying for years now—she’s gotta go. If she stopped getting in Mr. Zee’s way and just let him run the Academy as he sees fit—”

      “Well, I don’t know about that…” I say, trying to find a diplomatic way to let Nico know I’m not exactly on team Zee either. Especially when Nico is clearly a superfan. His one good eye is lit up with a wolfish glow, and he doesn’t even seem to hear me.

      “You’re obviously something special, Edie, and Themis doesn’t like when people are too special. It was the same with my mother. She was kicked out for not falling into line, for refusing to bow and scrape for Themis.”

      Nico looks around, making sure no one else is nearby, before leaning in toward me. We are now both sitting at the edges of our beds, knees nearly touching. His breath fans my face.

      “That’s all gonna change soon. I just got a message from my mom. Mr. Zee’s eyes were opened when monsters invaded that dance. It happened on Themis’ watch. He finally realizes he needs to take more control. And he’s starting with the summer semester special guest instructor. Hermes booked old man Priapus, because he loves his sex-ed class. But Mr. Zee has a better idea.”

      Nico grins. I don’t even know what he’s talking about, but his enthusiasm is infectious. Also, anything that will get us out of sex-ed is okay in my book. Grabbing hold of my hands, he squeezes them tight. “This summer, we’re learning real world survival skills with my mother, Maddox Tralano.”

      Nico looks at me expectantly. As if he just announced his mom was Kate Winslet or the Queen of England. I am clearly meant to be impressed.

      “Um…wow,” I say. “Your mom who got kicked out of the Academy is returning to teach.”

      “Yup. Themis is gonna lose her mind.” He flashes me a toothy grin.

      “Hello!” Fern bustles into the room. “Nice to see my two favorite patients getting along so well!”

      Nico immediately withdraws, dropping my hands as the light in his eye goes out. “Yeah,” he says, the one syllable flat and disinterested.

      I’m surprised at this sudden change. He’s being so rude to Fern. Which is weird because everyone loves Fern. It’s an unwritten campus rule—be nice to Fern.

      Catching my eye, Fern gives a little ‘what can you do’ shrug. Peeling up my bandage, she attempts to smooth over the awkward atmosphere. “So, I don’t know if you heard, Edie, but we all thought Nico had died. He was out on a mission with another student—”

      “The traitor,” Nico growls.

      Fern hesitates. “Yes, Emmie was a traitor. We didn’t realize at the time.”

      “When I realized what she was, she tried to kill me.” He laughs, bitterly, and suddenly I am seeing a whole different side of him. “She took my eye, but not my life,” he scoffs. “She left me for dead. When I tried to make my way back to the Academy, the monsters caught me. They couldn’t have been more pleased that I was alive. That way I was…useful.”

      I wince, aware what that must mean, and where all his other injuries must have come from.

      “They didn’t get anything out of me, though,” he says, jaw tense. “It takes more than monsters to break a Tralano.”

      “Well, all’s well that ends well,” Fern chirps, but the smile she gives me is strained. I wonder if—like Cassie—she was friends with Emmie.

      I never met her, but have heard her story many times. She was on a mission with another student—Nico, I guess. They were captured. Nico was killed…or not. And Emmie escaped, making it back to Mount Olympus Academy. They thought she was a hero, but then discovered she’d been turned by the monsters and was a traitor instead. Before she could be questioned, Emmie and her boyfriend, Derrick, escaped.

      “All’s well that ends well?” Nico sneers. “Easy for you to say, witch. You didn’t spend almost a year being tortured in a monster prison cell.”

      Fern sighs.

      “Nico is not a fan of non-shifters,” she explains away his casual bigotry to me as she finishes securing a new bandage and turns toward Nico. “He hates vampires on principle and only tolerates us witches because occasionally he has need of a healer.” And with that she rips off his bandage with a lot less care than she did mine.

      Nico grunts. “Who could hate those gentle healer hands?”

      Fern laughs and presses her hand to Nico’s chest. “Lie back so I can check your eye socket.”

      He’s surprisingly obedient. Only softly growling, “watch it,” as she pours something that bubbles and hisses as it touches his skin.

      “There you go,” Fern says after replacing the bandage over Nico’s eye. “You should be good as new by tomorrow. Not including the eye, of course.”

      She starts to walk away, and Nico grabs her hand. Surprised, and maybe a little scared, she spins.

      Nico gives her one of his disarmingly charming canine smiles.

      “Thank you.” He says it softly, then releases her and leans back into his bed, looking the other way, almost as if he’s embarrassed by his own decency.

      Fern’s smile is tight. “I guess this makes me your favorite witch.”

      “Nope,” Nico quickly replies. “That’s Cassie. She’s the reason I got away. And once you tell me I’m healthy as I’m gonna get—I’m going back for her.”
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      “What?”

      Fern and I are both on his bed in an instant, and there’s a small smile on Nico’s face that tells me he doesn’t mind the attention. But that’s not my focus right now.

      “A witch named Cassie?” I ask.

      “I guess she’s technically a seer.”

      Oh gods, it is Cassie. “Where?” I ask, impatiently.

      “Where I was held,” Nico says. “Out in that gods-forsaken desert. They brought her in a few weeks ago—”

      “Did they hurt her?” My wings break out at the thought, blood red, and angry.

      “Whoa.” Nico’s one good eyebrow flies up, and I have to turn my head to keep from frying him with a blast of fire from deep in my lungs that I can’t control. If they did one-tenth of the things to Cassie that they did to Nico—

      “No, no,” he says, truly alarmed. “She’s fine. They had big plans for her. Not a hair hurt.”

      “Edie,” Fern says, eyeing Nico. “I think it might be best to have this conversation later. Nico’s recovering and he’s my patient—”

      “No!” A last, bright burst of fire comes out with the word. “I want to know everything about Cassie, and I want to know it now.”

      Apparently being able to breathe fire isn’t only for the circus; it’s also totally useful for making your point. Despite Fern’s frown, Nico tells me about waking up to find that the cell next to his was now occupied. Cassie had been scared and crying, but also worried about Nico and his wounds.

      “She wanted to help me,” Nico said. “Even though she was also locked up.” Nico frowns. “She also kept calling the jail the Ritz Carlton and saying she thought it would be nicer. I guess one of the monsters made a joke and it went over her head.”

      “Yeah, that’s definitely our Cassie,” I say. “Then what happened?”

      He quickly explains how he and Cassie hatched a plan to spring him loose. He wanted her to go, as well, but Cassie told him her best friend was coming to get her. She’d seen it in a vision. Also, she was pretty certain the monsters wouldn’t hurt her.

      “Because she’s Merilee Madges’ daughter,” Nico adds. “She said her mother had created a spell that passes all of her knowledge of Mount Olympus Academy—the history, the secrets, everything—to her daughter upon her death. And the monsters wanted that.”

      “So, they’d never hurt Cassie,” Fern reiterates, highlighting the positive. “They’d want her cooperative.”

      “No, but she’s useless to them as long as Merilee is alive,” I say, thinking. “She may be in danger. We don’t know who sabotaged my mission but there’s clearly a traitor on campus. Their next mission might be to kill Merilee.”

      “I…” Fern bites her lip, looking doubtful. But I don’t need to convince her; as long as Themis believes me, Merilee will be safe and sound.

      “Cassie helped you escape? How?” I ask Nico.

      “She foresaw that one of the guards would…” Nico grimaces, disgust clear on his face. “Go into labor.”

      “Childbirth is a beautiful and natural thing,” Fern says, her tone gently reprimanding.

      “Not when it’s a manticore,” Nico snipes back. “Anyway, Cassie knew this manticore was gonna go into labor, and apparently she had some healing courses?”

      He looks at us, a question on his face.

      Fern nods. “A few. Cassie kind of…well, we never really knew where she would fit. I mean, she tried to be a healer but she accidentally stitched someone’s hand to their leg and that was a whole thing—”

      “Right, fine.” Nico holds up his hand, like he’s in charge of who talks when. And clearly right now—it’s his turn. “Anyway, the other guard was trying to help the manticore and things were…” He grimaces again, then sees Fern’s stern look. “Well, things were happening fast. Cassie offered up her healing skills, and they let her out. She lifted the keys from the guard and slipped them through my bars. I unlocked my cell, passed them back out, and she replaced them on the guard’s belt. You know, I would see her around the Academy sometimes. I never paid much attention to her but…she saved my ass. She’s a good friend to have.”

      “She really is,” I agree, a knot in my throat.

      “Then it was just a waiting game,” he continues. “As soon as their backs were turned—it didn’t take long, since a newborn manticore wail is very distracting—I slipped out.”

      “Into a sandstorm,” I add. “Not exactly great timing.”

      “But I found you,” Nico says, his fingers brushing mine. “I would argue it was perfect timing.”

      “Actually, Edie found you,” Fern corrects, but neither one of us pay her much attention. My wings have slid into a deep purple, shimmering with my pulse.

      “Could you locate the place where you were imprisoned again?” I pull my hand back, determined to focus.

      “Absolutely,” Nico nods. “The foul smell is unmistakable. It carries for miles.”

      I nod. “Then we’re going. You and me, right now.”

      But Fern is shaking her head. “No way. First of all, Nico is in no way ready to leave campus again. Secondly, Themis will never approve another mission so soon after what happened last time.”

      “What happened last time is that I killed a giant scorpion,” I say. “The mix-up with the portal wasn’t my fault.”

      “Regardless, you both need to recover…”

      “Don’t you want Cassie back?” I interrupt, giving her a hard look.

      “Of course,” Fern says, tears in her eyes. “But am I supposed to just watch you go back into certain danger?”

      “The other option is leaving Cassie in danger,” I tell her. “And I’m not okay with it. Cassie was the first person I met here, the first friend I had. I’m not leaving her with monsters. I don’t care if they aren’t physically hurting her. This is her home; she’s never even left the Academy before. She’s probably terrified.”

      My voice breaks on the last word, as I realize how true it is.

      “I’m going after her, and I’m going as soon as this werewolf can walk.”

      “I can walk,” Nico says, and then adds with a dangerous smile, “And fight too.”

      “Oh my gods.” Fern stands up. “Is there any way I can talk you out of this?”

      At Fern’s repeated protestations, a flicker of unease ripples my thoughts. Yeah, we’re her patients and she’s worried about our health, but maybe it’s more than that.

      Ocypete identified Fern as one of the traitors, and if it’s true, then maybe she’d rather not have us foiling the monster’s plans for Cassie.

      After the battle at the Spring Fling dance, Mr. Zee told me that when Ocypete killed the students she’d recruited, her goal was to make it look like I—the only fire breather on campus—was the culprit. Her goal was to further alienate me from the student body, thus making me more susceptible to her offer to join the monsters.

      I want to pull Fern aside and demand answers right now, but if I start to question Fern now, that means I’m gonna have to really figure out who was lying to me—Ocypete or Mr. Zee. But now is not the time.

      Cassie needs me, and I’m going to her.

      With a one-eyed werewolf in tow.

      Fern throws her hands up. “Fine. If I can’t talk you out of it, the least I can do is make sure you don’t get killed.”

      She rummages in a cabinet, producing a vial.

      “Drink this,” she says to Nico. “It’s a short-term energy burst. Maybe eight hours. It will mask your pain, but your adrenaline levels will be through the roof. You’ll feel invincible but—please try and remember—you are not. Do you understand?”

      Fern’s voice is firm now, a nurse in charge. Nico nods, taking the vial. “You really aren’t half bad, you know.”

      “Enough with the back-handed compliments,” she tells him. “It’s not as charming as you think.”

      She turns to me. “You’ll want to put a fresh uniform on so you can spell it. The hospital gown won’t shift with you.”

      Fern points to the cotton gown with little ties barely holding it together. I was so focused on Cassie, I totally forgot I was walking around in this thing. I don’t even have underwear on!

      Clutching the gown close, I grab the pile of clothes Fern offers and take them behind a curtained area to change.

      “Nico, here’s some clothes for you,” I hear Fern say.

      “Naw, I’m good,” he answers. “I don’t wear the uniform on missions. My mom taught me those types of things make us too reliant on spells and magic. Weakens our natural animal instincts.”

      “Uh-huh,” Fern answers, clearly skeptical. “So, you’re going to wear the pajama bottoms and a T-shirt you just pulled out of the lost and found bin?”

      I come back out in time to see Nico shrug. He’s wearing a Henley that’s too tight…but definitely not in a bad way.

      Fern shakes her head but doesn’t argue any further. “I can get you the portal key you need. Hermes has a few of the witches he trusts doing the reclassification. It’s a huge mess, and he’s in a lot of trouble with Mr. Zee for letting this happen in the first place. If I tell him I can put in some overtime, I’ll be able to slip in and get the key.”

      “Great,” I say. “How about right now?”

      Nico checks a pretend watch on his wrist. “Yeah, right now works for me.”

      Fern closes her eyes and sighs. “All right. No time like the present, I guess. Let’s get Cassie back.”
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      Nico and I make our way to the portal. Fern promised to meet us there with the portal key.

      After that potion she gave him, Nico looks fine—you’d barely know he was injured. He walks with an agile gait, like he can spring into action at any moment.

      She’d also warned that it would send his testosterone into overdrive, and it definitely has. He can’t keep his eyes off my chest. He also keeps shifting back and forth. In wolf form he darts away and then bounds back after a few minutes. Once he shifts human again, he falls into step beside me, breathing hard with exertion.

      I can’t help but wonder if he’s running off an erection.

      We go the long way around the quad, to avoid any crowds of students.

      Like my previous mission, this quickly fails as well.

      We manage to smack right into Jordan, hanging with a few of his spy class friends. He glances up at us and I hope he’ll just let us walk by, but no such luck. He excuses himself from the group and jogs over.

      “I didn’t know you were out,” he tells us.

      Nico plants himself in front of me, almost like he doesn’t even want Jordan to look at me. I’m pretty sure it’s the testosterone amping up his animal protective instincts. It’s annoying, but as long as he doesn’t pee on my leg to mark his territory I can deal with it.

      I elbow my way past Nico as he finishes giving Jordan a long slow up and down look. “I feel like there’s a lot you don’t know,” Nico sneers.

      “Yeah.” Jordan isn’t even insulted. “That’s why I ask questions.” He turns to me. “I thought you were stuck in the infirmary.”

      Hepa appears out of nowhere. “They’re supposed to be.”

      “Hey, Hepa!” Jordan grins. “Wow, this is like the tenth time we’ve accidentally bumped into each other today. Small campus, huh?” There isn’t a trace of mockery in his voice. He’s completely sincere.

      I cut my eyes at Hepa as she simultaneously blushes and scowls. It might’ve escaped Jordan’s notice, but them bumping into each other is no accident. Hepa is into him. Which is fine with me, but why did her stalking of Jordan have to be right now?

      “So then, what’s up?” Jordan asks all of us. “Were you looking for me?”

      Nico growls a laugh. “Why would we be looking for you?” He starts to walk in the direction of the portal, but of course, Jordan and Hepa follow.

      “You’re going somewhere, aren’t you?” Hepa asks.

      “Yes, away from you,” Nico informs them.

      Jordan tilts his head. “Where are you really going, Edie?”

      “Would you two please shut up,” I whisper yell. “For a spy, you’re very obvious!”

      Jordan lowers his voice. “Well, wherever you’re going, I’m coming. You guys are not exactly fighting fit.”

      “No,” Nico tells him. “This is a two-person mission and…”

      “Hey Greg,” Jordan shouts over my shoulder. “Come join our secret mission.”

      I shake my head. Jordan’s spy classes have obviously not yet covered “quiet voices.”

      “Secret mission?” Greg asks, from behind me. “What secret mission?”

      I hang my head. “Look guys, Nico and I got this. We don’t need you to come.” We probably could use the help, but I just led these guys into danger, and they almost didn’t get back out.

      “This is a quick and dirty thing,” Nico agrees.

      “I like it quick and dirty,” Jordan says. “I mean, I like it any way I can get it.”

      “Yes, he doe—” Hepa clears her throat. For a second she was looking at Jordan all googly-eyed, but now they snap back into focus. “Don’t you need backup?”

      “Yeah,” Greg chimes in. “I mean, Nico is literally missing an eye. What if he needs to do something that involves depth perception?”

      “I can see better with one eye than you can with both of yours, little bat,” Nico barks.

      “Okay, everyone, over here, now!” I say, motioning them to an empty bench. They gather around. “Look, this is off book,” I tell them in a low voice. “The teachers don’t know about it. We could get into some major trouble.”

      “Okay, I’m in.” Jordan says.

      “Really?” I ask. “Just like that?”

      “Yeah, me too,” Greg says.

      Hepa also nods and gives me a ‘why not’ shrug.

      “I didn’t even tell you yet that the mission is to rescue Cassie…”

      “Oh, it’s for Cassie?” Greg says. “Then I’m double in!”

      I shake my head. Gods, I love my friends.

      I give Nico a look. “They want to help. And we probably will need them.”

      “Fine,” he says in a low rumble. “Everyone needs to make their way over to the portal. Discreetly. If you’re not there when we’re ready to leave, you’re not coming with us.”

      Everyone agrees and heads off in different directions, but first they break like we’re a football team and it couldn’t be more obvious, even if we did a cheer first.

      “Amateurs,” Nico grumbles.

      I nudge him. “Are you always this grumpy or is it the potion from Fern?”

      His one eye blinks at me in surprise. “Grumpy? Did I take a bite out of anyone?”

      “Well, no. Not literally.” I hesitate, not wanting to get in a fight before our mission. But at the same time, I feel like it needs to be said. “But you were super rude to my friends.”

      “Rude.” Nico scoffs. “I was honest. That’s the way my mother raised me. Mad Maddox doesn’t take any shit. Anyway, this isn’t charm school. And I’m not here to make friends. I’m training to be a warrior. If everybody had my focus, maybe we’d actually win this war and finish all those monsters off for good.”

      On that dark note we arrive at the portal. Hepa and Jordan show up a few minutes later. We wait quietly—with Nico’s attitude it seems safer to avoid making conversation. Finally, Fern comes running toward us. After taking in that there are now four of us gathered by the portal, Fern takes out two keys. “Okay I’ll have to adjust the spell, I thought it was just us going but it shouldn’t be a problem to change the number…”

      “What’s going on?” Hermes asks. What is with my luck?

      I try to act natural but honestly, we all look super shady.

      “Hermes!” Fern says, shoving the keys into my hands. She takes his arm and steers him away. “I was just looking for you. I wanted to talk to you about sex.”

      “Really?” he asks, utterly enthralled. “I thought you worshipped at the altar of Lesbos? Are you perhaps curious about the other side of things?” The rest of us are forgotten, Fern’s masterful redirection taking up all of Hermes’ interest.

      “Well, yes. The sex-ed class. I heard it was cancelled. That’s really a shame…” She leads him off.

      I let out a relieved breath. “I guess it’s just us then…”

      “Don’t leave without me,” Greg squeaks in bat form, landing on my shoulder. “I shifted because I wanted to be extra sneaky but I got side-tracked by a tasty insect so I thought I’d grab a snack, but now I’m here…”

      Hepa shakes her head. “From all of that I understood ‘leave’, ‘extra’, and ‘insect’ so I’m a bit confused…”

      “It’s not important,” Nico says. “We should go before we’re caught.”

      “Yes,” I agree. “Fern said this was the outgoing key…Hepa, can you spell it to let more people through?”

      Hepa nods and takes the key. “Magic isn’t a bottomless well,” she tells us. “Using it tires witches out so I’ll have to stay by the portal and rest while you go. That way I can heal Cassie if she needs it when you return, and I’ll be sure to have enough power left to get us home.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I tell her. “And let’s be sure we all go through the portal together this time. No one gets left behind.”

      “That wasn’t our fault…” Greg says, shifting into human form. “Except maybe it was because I swear I was bitten by a mosquito or something, like maybe a mosquito hopped a ride with me through the portal and it would’ve counted as a living thing. One nasty mosquito, too,” he says, reaching up to scratch between his shoulder blades. “You should see the bite. I swear it’s infected because—”

      “I’ll take a look when we get back,” Hepa says quickly, and right on time. Beside me, Nico was just starting to bristle.

      Hepa throws in the key and the pillars light up. We go once again into the desert, but at least this time we know what we’re facing. A monster stronghold.

      At least I’m not facing it alone.
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      This time there’s no scorpion watch dog. Still, I make sure that Hepa wants to stay behind.

      “Are you sure?” I ask again. “We have no idea what else might be out here, or if they’re patrolling for Nico. Remember, this is entirely unsanctioned, so no one is going to come looking for us, if—”

      She smirks. “I’m pretty sure if you go missing again, Val will quickly volunteer to lead a search party. Are you sure the two of you are broken up?”

      “Val?” Nico growls. Thick sideburns form on his face as he turns to me, getting right up in my face. “You dated a vampire?”

      I plant my hands on his chest and shove. He doesn’t move. Not an inch.

      It’s intimidating having an angry werewolf boy all hopped up on testosterone in my face.

      But it’s also pissing me off. I can feel my dragon firing up, ready to give Nico the extra crispy treatment.

      “Hey man, I get it.” Jordan slings an arm around Nico’s shoulder, pulling him away from me. “It’s like the world is this delicious babe buffet. But there’s no sneeze-guard. So who knows who’s been there first?”

      Nico jerks away from Jordan, he breathes hard, his chest visibly rising and falling. But he doesn’t come any closer to me.

      Jordan, meanwhile, continues philosophizing. “The thing you gotta realize, man, is there’s more than enough for everyone. So, who needs a sneeze-guard anyway, when it just makes it harder to reach the babes?”

      “I get it. You’re not at all picky about who you dine on,” Nico says with a shake of his head.

      Jordan frowns. “Not cool, dude. Don’t slut shame me.”

      “Yeah, that’s not cool,” Greg says.

      “Guys, can we please focus up,” I ask. Nico shoots me an apologetic look. It’s not an actual apology, but it’s enough to make my dragon stand down.

      Then two seconds later, it nearly bursts out of me again as Nico pivots from being a dick to being a total bossy-pants. I mean, I get it. He’s way more experienced at this than I am, but he also was captured by monsters so…

      “Panther,” Nico says, and Jordan steps forward. “You’re with me. We’ll scout the area and report back. I think it’s best if Edie creates a distraction while I extract Cassie.”

      “Hold on a second,” I say. “Who put you in charge?”

      Nico looks surprised. “Every team needs a leader. I’ve held that position many times and assumed—”

      “I’ve been a team leader too,” I cut in. “At this exact spot, actually.”

      “Yeah, man,” Jordan chips in. “Edie’s a great leader. And a great kisser. Two things I learned on our last mission.”

      “Jordan, please don’t help,” I mutter.

      “I knew you made out with him,” Hepa snaps.

      “Unbelievable!” Greg adds. “First Val. Now this wolf guy and in between you had Jordan. When are you gonna give me a chance?”

      “I’m a person, not a pie, Greg. Everyone doesn’t get a piece.”

      “You’re not entitled to her affections,” Jordan jumps in.

      “I know, I know,” Greg nods. “I’m just saying, I can do things with my tongue that these other guys probably can’t—”

      “Seriously?” Hepa rolls her eyes.

      “Wait, I’m interested in hearing more,” Jordan says. “Give us the deets on the tongue action.”

      I throw up my hands. “Fine, Greg, let’s get it on. Right here in the sand. Is that really want you want?” I ask, sarcasm dripping from every word.

      He tilts his head, thinking. “Is that on the table—like for real?”

      Hepa laughs and Jordan starts to say something else when Nico barks, “ENOUGH!”

      Amazingly, we all go quiet. He points to Greg.

      “Bat shifter…”

      “Greg,” Greg tells him with a glare.

      “Whatever. You’re gonna be plan B, once we’re inside. You’re small enough to fit through the bars of Cassie’s cell so if I’m detained you’ll need to get the keys to her. Do you think you can handle that?”

      “Yeah, I got it. I’m Plan B,” he tells Nico with a sigh.

      “Or,” I interrupt, feeling bad for Greg. “Why don’t we send him on ahead? He can fly into Cassie’s cell and let her know we’re coming. She might even be able to help from the inside.”

      “Fine,” Nico says, with a shrug. “Go ahead, bat.”

      Greg gives Nico a nasty look, but it lasts a second too long, descending into confusion, then panic.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “I…I can’t shift,” he says.

      “Oh, bro…” Jordan stares at him. “That’s not good. Have you tried prunes?”

      “SHIFT!” I correct Jordan, who immediately looks down his shorts to make sure the favorite part of his anatomy hasn’t changed without his knowledge.

      Greg’s face is red, all his effort focused onto something that should be natural… but it’s just not happening.

      “Greg,” I reach out, but Nico grabs my hand.

      “If he’s sick, it might be catching.”

      Jordan takes a few steps back, then shifts to make sure he still can. The resulting panther trots farther away.

      “Witch, we need you,” Nico shouts to Hepa.

      Hepa comes over to us and puts her hand on Greg’s shoulder. “You’re hot,” she tells him. “If you can’t shift, this is serious. We should go back.”

      “No,” he says, droplets of sweat flying as he shakes his head. “What if Fern can’t steal the keys again? I’ll just stay here with you.”

      “I might have to put more effort into healing him if he gets worse,” Hepa tells us. “I won’t be able to protect us if you come back with anything on your tail.”

      “I’ll stay too,” Jordan says, back to human form. “I’ll protect Greg and Hepa.”

      “Good,” Nico says. “Back to a two-person mission. Edie?”

      “Yes, let’s go.” I look at my team. Again, our mission is a disaster. Almost derailed before it’s even started. “Be safe,” I tell them.

      Hoping this bad beginning isn’t the end of us all, I follow Nico across the sands.
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      The air is utterly still, hot but dry. I lift my hair from my shoulders, tying it in a high pony. Nico’s testosterone shot is still doing its work. I see his eyes wander over my briefly exposed midriff, and he instantly shifts into a werewolf, bolting out into the sands before coming back.

      “Okay,” he says, when he returns—he pauses to give himself a shake. Sand flies from his fur in all directions. Apparently satisfied, he changes back to his human form. It’s funny how he doesn’t look any less dangerous as a boy. He jerks his head toward me. “I can still shift. Now you.”

      “Huh?” I hadn’t even considered that maybe I couldn’t. I remember the panicked look on Greg’s face, and feel a tickle of fear in my belly. I just figured this out, please don’t take it away.

      It hasn’t been. I’m a mighty, glorious dragon in an instant. But my wings are a pale pearlescent hue, my worry and concern draining them of color.

      I snap back into a girl.

      “Good,” Nico says. “I didn’t want to say it in front of the others, but if we were incapacitated, there would have been no option but to abort the mission.”

      “I would’ve gone in there as a human,” I tell him.

      He looks me up and down. It seems like this was some sort of test—and I passed it. “I thought so. Loyalty before all. It’s my family motto.”

      Family motto? If my family had one it would’ve been, “If one person orders dessert, everyone shares it.” I’m definitely getting the feeling that Nico’s family is way more intense than mine had been. A pang of longing and loss stabs my gut. They’re less frequent than they once were, but I don’t think they’ll ever go away completely. I’ve lost too much to simply get over it.

      At least I’ve gotten better at pushing it aside and focusing on the task at hand. Which is what I do now.

      “What’s the plan, now that it’s just the two of us again? We’re going into a monster stronghold and we’re highly outnumbered.”

      “Yes,” Nico agrees. “But we’ve got advantages. I know the layout, and you’re a dragon.”

      “Just two advantages?” I ask.

      “Nope. There’s one more.” Nico’s face gets tight and fierce. “I told them one day I’d kill them all. And I always keep my promises.”

      “Kill?” I hate to sound squeamish but the truth is—I am squeamish. I can’t even look in the direction of the vampire’s special blood fridge in the cafeteria; it makes my stomach turn.

      Nico squints at me. “You’ve never killed before?”

      “I have, but…” I hesitate; this isn’t something I’ve mentioned to anyone else. Somehow, though, despite all his bullshit, I think Nico might understand. “I was a dragon and it was almost like…the dragon took control of me and I was watching it happen from the backseat.”

      “But at any time you could’ve demanded your dragon pull over and let you drive—and she would have, right?”

      I stare at Nico in surprise. I thought he’d get it, but wow, he really gets it.

      “Yeah. That.” In a rush, I tell him the rest. “Since then, if I think about the killing, it’s all fuzzy. Almost blurred out. I think my dragon is trying to protect me, so I don’t have to deal what I did.”

      “It’s not just trying to protect you,” Nico explains. “It sounds like your dragon doesn’t totally trust you. Have you ever locked your dragon out and refused to shift for a time?”

      “Umm, yeah. You could say that.” Nico obviously knows nothing about my past. How even after I knew that I was a shifter, I was afraid to find out what was inside. “I was afraid of my dragon. But then when the time came, I trusted her. I guess it makes sense that I now have to earn her trust.”

      “Yeah,” Nico nods knowingly. “And your dragon’s also probably really grossed out that you had a thing with a vampire.”

      “You think so? But…” Too late I notice the smile twitching at the corner of Nico’s mouth. I whack his arm. “Jerk! I’m opening up about my inner animal stuff and you’re making jokes at my expense.”

      He grabs hold of my hand. “You’re right. I swear, it was all true, I just added the vampire thing, because it kills me to think of you with that guy. And also”—his hand tightens and I can feel him bristling—“it’s all I can do to keep my inner wolf from tearing apart every vampire who crosses my path.”

      “Well, my dragon is definitely less blood-thirsty than your wolf,” I say. “The only time it wants to kill is when my friends are being attacked. Not just because someone crosses my path. And I’d like to keep it that way. Which is why we’re not going in there with a ‘kill them all’ attitude.”

      “You don’t want blood on your hands?” Nico folds his arms over his chest “Fine. I’ll come back later and finish the job on my own terms. But I’d love to hear how you expect to get Cassie out. The monsters are dug in there, and I mean that exactly—dug in. They’ve got a warren of tunnels, like ants. Now, if you wanted to do things the easy way, all you do is cough some fireballs down into one of those holes, and the flames will take out a good number of them.”

      “Yeah, that’s not happening. Where is Cassie in that ant farm?”

      “She’s in a separate section. The cells only have two access tunnels, making them easier to guard.”

      I think for a minute. If only this place had Stormtroopers we could steal uniforms from…

      Oh.

      The little light bulb in my brain flicks on.

      “I have a different plan.” I say, turning toward Nico. “You’re going to hate it.”
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      “I thought being tortured in a monster prison was the lowest point of my life,” Nico grouses. “But I was wrong.”

      “Be quiet,” I shush him, “And keep your elbows tucked into your sides—you keep bumping me.”

      “Our teachers will be appalled when they hear about this. Kratos might quit on the spot.”

      “Seriously? The Greeks invented the whole Trojan horse thing.”

      “This is no horse.”

      Nico does have a point there. We are in fact stuffed into the inner cavity of a giant scorpion. The same one I drowned a few days ago.

      When we returned to the portal to share my plan, Hepa and Jordan were playing tonsil hockey. I wasn’t even mad. Greg was napping so what else would a horny panther and the witch who’s obsessed with him do?

      I cleared my throat and they parted, Jordan with a giant grin and Hepa looking sorta dreamy.

      “Okay guys, pay attention,” I told them as I laid out the plan.

      Nico pointed out three separate times that this was all “Edie’s crazy idea.” Jordan, as usual, was totally into it. He helped me find and recover the scorpion’s remains from the water. After that, all of us—except Greg—worked on digging out his water-softened innards.

      Now, Nico and I creep ever closer to the compound with the scorpion’s body giving us cover. It’s like being inside of a nasty, putrid tank. So far what Nico described as “seriously the worst plan I’ve ever heard” is working exactly as I hoped. No one is sounding the alarm and rushing out to kill us. As far as the monsters know, their friend the scorpion is coming to the compound for his coffee break.

      Even as I’m congratulating myself, a minotaur pops up from a tunnel entrance in the ground and stalks toward us. Nico growls low in his throat. I reach out and grab his bicep, my fingers curling around the tight muscle, begging him to just wait.

      “What are you doing here?” The minotaur demands. “You’ve been tasked with guarding the portal. You can’t leave.”

      As the minotaur gets closer I can see his expression change. His nostrils flair. “What’s wrong with your…everything?”

      “Now?” Nico whispers.

      I sigh and agree reluctantly. “Now.”

      Nico slips out of the bottom of the carapace as I pop out my wings. They fit perfectly into the slots I carved on both sides of the scorpion’s body, using my sharper than knives dragon claws.

      “What the?” The minotaur says, his eyes widening as he takes in the wings.

      I give a long eerie moan and flap my wings, making the whole scorpion’s body shake. “I wear the chain I forged in life. I made it link by link, and yard by yard; I girded it on of my own free will, and of my own free will I wore it. Is its pattern strange to you?”

      As I totally rip off Charles Dickens and do my best impression of a ghostly reanimated scorpion version of Jacob Marley, Nico shifts into his wolf form and zips away, staying close to the ground.

      The minotaur’s eyes narrow. Maybe his parents also forced him to read A Christmas Carol, or maybe like Greg, he’s not buying the whole ghost scorpion thing. Even shivering with fever, Greg argued with nerdy conviction that a reanimated body is technically a zombie, not a ghost.

      The minotaur snorts and then leaps, disappearing from my limited view. It doesn’t take long to figure out where he went. He lands on my back, or the scorpion’s back, which makes a terrible cracking noise.

      Shit. I flap my wings and get enough air to shake him off. But in that time he must’ve sounded some sort of alarm, because monsters start to pour out from hidden holes all over the place.

      Well, crap. Nico was right. Worst. Plan. Ever.

      The minotaur once again hurtles toward me, face twisted with rage. I fly and twist, knocking him with the scorpion’s tail. He rebounds quickly and with one swipe of his ax—the tail is gone.

      Okay, time to ditch the disguise. I give a shake and a shimmy, but I’m stuck.

      Monsters are roiling out of holes in the ground, like the ants Nico had promised they were. Everywhere I look, all I see are monsters, some reaching for bows, others throwing knives at me, some only shaking their fists.

      Two arrows thunk into the scorpion’s carapace. Then another and another. I know it’s time to shift. Past time. But I’m nervous about letting my dragon take over. An arrow breaks through, piercing my leg. I scream and then I have no choice in the matter—my dragon bursts out of the scorpion shell and breaks free.

      More arrows whiz by while harpies, flying in teams of three, come at me from both sides.

      Fire rolls through my belly and I swoop down to take out the archers. Power, anger, fear, and fire are all brewing inside of me. As it comes to a boil, I expel it. Jets of fire erupt all around me.

      I’d never tested my fire breathing abilities, and they are much, much stronger than I’d anticipated. Scorched sand is all that remains of where the archers once stood.

      I blink at it, but my dragon is already wheeling around to face the first harpy team to reach me. They go for my wings, claws snatching at them. The third twists the arrow still embedded in my leg.

      Inside I scream, outside my dragon roars. Together we fall, the ground coming fast.

      The harpies break free right before I hit the ground.

      Monsters of all types—more than I can name—are all over me in an instant. I scramble up, shaking them off and lighting them up, one by one, fighting for my life.

      The last few run, realizing I won’t go easily. I give chase, letting my hot breath lick their heels, wanting them to feel fear before they die. I can no longer tell where the dragon ends and I begin.

      “Nooo!” A woman’s voice pierces the chaos.

      I twist my head to see a manticore running across the sand, a bundle in her arms. Her lion body stretches in great leaps while her human face twists in terror. The baby wails. She stops, throwing herself in front of the minotaur I’d been chasing. Her wings fan out, wrapping around him.

      I realize this must be the baby’s father. And she’s the guard whose birth created the distraction when Nico escaped.

      Our eyes lock.

      “Please,” she says. Just that word and nothing more.

      That bundle will grow up to be like its mother, maybe guarding a cell holding one of my friends. Maybe a cell that holds me.

      Still…

      I can’t.

      I turn away from her and shoot back up into the sky. I’d rather take my chances with another trio of harpies then hurt her. Almost immediately, I do. The first harpy dives into my space, slicing at my wings with a dagger. But I’m ready for that move this time. I snatch her in my claws, crush her quickly, and let what’s left fall to the ground.

      Another harpy comes after me and I pivot, diving low enough that my wings brush the sand, throwing up a wall behind me that goes into her eyes. Unfortunately, as I come around again, the same sand gets in my eyes too. I blink wildly, missing my human hands and the ability to rub my eyes.

      I crash, rolling to a halt next to an opening in the sand—out of which comes Nico, Cassie on his back.

      Nico is covered in blood, from his jaws to his great, heaving chest. Cassie is pale, but clutching him, her face a mask of fear. They bust through the remaining monsters, Nico tossing them from side to side with his jaws. I dive in close, plucking up Cassie and then Nico in each of my front talons. Nico instantly nips me.

      It’s more surprising than painful. “I’m trying to help you!” I dragon screech.

      “I don’t need help,” he snarls back. “And I don’t want to be carried!”

      The third harpy comes at me.

      “Fine,” I say to Nico. “Have fun.”

      I throw him at the harpy. They slam into each other midair and it’s immediately all claws and teeth.

      I circle, worried that I might’ve just killed Nico. But there’s no need for my concern.

      Nico hits the ground, using the dead harpy as a cushion. Within moments, he’s back on his feet, launching himself at another victim.

      High above, I can see a clear path for Nico’s escape.

      “Nico!” I roar down to him. “This way!”

      He glances up at me for the barest instant—just enough for me to know he heard me. And then he turns his back on me, his teeth latching onto the next victim.

      That’s when I get it. He’s not leaving. Nico Tralano is staying to tear out more throats.

      I wait a moment longer, wanting to believe I’m wrong.

      In my claw, I feel Cassie sobbing, her tears running down my talon as I finally turn away and fly us back to the portal.
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      It’s dark by the time Nico returns. He limps into view, howls, and collapses.

      Hepa is busy tending Greg who has gotten steadily worse. Cassie cried herself to sleep. Which leaves Jordan and me keeping watch. After Nico falls into the sand, we exchange glances.

      “He’s not getting back up,” I say.

      “Yep. Looks like we gotta get the grumpy bastard,” Jordan agrees.

      Hepa already treated where the arrow pierced my leg and the other more superficial scrapes and bruises. I’m not in terrible pain, but I’m also in no condition to help carry a werewolf. And even though Jordan is a big guy, he doesn’t have anywhere near Nico’s mass. He ends up dragging Nico through the silt. Clumps of bloody sand are left behind in his wake.

      I gently shake Cassie awake, while Hepa wafts something under Nico’s noise. His one good eye is crusted closed with blood. A wound on his head oozes. But after a few minutes, Jordan is able to help him to his feet.

      Hepa throws the portal key into the fountain. Jordan and Nico stagger through the portal together. Finally, Hepa, Cassie, and I surround Greg, each ready to catch him if he falls.

      He grins through lips cracked with fever. “Surrounded by all these beautiful ladies. I’m living the dream.”

      We arrive back on campus nearly a whole day after we left. I half expect Themis to be waiting at the portal to bust us. But even though it’s midday here, it’s eerily quiet. Even if they didn’t notice that all of us were missing—which is unlikely, as there should at least be people in the quad. But when we make our way through it’s like a ghost town.

      “Something’s not right,” Jordan says.

      This isn’t him being unusually astute. There’s a giant green sphere of light shining up into the sky from the middle of campus.

      “That’s a quarantine light,” Hepa says. She looks at Greg who can barely remain upright. “Jordan, run to the infirmary, tell them we need help. Now.”

      Jordan immediately shifts into his sleek panther form and runs off. I turn to where Hepa is trying to make Greg comfortable on a patch of grass, but she waves me away.

      “You need to stay away. Don’t touch him at all.”

      I turn my attention to Cassie, who looks like she’s in shock. Her eyes dart around before finally focusing on me.

      “Are you okay?” I ask. “Are you hurt?”

      She shakes her head. I don’t know if she’s saying she’s not okay, or that she’s not hurt. I go to hug her but she shies away. “So much death,” she whispers.

      “Cassie!” Merilee’s voice echoes through the quad.

      Cassie’s mother bounds across the space and scoops Cassie up in her arms. Both of them collapse into a heap of tears.

      “I was afraid I’d never see you again,” Merilee says. “But I had a spell put on the portals to alert me if you stepped a foot on campus.”

      “I saw this. You and me together at this portal, exactly like this,” Cassie tells her. “I knew I just had to be patient.”

      “I missed you. I’m so glad you’re safe and sound.” Merilee rocks Cassie back and forth.

      I look away, feeling like I’m imposing on a private moment. But also a little bit like Cassie stole my moment. I was the one who was supposed to be reunited with my mother. The hugging and crying and all the rest of it—I wanted that.

      I still do.

      Hepa steers me away from them. “Give them some space. If you want to help someone, go see how much of that werewolf’s blood is his own.”

      I turn to Nico. He’s still in wolf form, barely able to keep on his feet. It’s clear that he won’t remain upright long. I hurry over and then am not sure what to do.

      “Nico, lie down,” I say, once again resorting to treating him like a dog.

      He gives a short bark that sounds like a laugh, and then slowly sinks to the ground. With a soft whimper he curls into himself. I put a hand on his back, his fur coarse and stiff with blood. Then suddenly that same hand is resting on warm human skin.

      I am once again dealing with a naked Nico. Quickly, I pull my pack off and yank out a blanket. Nico takes it wordlessly and wraps it around his lower half. Now that all the bruising and wounds are easily visible, it definitely looks bad…but not deadly.

      Once again, Nico will survive.

      He turns his head to look at me, his eyes glazed with pain. “Did everyone make it back? I didn’t…” He stops and shakes his head, ruefully. “You shouldn’t have waited on me.”

      “We weren’t gonna just leave you behind.”

      “Why not?”

      The question floors me. “Because…I know what it’s like to be left behind.”

      I know Nico thinks I’m talking about my last mission and my team going through the portal without me, but that was nothing compared to the way I felt after dad and grandma died. Then when I couldn’t find my mom or Mavis and they didn’t contact me—I felt abandoned. Lost.

      It was devastating. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

      Nico’s one eye is fixed on me, steadily glowing, until finally he blinks. “I guess that’s now two that I owe you, Edie.”

      “That’s not why I helped you.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Nico pauses as if weighing his next words. “You almost make me think that being soft is a good thing.”

      “Soft?” I jerk away from him. “Just because I didn’t go after those monsters like a-a-a—”

      “Animal?”

      “No,” I spit the word at him. I glance at Cassie and echo her words. “So much death. Like you were the real monster there.”

      Nico’s eye widens and then his face goes hard as he turns away. Maybe I should be happy with getting the last word in, but now that we’re talking about it—I want answers.

      “Did you kill everyone? Did you kill your prison guard and her baby?”

      Nico’s shoulders stiffen. “You didn’t even know them.”

      “Are they dead now?”

      He spins around, teeth bared. “No. Okay? She was always nice to me, so—” With a sigh he puts his face into his hands, like the effort of holding his head up is too much. “No mercy. No regrets. That’s how my mother raised me. If she knew I’d spared anyone…”

      “Your mother sounds like—”

      Before I can finish that thought, Jordan arrives back with a trio of healers running fast behind him. As they get closer to Greg, one of the healers grabs the back of Jordan’s shirt.

      “Into one of the isolation rooms. Now.” Nico and I earn a quick glance. “Both of you too.” Then their focus turns to Greg.

      “How long has he been sick?” asks the older woman in charge. I’ve seen her around the infirmary. She’s Metis, the Titan who teaches healing to the witches and warlocks.

      “Since yesterday afternoon,” Hepa replies, her tone crisp and professional. “He was seemingly fine, although later he reported that he’d been suffering from loose bowels.”

      Greg groans, whether from pain or from having his BM habits reported in front of everyone—it’s hard to say.

      “He realized he couldn’t shift,” Hepa continues, “and then almost immediately the symptoms began.”

      “When?” the healer asks, her voice sharp.

      “Uh…” Well, I guess with Cassie back, our mission yesterday isn’t exactly a secret anymore. “It would’ve been yesterday afternoon.”

      “Dear gods,” the head healer says, looking stricken as she studies Greg. “Campus cases didn’t break out until very early this morning.” She looks up at the two healers standing over Greg.

      “I think we just found patient zero.”
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      We finally rescued Cassie and now I can’t even speak with her. Her mom led her to the records’ building and before I could follow, I was also whisked away.

      All of the shifters are quarantined. Whatever this disease is ripping through campus, it appears only to affect the shifters. Greg was taken away to the infirmary for tests. Since Jordan, Nico, and I aren’t showing symptoms, we’re asked to wait in the amphitheater until everyone can be tested. With Nico injured, Hepa volunteered to keep an eye on him. I’m sure her wanting to be next to Jordan has absolutely nothing to do with it.

      Within the amphitheater area we are sectioned into shifters that have been in contact with the infected, and those that haven’t. Fern is talking to the students in the very small ‘no contact’ group. I wave to get her attention and she walks over.

      She is clearly exhausted. She probably hasn’t slept since she took one for the team and distracted Hermes with talk of sex. She looks around, then casts a sound shield.

      “What is happening?” I ask. “What’s wrong with Greg? Is it really a shifter disease? Do we all have it?”

      “Whoa, one question at a time,” she tells me. “And I go first. Tell me about your mission—did you get Cassie?”

      She must have really been busy if she didn’t hear the news. I relay everything. When we get to the fight, I falter, but I tell it like it happened. By the end I’m choked up while tears roll silently down Fern’s face.

      “All that death…” I say. “I know it’s war, but I wasn’t prepared for it.”

      Fern wipes her face. “You killed Ocypete,” she says quietly. “I thought you hated the monsters. I thought you were just like everyone else here.”

      “I do hate the monsters!”

      Fern’s expression shifts to one of disappointment. I’m surprised by how much that hurts me.

      “War is death,” she tells me. “I have to get back to my patients. You’ll get an update soon.” She pauses, her lips tight. “And for the record. I don’t hate them.”

      There it is. She admitted it out loud.

      “Wait!” I grab hold of her arm. I know this isn’t a good time to ask, but there may never be a good time. “Ocypete told me you were one of hers.”

      I’d thought it was a lie—a tactic to get me on her side.

      Fern’s eyes widen and her lips go white.

      “So, it’s true?” I ask.

      “I didn’t want anyone to get hurt. I didn’t understand what following orders from Ocypete would mean.” Her shining brown eyes stare into mine. “I just wanted this war to end. I’m a healer! I thought I was helping when I snuck the portal key to her...”

      It takes a minute for me to fully understand what she’s saying to me.

      “You gave Ocypete the key to bring the monsters here the night of the Spring Fling?”

      “Yes,” Fern nods, tears falling. “And people died because of it.”

      “Why did you mess with the rest of the keys?”

      “That was an accident. I was so nervous that I would get caught, I dropped all the keys and put them back randomly.” After a long moment, she asks, “Are you going to turn me in?”

      I don’t know what to say. Fern just confessed to being a traitor. Sweet, sincere, helpful Fern. She’s working for the monsters. And I know well enough what the gods do to traitors—you have the choice of death by fire or flood. Burn or drown. I shudder, not wanting to send my friend to that fate, no matter what she did.

      “Can you stop now? Pity’s dead. Can you just be on our side and pretend you always were?”

      “Edie,” Fern lets my name out on a sigh. “It’s so much more complicated than that.”

      Before I can ask anything else she pops the sound bubble and walks away.

      I let her go. There’s really nothing else to say anyway.

      I turn to Hepa and Jordan, who are whispering over Nico’s sleeping form. It looks intense so I keep my distance and study the room.

      Waiting is the worst. Especially when you have a bunch of shifters who are basically wild animals. Everyone is on edge, and accusations are flying, cat-shifters blaming werewolves for the plague, bird-shifters blaming cat-shifters, and those who dare to defend anyone outside of the animal group is getting attacked by both sides. But underneath it all is pure panic; suddenly, shifters can’t shift. They want to know why—and who to blame.

      I lean closer to Hepa, and whisper, “Where is Greg being kept?”

      “Isolation,” she tells me, scanning the crowd. “For his own safety. When Marguerite tasted his blood—”

      “What?!” I shriek, and she shushes me quickly. “That’s how we’re testing. The vamps can taste the infection. Losing the ability to shift is one of the last symptoms; we can’t have infected shifters wandering around campus spreading the plague, just because they haven’t reached that point yet. So the vamps are helping out and that’s not—”

      But Hepa doesn’t have to tell me that’s not going well. There’s a panicked scream from the front of the room. The crowd shifts, giving me a clear view of the shifter who just had her blood tested by a vamp. She tries to shift into her cat form, but gets stuck halfway. Still, her claws are vicious as she swipes at the vamp, spit flying from her jaws.

      Two other vamps jump in at the same time that several shifters pile on. Behind me I hear, “Oh hell no.”

      I turn to find Nico awake and staggering to his feet. He staggers forward and I’m pretty certain it’s going to get all Hunger Games-y in here, but with a bolt of lightning, Zee and Themis appear.

      Themis steps forward to speak first. “Students, as you all know, a sickness has infected several shifters. Please be assured they are getting the best care possible and we have confidence they will fully recover.”

      “Yeah, but will they shift again?” someone calls out to my left.

      Interrupting Themis is almost unheard of; that someone would do it shows how high tensions are right now.

      She glances toward the interrupter as if making note of it for later retribution, and then continues.

      “Thanks to the discovery of patient zero, we now believe the sickness can be traced to a bug bite. However, we are still uncertain whether or not the disease can be passed from one shifter to another, so the quarantine will remain in effect until every student has been tested. Furthermore, a magical fumigation will take place shortly. I have been warned that it will be a bit pungent, however it is the most effective way of safeguarding our native insect species while ensuring that all foreign invaders are swiftly exterminated. Now, if you will all be patient, you will each be tested one by one—”

      “One moment!” Zee steps forward, nearly elbowing Themis aside, although she neatly sidesteps him before he can make contact. “You forgot the most important thing, Themis.”

      “Did I?” she answers wryly.

      Zee, as usual, doesn’t seem to hear her. “Sickness. Disease. Death.” He pauses for dramatic effect. “No one wants that at their school. And certainly not at Mount Olympus Academy. We can’t settle for simply being the strongest. And the smartest. We also need to be the healthiest. And that starts at birth. No, before birth. It starts in the bedroom. With whomever you choose to bring into the bedroom. Or the gardens. Or in the library hidden between the stacks.” Zee shakes his head, looking a little confused, but then his eyes light up and he’s off again.

      “What I’m saying is, it doesn’t matter where you perform the act, it matters how well you perform the act.” He stops and frowns. “No! It matters with whom you perform the act. Well, how well is important too. So, to recap, first choose the right person. Second, make sure you do it well. Third, be willing to accept helpful feedback. We can all learn and grow and improve. Why just in the last half century, thanks to a lover’s advice, I learned—”

      “Zee,” Themis interrupts. “You’re getting a little off track here and I’m not sure the students fully understand what you’re telling them.”

      It’s true. I’m completely lost. And a little amused. Also a lot mortified. Although no one dares to actually laugh aloud. Mr. Zee is too mercurial. He might laugh along, or he might throw a lightning bolt to teach you a lesson.

      “What I’m saying,” Mr. Zee booms, “is there will be no more interspecies relations. Vampires will stick with vampires. Witches and warlocks with witches and warlocks. Shifters with shifters—of their same type.”

      A rumble goes through the crowd at this last part. It’s one thing to cut the dating pool into thirds, but for rarer shifters—like me—this will eliminate the dating pool entirely.

      “ENOUGH!” Thunder shakes the room and everyone’s hair stands on end as an electrical currents zip over our heads. “These types of sicknesses are born of bad blood—”

      “Zee, I already told them we believe it was a bug bite—”

      Zee puts a finger in Themis’ face. “Yes, the free love bug! But no more. As I am god, I declare it so, any students caught cross-canoodling will be sterilized.”

      There are gasps around me. Themis blinks hard. For her that’s the equivalent of having her mouth drop open. But after a moment she says in a soft voice, “It was declared and it will be so.”

      And that’s it. They leave as quickly as they arrived.

      The moment they’re gone everyone starts talking at once. Some clearly see it as an opportunity. Two of Greg’s close friends high five.

      “No more competing with vamps for chicks!”

      Others are more concerned with their lower extremities. Like Jordan for instance. He has both hands over his crotch. “Nobody’s neutering me. No way. No how.”

      Hepa rolls her eyes. “Jordan, it would be magical sterilization, not castration.”

      “Uh-uh.” He shakes his head. “No one messes with my junk. Except in a sexy way.”

      “And what about me, Jordan?” Hepa puts her hands on her hips. “Remember my soft gentle hands? And how they belong to a witch and not a shifter?”

      Jordan’s face goes soft as Hepa waves her hands in his face. “You have great hands. I’ll miss them.”

      I shake my head. Did they have “we might all die” sex while waiting for us to return with Cassie? On second thought, I really don’t want to know.

      “You’ll miss them?!” If Hepa was a dragon shifter, fire would definitely have come out of her mouth with that one.

      “Babe!” Jordan says. “I’m not getting neutered for you. I mean, that would kind of undermine the point, right?”

      “You’re a coward.” Hepa tells Jordan and then stalks over to where Nico has returned to his makeshift sickbed. I expect Nico to be happier than anyone about this announcement. Clearly, Mr. Zee is seizing the reins of power once more.

      But he looks concerned more than anything else. Our eyes meet and he gives a one-shouldered shrug, as if to say, “what can you do?”

      I turn away and nearly collide with Jordan. His hands haven’t moved from their protective positioning around his crotch.

      “Edie, I’m afraid.”

      I reach out and pat his back. “I know, buddy. We all are.”
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      A week later everything is back to normal…and yet not normal at all. The quarantine on non-infected shifters has been lifted, but the inter-species dating ban is still in effect. Relationships have broken up, and not just romantic ones. Some hard words have passed between friends with the arrival of the plague, and having the vamps test blood wasn’t the best move on the healers’ part.

      I was cleared of the sickness and sent back to my room where Tina was freaking out because Vee wasn’t reacting well to the witches’ fumigation spell. She bared her fangs and hissed at me, “This is all your fault, Swamper.”

      My roommate hating me was definitely normal. Almost comforting, actually. But Vee’s head was hanging low, and while it’s hard to develop a close personal relationship with a plant, I had been feeding Vee all summer. I didn’t like that she looked…sick.

      Everything is different and the same all at once. I meet Cassie for our normal walk down to the dining hall. But when we got there, Greg wasn’t in his usual seat. The initial fever has passed, but he and the eight other students who fell ill still can’t shift. One girl, a lion shifter, is stuck in her animal form. She loses more words every day. There are worries they might have to cage her if the animal part of her nature eclipses the human.

      Cassie’s also not back to normal. Much like the poor girl stuck as a lion, Cassie seems to still be stuck in her prison cell. I find myself desperately searching for topics that might interest her, but also not remind her of all the bad stuff that happened. Cassie saw her boyfriend decapitated, and then gods knew what else in the monster stronghold. Usually I tell Cassie everything. But the other day when I was bummed because most students received care packages, it seemed insensitive to grouse about it in front of Cassie.

      It’s an unsolvable problem—I don’t want to talk about the bad stuff, and the good stuff feels too insensitive. So I settle for not talking. Just me and Cassie sitting side by side, eating silently.

      At least summer classes are starting today. It’ll be nice to have that distraction.

      There’s been enough drama on campus to keep people talking, but the impending arrival of Maddox Tralano (a.k.a. Nico’s mommy) has still been a hot topic. Cassie and I have our first class with her today.

      Cassie and I stand to empty our trays. I have to guide her by the elbow, like she’s forgotten the layout of the dining hall.

      “Ready for…” I glance at my schedule, forgetting the official name of the class. “Real World Applications for Assassination. That’s…cheery.” I fold the paper, sorry I said anything. Cassie doesn’t need to be reminded of killing.

      “Hello? Edie?” Someone is yelling my name on the green, a voice I don’t recognize. I turn to find Larissa Golov—Val’s fiancée—waving at me. She crosses the grass, her long gauzy skirt blowing around her perfect legs. I get a sudden image of Val positioned in between them and have to turn away, fire shifting in my gut.

      I affix a smile before I turn back. My instinct is to dislike her, but Larissa is pleasant, which is almost an unheard of trait for a vampire.

      Besides, even if Val and I wanted to be together—we couldn’t. His family is strict about pure vampire blood. Plus Tina has reveled in telling me every night how lucky Val is to have arranged a marriage with the Golovs.

      Also, interspecies dating is now banned on campus.

      Oh, and the whole girls squabbling over a boy thing is kinda gross so…I guess I might as well be nice to this girl.

      “Hey,” I call, waving to her. She joins me and Cassie, wrapping an arm around my friend to give her a one-armed side hug.

      “I am so sorry for all you’ve been through,” she says, her voice quiet and sweet. “If there’s anything I can do…”

      Astonishingly, Cassie lays her head against Larissa’s shoulder.

      “Thank you,” she says—the first words I’ve heard out of her all day. And they’re to Val’s fiancée.

      Nice.

      The fire in my gut rolls again, but I stifle it. I should just be glad to hear Cassie’s voice.

      We file into the amphitheater. The entire campus is enrolled in this class, and there are more students in here right now than I’ve seen together since…well, since Tina’s friend Jenn was turned into a pile of ash, burned to death by Ocypete.

      Larissa waves and I follow her gesture to find Val across the aisle with his sister and her crew. Larissa cups her hands around her mouth and shouts, “I am going to sit here with my friends!”

      He nods and turns away. Tina shoots me a dirty look, like I’ve brainwashed Larissa or something.

      There are whispers all around us. Most people talk about the shifters who are still quarantined in the infirmary, unable to shift into their animal forms. I catch the name of the poor girl who is stuck as a lion—Rochelle—more than once, but she’s almost an afterthought. The name being tossed around the most is Maddox Tralano.

      “Who?” Larissa asks. “Why is this name coming up so often?”

      “She’s our teacher for this class, a guest instructor,” I tell her.

      “Maddox Tralano,” Larissa repeats. “What a pretty name.”

      “Don’t tell her that,” Cassie says, a little bit of life coming into her. “She won’t accept a compliment from a vampire. On second thought, don’t even talk to her. Don’t call attention to yourself in her presence.”

      Larissa’s perfect brows come together, a pretty pout on her lips. I glance at them quickly, wondering if Val has kissed her. I mean, I assume he has. They’re getting married so—a small fireball pops out of my mouth, making Larissa and Cassie jump.

      “Sorry,” I say quickly. “That chili at lunch had a real kick.”

      “Why shouldn’t I talk to her?” Larissa asks.

      “Oh, Maddox hates vampires,” Cassie says, sounding a little like her old self at the chance to share some gossip. “I mean, she’s like, half the reason there’s so much bad blood around the Academy.”

      “What?” I ask. “Why?”

      “Remember the Wall of Weeping?” Cassie asks me. I nod. How could I forget?

      Apparently, years ago Themis thought it would be a good idea to ensure everyone on campus mourned when a student died in battle. It was supposed to bring students together, strengthen the bond of us against them, uniting them against the monsters.

      “But it went wrong, like bad,” Cassie is explaining to Larissa. “Maddox was on her mourning shift with a vamp and well…the Academy ended up with more than one dead student on their hands.”

      “Oh my gods,” I say. “That was her?”

      I knew the story, how a werewolf tore a vamp to pieces at the Wall. But I didn’t know it was Nico’s mom.

      “How are they even letting her come back to campus?” I ask. “And teaching?”

      Larissa is nodding with me, but Cassie only shrugs. “Mr. Zee made a proclamation. My mom says that Maddox was always a favorite of his. And what Mr. Zee says, goes.”

      Larissa shakes her head. “My family warned me not to associate with…shifters.” She lowers her voice, like it’s a bad word. “But I think you are very nice, Edie.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her, ashamed at how much I wanted to hate her.

      Suddenly, there’s a sharp rapping at the podium. Themis is there, eyeing the crowd of students. “Everyone,” she says, bringing the room to order. “I’m here to introduce you to—”

      But Themis doesn’t get to introduce anybody. A tall, dark, lean woman saunters onto the stage, announcing her own self.

      “I’m Maddox Tralano,” she says, her voice filling the entire space.

      Anybody that hadn’t been sitting up straight is now. All eyes are locked on her, and not just because she has a commanding presence. She’s also gorgeous in a way that goes beyond hair styles or clothing choices. It’s pure animal magnetism. Nico has it too, but with Maddox the magnetism is way more intense. I can’t take my eyes off of her.

      “Our official sessions will start in the morning,” Maddox continues. “But I want to make sure everyone understands what we’re doing here.”

      Several students glance at one another, like they’d never really thought about it.

      “We are AT WAR!” Maddox yells, thumping the podium.

      Beside me, Larissa flinches, and Cassie lets out a little gasp.

      “War is ugly,” Maddox says, now pacing the stage. “Ugly like the monsters we fight—harpies and manticores and minotaurs. War is death and destruction—the deaths of our enemies! The destruction of their way of life. War is what we bring to the doorsteps of those who have persecuted us for generations.”

      There are still confused whispers, but also yells of agreement from the crowd as the students warm up to her pep talk.

      “How many of you have been on a mission?” Maddox asks, scanning the crowd for hands. “Don’t be shy. Raise your hands. Be proud of your service, and I thank you all for it.”

      Hesitantly, I put my hand in the air.

      “The rest of you, look around. I want that number doubled!” She glares at the crowd, daring those who didn’t raise their hands to meet her gaze. “Now, how many of you have killed?”

      I snap my hand back, uncertain. I don’t want to be praised for killing. I spot Nico in the front row, arm raised high.

      Maddox looks down at him. I expect some maternal gleam of affection, but instead all I see is cold satisfaction. “Be proud of your abilities. Everyone else, look around. I want that number tripled!” she shouts, and there’s a roar of excitement.

      “You don’t win a war by going to dances,” she goes on. “You don’t win a war by going to classes. You don’t win a war by just being a student at Mount Olympus Academy.” She stops, pausing for effect.

      “How do you win a war?” she asks the crowd.

      “Killing!” someone shouts. Was it Nico? Maddox nods in agreement.

      “I’m not here to treat like you all like students—like children,” she says, giving everyone a final, grim look.

      “I’m here to train you to be soldiers. The soldiers who finally win and end this war, once and for all!”

      The students’ applause is deafening.
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      “Well, that was something,” I say to Tina when I return to the dorms.

      Tina and I aren’t exactly close, but since it’s certain now that I won’t be polluting her family’s pure vampire bloodline by dating her brother, she’s been a little more chill. And by a little more chill I mean that she hasn’t elongated her fangs at me in almost a week.

      “You ran out of there pretty fast,” I say, tossing my school issue jacket onto my bed. “I’m guessing you felt the same way I did during Maddox Tralano’s…rally?” There’s no other word for it. She was gathering the troops and firing up their blood.

      Tina doesn’t answer me. She must still be mad that Larissa sat with me during Tralano’s speech. I’m probably in trouble now.

      “I think she’s totally nuts,” I go on. “And did you know that she’s the one who—Tina?”

      My roommate is lying in bed, the covers pulled around her protectively. Like a true vamp, Tina doesn’t sleep. When she is “on” her bed, she’s usually floating above the blankets. But she’s in the fetal position right now, and shaking like a leaf.

      “Tina?” I walk over to her, noticing something on the floor between our beds.

      “Gross!” I use a tissue to lift up a tiny, dead scorpion. “Oh my gods! Tina, did you see this?”

      She doesn’t respond. There’s sweat pouring off her brow, and her mouth is locked shut as she convulses slightly, like she’s fighting the urge to puke. Oh gods. I’ve heard that when vampires puke it gets…messy.

      I gingerly wrap the scorpion inside the tissue, being careful not to crush it.

      “I’ve got to get this to the infirmary,” I tell her. “They said the plague was started by a bug bite, that’s why they fumigated. This thing must have come through the portal with us when—”

      “I’m not sick,” Tina says, her mouth barely opening to let the words out.

      “Um…you look pretty sick,” I tell her.

      She does. For the first time in my life I can actually say a vampire looks like shit. Tina’s skin is waxy, her hair sweat soaked and…only blonde. Her green streaks are gone. That’s weird. I’ve never seen her without them.

      “I’m not sick,” Tina repeats, but a little runnel of blood escapes from one of her nostrils as she says it.

      “Tina…” I say, approaching her cautiously. “You honestly do not look good. I think you need to come to the infirmary with me.”

      “I’m not sick,” she says again, and tries to show her fangs, but they only erupt halfway. She grips my wrist, squeezing. Even her freaky vampire strength is gone. “I do not have the plague.”

      “Of course you don’t,” I say. “I mean, duh. You’re a pureblood vampire, and the plague only affects shift—”

      I pause as things click into place.

      Tina, so concerned with keeping up appearances.

      The time I caught her pulling her hand through her hair and adding a streak of green, which Cassie said was a shifter trick.

      Her preoccupation with keeping Val away from me, and having him marry someone with a great vampire pedigree. She’s trying to protect him from the truth.

      Oh. My. Gods.

      Tina’s gaze meets mine, bright, burning, begging.

      Tina isn’t a pureblooded vampire.

      That means Val isn’t either…

      Does Larissa know? And if not, would she still want to marry him?
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      I hurry to the infirmary. A witch at the quarantine area stops me, but when I show her what I’m holding she goes white. Then she snaps, “Follow me to the infirmary immediately.”

      I know the witches are under a ton of pressure right now with the outbreak and since it’s where I was going anyway, I resist the urge to snark back.

      Inside the lab, there’s normal looking equipment, like microscopes, but also bubbling cauldrons. Next to an eye wash station is a stone table carved with runes.

      I spot Metis, the healer in charge, and make my way over to her. She’s busy looking through a microscope, then reading an incantation from a book.

      “Excuse me…” Her sharp eyes focus on me.

      For a moment I lose my words. I’m not prepared for the weight of her gaze. I know she’s a Titan, older than the Greek gods themselves. Her presence is intimidating, her eyes bright with ancient knowledge.

      She looks me up and down. “You’re the dragon?”

      “Yes,” I say, and add a “ma’am” for good measure.

      She humphs. “You’re tall, and have ample muscle tone. If you weren’t a shifter I would think you’d be more suited to my daughter’s academy.”

      Wait, there are other Academies? Of course there are.

      “Your daughter?” I ask stupidly. Maybe I should spend more time studying.

      “My daughter Athena. She is the headmistress of Amazon Academy. I’m sure she’d love to get her greedy hands on you, but no shifters allowed. Not like Hades and his Underworld Academy. He’ll take anyone. Anyone dead, anyway.”

      I hate to interrupt but I feel like Metis is losing interest in me. “I…I found this. On my dorm room floor.”

      Again her full attention snaps to me and I feel like I’m a specimen under her microscope. But then I hand her the dead scorpion and it’s like I’m no longer in the room. Or even the same planet. Metis carefully places it in a specimen bag and then calls for the other witches and warlocks in the lab.

      Just like that—I’m forgotten. By everyone.

      They huddle around the insect, so solemn it almost looks like they’re in the midst of a funeral. Then one of the warlocks asks, “Who had scorpion in the office pool?”

      “I think it was Rose.”

      “And maybe Warren too.”

      “Definitely not me. I went with a killer bee.”.

      “I thought mosquito was a winner.”

      “You and half the staff here.”

      “Enough.” Metis almost whispers the word, but immediately everyone goes silent. “My choice was a loser in the pool and thus my interest in this topic has ended. Let us move on. This ugly insect which has apparently cost me several gold coins in a fortune too vast to be counted may be the answer to our patients next door. Let us discuss this further.”

      Another spirited discussion erupts with wizards and witches talking over one another.

      One of the warlocks says there’s no way it’s the cause, as scorpion venom only incapacitates, but someone else hazards that it could be a bio-weapon created by the monsters. Then they get into a hypothetical argument about what the goal of a bio weapon that only affects shifters might be. It quickly gets technical and way over my head.

      Finally, one kindly witch notices I’m still there and tells me I can leave.

      I back away and head down the hall, to the room with the quarantined shifters. As soon as I found that scorpion, a plan to sneak inside was already forming in my head. If the plague was caused by that scorpion, I won’t catch it by checking on my fellow classmates.

      I spot Greg and, in the bed next to him, surprisingly, Jordan. I hadn’t seen him at the rally but I didn’t realize…

      I rush to them, circumventing the lion in the middle of the room. They brought in a cage for Rochelle and she’s pacing back and forth, snarling occasionally. When I reach Greg he gives me a sad smile.

      “Not you too, Edie?” he asks.

      “No, no…I just wanted to check on you. And Jordan, I didn’t even know you’d gotten sick. What happened?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I woke up this morning and when I went out for my run I couldn’t shift. I just…nothing like this has ever happened to me before, I swear.” He looks on the verge of tears. “This is the first time I’ve been unable to perform …”

      I hug him, then hug Greg and sit at the foot of his bed.

      “The worst thing,” Jordan is saying, “is that you don’t truly know what you have until it’s gone. I mean, when something is just there all the time, you take it for granted.” His eyes go to Hepa who is helping another patient.

      “That’s really deep,” I say.

      “And who is gonna want to bang a shifter who can’t shift?” he asks.

      Greg actually laughs. “Okay, he’s back now. Hi, Jordan.”

      “How are you really?” I ask Greg.

      “Bored. Mostly. There’s talk about making us—the infected—go home. Permanently.”

      “They’re gonna kick you out of school?” I say in a voice way too loud for the sick room. Quickly, I modulate my volume. “I won’t let that happen.” Although I don’t know what I could do to stop it.

      Greg shrugs. “Well, if we’re shifters who can’t shift, we’re actually just humans.” He stops, apparently remembering that I couldn’t shift for most of last year. “Sorry, Edie. But it’s true.”

      I spot Fern and drop my voice to a whisper.

      “Look, I’m pretty sure I found the cause…a baby scorpion. It must have slipped through the portal, that’s why I got stuck on the other side. Remember that bite on your back, Greg? I think it rode through with you.”

      “But that’s only four living things,” Jordan argues, and I see that he’s used his fingers to calculate. “The portal key was set for five to return, including your mom.”

      I don’t know what to say to that, and I hate the reminder that our entire mission failed and left my mother gods knew where.

      “Um… guys?” Greg says. “I think I know why it closed. Five things did pass through. I sort of kind of might have snatched a beetle out of the air right before we left. And if I didn’t masticate—”

      “Whoa dude, don’t beat yourself up.” Jordan says. “Everybody masticates. It’s normal and natural.”

      “Chew, Jordan,” I tell him, and he apparently takes it as a command because he immediately starts doing it. “Masticate means chew,” I clarify.

      “Ohhhh,” Jordan says. “Well, yeah. I guess that would do it then. If Greg hadn’t crunched down on his snack yet and there was a scorpion riding in on him—”

      “Great, so it’s definitely all my fault,” Greg says, tears sprouting.

      “Maybe,” I tell him. “But if it hadn’t happened, I never would have found Nico, and he would’ve died out in that desert.”

      “I am totally blaming you for that one, then,” Jordan says to Greg. “Nico is a total dick.”

      “Oh come on, he’s not that bad,” Greg argues. “He’s come and visited us almost every day.”

      “What?” I’m shocked. “How did he get away with that?”

      “He snuck in.” Jordan rolls his eyes. “He said no one keeps him out when he wants in. It sounded sorta sexual.”

      “Jordan, everything sounds sexual to you,” I point out.

      “Okay fine,” he shrugs, giving that one to me. “But when I asked if he was afraid of getting sick he said, ‘Tralanos don’t let themselves get sick. It’s a weakness.’”

      “Yeah,” Greg adds. “I’m kinda getting the sense that his mom is a piece of work.”

      “Oh she is, just wait until you get better and have to start attending her class.”

      “If we get better,” Greg corrects, looking gloomy once more.

      “You will,” I assure him. “I gave the scorpion to the healers. I’m sure it’ll be only a matter of time before they have a cure.”

      “Yeah,” Greg’s face lights up. “I’m sure you’re right.”

      “I gotta go, but I’ll come back as soon as I can.” I hurry over to Fern. “I need you to come with me. Now.”

      “Is this about the mons…?” The words die on her lips when she sees my face. “Edie, what’s wrong?”

      I pull her out of the infirmary but we’re stopped by a group of vamps. Val is among them. Today his shirt features a merman and says, Be Mermazing. I think of Darcy and don’t know whether to laugh or cry. “You know the rules, girls. No one leaves without being tested.”

      Val steps forward, his expression as unreadable as ever.

      I sigh and give him my hand. He takes it gently, his eyes meeting mine.

      I forgot how cold he is. Cold in a way that I find really hot.

      Slowly, he leans forward, exposing his fangs. He bites into my wrist.

      The first time I had this done, they assured me that a bite alone couldn’t turn someone into a vampire, there’s a whole process involving the victim willingly also drinking some of the vampire’s blood. And…yeah, ugh. I’m not doing that.

      And yet I have to admit, there’s a strange, pleasurable sensation from a vampire bite. A rush. I gasp, trying not to let the good feeling get to me. But because it’s Val all my other emotions are mixed up and I can’t help but blush, wondering what it would feel like for him to bite me other places.

      “Clear,” one of the vamps says of Fern. I guess they’re still testing the witches to make sure that it doesn’t jump species, or…remembering Tina’s mixed blood, I entertain the thought that maybe Mr. Zee has the vamps doing the blood test to sniff out any Moggies.

      Val raises his head and keeps staring at me, still holding my wrist. There’s so much I want to say to him. To ask him. He doesn’t even know that I’m aware of his secret. He doesn’t know that I don’t care if he’s a pure vampire. I wouldn’t care if he was part poodle.

      “Clear,” he echoes.

      He drops my wrist. The bite is already fading; a vampire’s saliva can actually have healing properties if they choose to excrete it. Val walks away and I stare after him, wondering if I should tell him about Tina. No. I’ll wait and see what Fern thinks. Maybe I’m overreacting and Tina just has a bad summer cold or something.

      “Edie,” Fern prompts and the trance is broken.

      In hushed whispers I explain to Fern along the way. I don’t think she truly believes me until she sees Tina for herself. She gets right to business, taking Tina’s temperature.

      Tina opens her bleary eyes. “I didn’t ask you to bring me a healer.”

      “She won’t tell anyone,” I promise her. “It was this or the infirmary.”

      Fern looks at me. “I’m good at keeping secrets.”

      “This isn’t affecting her like it is the shifters,” Fern tells me. “She looks a lot worse off than the other infected. Maybe…” Fern hesitates. “Maybe she’s not a purebred vampire?”

      Tina hisses at us. “Don’t you dare say that aloud.”

      “No one else is here,” I assure her.

      “You and she are already too many! If anyone finds out, our family will be ruined.” Her eyes go dark and small red droplets spring from them. She’s crying blood.

      This freaks me out so much I try to make her angry again. Anything other than her quiet desperation.

      “Okay then, well in that case, I’ll just let you die.”

      She looks up at me, sees that I’m not serious, and actually laughs weakly.

      “What do you think?” I ask Fern.

      “She needs a blood transfusion. Preferably from a pure-blooded vampire.”

      “How the hell are we going to…wait, can you ask Marguerite?” I hadn’t even bothered to check in with Fern and find out if they were still together after the proclamation. To be fair, I was also thinking about how Fern let the monsters on campus, so neither of us is winning a friend of the year trophy.

      “Marguerite?” Tina musters the strength to lift her head and give us both a semi-decent death stare.

      “I’ll ask her for her blood, and I won’t let her know what it’s for,” Fern promises. “Just don’t tell anyone that we’re still together.”

      “I would never,” I assure her.

      “Ugh. Who cares about anything you do?” Tina’s eyes drift closed.

      “I think that’s Tina’s way of saying she won’t tell anyone either,” I interpret for her.

      Fern nods and hurries off.

      After making sure Tina is as comfortable as possible, I know there’s no more putting it off.

      I go to find Val.
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      Val’s shift at the infirmary is just ending as I get there.

      “Back again?” he asks. “I’m sure they’ll be happy to see you. I heard the patients are getting a little stir crazy.”

      “Actually, um…” I blush and then just blurt it out. “I came to see you.”

      Val’s eyebrows lift, along with the side of his mouth that seems to live in a semi-permanent smirk.

      “I mean, if Larissa won’t mind,” I add in a tone that comes out snarkier than intended.

      Val’s smirk deepens. “No, Larissa is not the possessive type. Odd for a vampire. Usually once we know who we want, we want them to be ours and ours alone.”

      Val’s gaze fixes on me as he says these words and is it crazy to think that he might be talking about me? But then he swivels with his usual liquid grace, calling over his shoulder, “Wait there, I need to sign off on my tests, and then we can go.”

      I grit my teeth, both annoyed and exhilarated to be back in Val’s vortex once more. That feeling of being off-balance, hopeful, and yet totally and completely uncertain of his affections—it’s disarmingly familiar.

      Val comes out and slips his arm through mine, pulling me closer in the process. It’s the same way we’d walk together back when we were pretend dating. Pretending in a way that began to feel way too real. I can’t let those feelings for Val take over again.

      I pull away, leaving a good distance between us.

      He laughs softly. “Scared of getting caught doing some interspecies mingling?”

      “No, I don’t even care about that,” I snap. “I’m more concerned about hurting Larissa’s feelings.”

      “I already told you. She’s not the jealous type.”

      “That doesn’t mean she wants her fiancé walking arm in arm across campus with another girl.” I hit the word fiancé extra hard.

      Val rolls his eyes. “I hate that word. We’re not engaged.” My heart leaps, but then quickly settles again as he adds, “We signed a pre-marriage agreement. It’s all very business-like, right down to how after two kids we can decide whether to renew the contract or go our separate ways.”

      “Wow,” I say. The vampires definitely have their own thing going on. From talking to Greg, I’ve gotten the sense that shifters live pretty normal lives outside the Academy. The only weird thing Greg’s ever mentioned is how his family loves to celebrate Batsgiving Day. “That’s cold,” I add.

      “Yes, well, that’s a vampire thing,” Val replies dryly. He holds out a hand, inviting me to take it.

      So we can hold hands? Or so I can feel his coldness?

      I’m not sure. And it doesn’t matter.

      I reach out and grab hold.

      We walk along hand in hand, his cold fingers wrapped around mine.

      “Well, Larissa seems really nice at least.”

      “So nice,” Val agrees in a way that tells me he doesn’t see this as a point in her favor. “She’s never set me on fire, that’s for sure.” He pulls us to a stop and suddenly I’m in his arms. “Edie, you set me on fire.”

      His eyes, dark and with depths I’ll never reach, stare into mine. His cool breath fans my face as he comes closer. My eyes drift closed.

      And then, at last, his lips touch mine.

      The coolness of his mouth quenches the heat in mine as the kiss deepens and our tongues begin to tangle. I slide my fingers up beneath his shirt, feeling the cool carved marble that make up his abs.

      I want to stand here in the sun kissing Val forever. Maybe one of the witches could make a spell to stop time. I’ll have to ask Fern when she brings the blood for—

      I jerk away from Val.

      “Tina!”

      His eyebrows rise. “No, I’m Val. We’re not identical twins, so it’s strange that you’d confuse us.”

      I slap his arm. “Val, listen. I came to get you because Tina is sick. I meant to tell you when we were alone and then got—”

      But Val is already moving, a blur of boy. Then just as quickly, he is back in front of me. He grabs hold of my hands.

      “Hold long has she been sick? What are the symptoms? Who knows?”

      He drags me along behind him, trying to make me move at his speed, which just isn’t possible.

      I lean back on my heels. “Val. Hold up. Wait!”

      An angry snarl is the only warning that someone else has seen us. Then, before I can even take a breath, Val’s hand is ripped away from my own.

      Val and Nico—in full wolf form—roll on the grass. Snarling. Cursing. Fangs flashing from both of them.

      Finally, they come to a stop with Nico’s paws planted on Val’s chest.

      “Stay away from her!” Nico barks in Val’s face.

      Val smiles. “Sorry, I don’t speak wolf.”

      This earns another snarl, but Val slips out from under Nico. They face off once more, moving in a tight circle.

      Pissed, I stalk over to them.

      “Enough!” Fire comes out with that one word, shooting between them. With a yelp, a singed Nico leaps back. Val, meanwhile, holds out his hands like he’s warming his hands at a campfire.

      “Fireproof spell, remember?” he says. “See you around, Edie.” He smiles and saunters off.

      I know he’s going to check on Tina, but I can’t help feeling deserted all the same.

      “Good riddance,” Nico growls.

      I spin on him. “Do you even know Val? Or do you just hate him because he was friends with a werewolf?”

      Nico says nothing. He just glares at me with his one good eye. In werewolf form, there is no eyepatch hiding it.

      I throw my hands up, totally exasperated with him. “You almost died in the desert, Nico. And I’m sure you nearly died in that prison a few times too. But now you’re back here on campus, you’ve got a second chance at life and all you ever seem to do is treat everyone around you like shit.”

      He still says nothing and that unblinking glare is becoming unnerving. Still, I don’t regret saying it.

      “Whatever. I need to check on Cassie. You totally freaked her out with your ‘kill all the monsters’ routine by the way. So good job with that.”

      I turn my back on him. As I hurry away, his gaze nearly burns a hole between my shoulder blades.
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      Val continues sitting with Tina after I get to the room. We stay clear of talking about anything personal—including the fight he just had with Nico. Instead he politely thanks me for telling him about Tina being sick, and I fill him in on Fern’s plan.

      It’s all sorta stilted and awkward with both of us aware that even sick, Tina would kill me if she knew about that kiss.

      Finally, not wanting to draw any suspicion upon Tina, Val leaves to go about his normal routine. I promise to let him know if Tina’s condition changes.

      That night, in her delirium, Tina tells me more than she ever would if she were well.

      “My father, the hypocrite, always told us that being pureblood vampire was important. That we could never, under any circumstances, let anyone know the truth.”

      “What is the truth?” I ask gently.

      She laughs weakly. “The truth is that our mother was a mutt. A bit of shifter, a bit of nymph, a bit of vampire. She had no pedigree. No connections. But she was very beautiful. My father took her into his household as a pet. He dressed her up like a doll and showed her off at parties and well, things became complicated.”

      “When she got pregnant my father’s wife wanted her dead. But father had no children yet, so he convinced her to wait until she gave birth. Maybe he loved my mother. Maybe not. But when Val and I were born, he looked the other way when his wife murdered our mother and took us as her own.

      “I think my father’s wife does love us in her own way. We call her Mother, but she doesn’t understand us. She wants us to be just like her. But we’re not. Even when we were children, nothing was ever good enough—especially when our other characteristics would show.”

      “Like you turning your hair green,” I muse.

      “And I talked to plants, like, all the time,” Tina says. She clucks her tongue at Vee, who turns its trap…what I’ve come to think of as its head, toward Tina. “If they were thirsty they would tell me, and I’d….”

      Tina blinks, as if suddenly remembering who I am. She tells me to bring her water. But it’s too cold. Then too warm. I go back and forth at least six times and then she takes one sip and says she’s not thirsty anymore.

      Ordering me around seems to put her back in a better mood, though, because as she leans back against her pillows (and actually mine too—she demanded it and when I objected said that it would be too bad if borrowing my pillow turned out to be her dying wish), she continues her story.

      “So, my father made sure we learned how to be perfect vampires. They wanted to fool everyone. They wanted to fool themselves most of all, I think. When we were young they tried to keep our birth mom a secret, but I always knew we were different. ‘Mother’ told me the truth when I was five years old. She told me I could tell no one and that I needed to keep my ‘Moggy’ side a secret. It was easier for me, but Val…”

      “Val what…?” I prompt.

      “Oh, Val. We’re twins but I’ve always felt older. Always felt like it was my job to protect him. I know you like him, and he likes you, but I can’t let anything seem off about him. You understand, don’t you? He’s the only thing I care about.”

      She goes silent again and I can’t help but feel for her. Not knowing your birth mother, I understand. I feel a kinship with Tina, something I thought wasn’t possible.

      Fern returns with the blood; there’s got to be at least a gallon and all I can think is that Marguerite must really love her. She sets up an IV drip and tells Tina that we’ll be back to check on her after our next class.

      “Next class?” I ask Fern, confused.

      “Well, you know how I was talking to Hermes about how disappointed we all were that sex-ed was cancelled because Zee wanted Mad Maddox instead?”

      “Yeah, you really saved our butts.”

      “Well, I may have been a little too convincing. He petitioned Zee and now we have two special guest speakers.”

      “No. Please no.”

      She gives me a half grin. “Yep. Old man Priapus is on campus now.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, hurrying to keep up.

      “He’s kind of hard to miss,” she says, turning to me with a smile. I can see it’s supposed to be a joke, and she can tell I’m not getting it.

      “You don’t know who Priapus is, do you?” she asks, hand on the classroom door.

      I shake my head.

      “Don’t worry,” she says, with something of a smirk. “All will soon be made clear.”
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      It’s not only made clear. It’s made abundantly, enormously, engorgedly, obvious.

      Priapus stands at the front of the classroom, hands on his hips, toga draped over one shoulder, watching students file in. Normal teacher behavior, except for the fact that his toga is open at the hips and his ridiculously large dick rests inside a wheelbarrow in front of him. I mean, it’s covered with what looks like a giant tube sock, but he definitely doesn’t have an extra foot in that wheelbarrow. It’s a dick in a sock.

      “Uh…” I’ve lost verbal abilities. There are no words for this.

      Suddenly, Cassie is at my side. She takes me by the elbow and guides me over to where Fern and Larissa are sitting.

      “God of fertility,” Cassie informs me, in a low whisper. “Protector of gardens, fruit plants, and livestock.”

      “Okay,” I say. “The fertility part makes sense, but protector of—”

      Cassie smacks herself on the forehead. “Also, male genitals,” she adds. “I forgot that part. Protector of male genitals.”

      “There it is,” I say. Everything makes sense now.

      I settle in next to Fern, who also leans in to educate me.

      “Apparently a long time ago he used to use it as a counterweight on the scales,” she says.

      “I…” Nope. Lost all words again.

      Nico comes sauntering in late. He drops into the seat at the edge of our row, right next to Cassie. Unbelievable! When his werewolf-as-Rambo impression left her nearly catatonic. I lean over with the intention of telling him to get lost, but Cassie gets there first.

      “Nico.” She takes his hand in both of hers. “I meant to tell you, thank you so much for coming back for me.”

      My mouth almost drops open.

      Nico gives a half shrug. “You helped me escape.” He hesitates and then in a voice so soft I can barely hear it over the classroom chatter, he adds, “You helped me survive in that place.”

      Cassie leans even further into him; she’s practically nuzzling his shoulder. “I knew you’d come back.” Pulling back from him, Cassie frowns. “But you promised you wouldn’t kill anyone.”

      “I promised I wouldn’t kill anyone when I was escaping,” Nico corrects. “And I didn’t.”

      Cassie looks so sad at this. Her eyes fill with tears. I watch Nico watching her. He swallows and looks away.

      But Cassie isn’t done with him. “You have a good heart, Nico,” she says softly. “I saw you be kind. I know it’s in you.”

      Nico doesn’t answer and before Cassie can say anything else, he’s saved by the start of class.

      “Class, everyone settle down,” Priapus says, holding his hands up for quiet. “I don’t want to have to say it twice. I don’t want to get hard on you.”

      There’s a titter of giggles, but apparently Priapus didn’t mean it as a joke, because his eyebrows come together.

      “Alright, everyone,” he says. “Welcome to Comprehensive Sexual Education for Non-Humans. I am your teacher, Priapus, but you can all me Pus.”

      There’s some nervous laughter, but apparently that wasn’t a joke either because his face gets stormier.

      “All right, get all the giggles out. Every time I teach this class, I hope the students will have evolved and be able to handle a frank discussion of sexuality.” He sighs heavily. “But it hasn’t happened yet. And yet I press on, determined to ram this information into your heads. It might be uncomfortable at first, but if everyone would just relax, I believe this could be a pleasurable experience for all of us.”

      Oh my gods! Can he hear himself?

      Priapus grabs his wheelbarrow and wheels over to the whiteboard, dick leading the way. “Now, let us begin with the difference between boys and girls.”

      We all glance at each other. Is he serious?

      “Now,” Priapus says. “Boys have a pee-pee.”

      He draws a cock and balls on the whiteboard complete with a smattering of hair, then turns his wheelbarrow again so he’s facing us.

      “Can you say it with me, class?”

      Okay, he is serious.

      “Pee pee,” everyone repeats, which seems to please him.

      Cassie’s face is beet red and I think she’s about to fall over from lack of oxygen. Fern has her arms crossed in front of her, apparently insulted as a healer. Val leans back in his chair, arms above his head. His coolly amused attitude is not all that different from how he is in every class. And Larissa…

      Larissa is taking notes. She’s drawn a huge cock and balls and written “pee-pee” next to it, in big, curlicue lettering.

      I am heartbroken for Jordan. He will be crushed when he finds out what he missed.

      “Um, Mister uh… Mister Pus?” A merman has his hand in the air, a question on his face.

      “Yes?” Priapus asks.

      “We’re uh… I mean, we kind of already know the basics,” he says. “I think Mr. Zee wanted you to concentrate more on why interspecies breeding is a bad idea.”

      “It is a bad idea,” Priapus says. A few heads nod in agreement. “But I don’t think you do know your basics, son.”

      “I—” the merman begins, but Priapus cuts him off.

      “What is the name for female genitalia?”

      “It’s, uh…” he reddens a bit, looking around. “It’s a vagina, sir.”

      “Wrong!” Priapus holds his finger up in the air. “The female genitalia is called a hoo-hoo.”

      And with that, Priapus draws a very accurate rendition of a vagina, carefully labeling it “hoo-hoo.”

      Nico stands. “Yeah, that’s enough for me. I’m done.” Without another word he turns and walks out of the classroom.

      Priapus shakes a finger at Nico’s retreating back, “That young man has his head up his pooper.”

      “I could literally be saving lives right now,” Fern says, arms still crossed.

      Larissa, hurriedly scribbling in her notebook, gives us a huge smile.

      “I had no idea you had different names for them here!” she says. “America is fascinating!”
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      After class, Themis meets me in the hall and asks me to follow her. I want to check on Tina, but I can’t exactly use that as an excuse.

      “Edie,” she says once we’re in her office. “This is for you.” She hands me pair of portal keys.

      “What is this for?” I ask thoroughly confused.

      “Those will get you to Greece and back. To find your mom.”

      This is the day for me losing all control of my vocal cords. Apparently also my eyes. They’re filling up with tears, and I don’t know how to thank Themis.

      “I know that there’s no way Zee will send you now,” Themis says. “Not with Maddox running the show. All missions are approved by her and your mom isn’t a priority. Maddox is more interested in killing than rescue missions.”

      “You don’t agree with her view, do you?” I ask, relieved that Themis hasn’t caught Maddox fever.

      “No. I don’t. But many here do.” She hands me a school pack. “There is some food, some money, and as long as you’re wearing this, you can speak and understand modern Greek. There’s also your old cell phone. I spelled the GPS to bring you to your mother.”

      I hug her, but she’s rigid as a board.

      “I can’t thank you enough.”

      She gives me a squeeze—one that feels a little more like being crushed due to her amazing strength—and then releases me.

      “I’m not doing this just for you,” she says. “Your mother and I…we were close once. I raised your dad as my own, and mothers are protective of their sons. She had to win her way into my heart after she claimed his. No easy task.” She raises an eyebrow at me.

      “I bet not.”

      Themis clears her throat, back to business.

      “You have to go alone,” she tells me. “And I don’t think you should bring your mom back with you. I understand you need to see she is unscathed. However, she’s safe where she is now. Safe from the monsters and safe from…well, from here.”

      “There are no monsters with my mom? Did you get new intel?”

      She shakes her head curtly. “I have my own sources. I don’t know everything, but…please, Edie, let your mom know that you are well and return to us. We need you.”

      I turn to leave but she stops me. “Tell her I miss her. And that I am sorry about your dad. Tell her…tell her I will watch out for you as best I can.”

      “I will,” I promise.

      I make my way to the portal, determined not to get waylaid.

      In the distance, I catch sight of Nico and Maddox. They have a crowd gathered around them, most of them chanting something about monster blood making the grass grow.

      Several feet away Cassie stands alone, wearing a clearly homemade sandwich board and banging a drum with each word as she counter-protests, “End the war! Live in peace!”

      I feel like I should join her. She looks so alone. But at the same time I don’t know if I believe in her message any more than I do Maddox’s.

      Pretending not to see any of them, I turn my head and hurry to the portal.

      At least all the protesting is a good distraction.

      I won’t have any tag-alongs or team members. I’m going in alone this time, and it feels like maybe that’s the way it should’ve been from the start.

      I throw the portal key into the fountain and step through the glowing space between the pillars. Into the freezing nothingness. When I take the next step, I am on a bustling city street.

      Finally—Greece.
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      I immediately pull out my phone and open the maps app.

      I’m in Athens.

      Last year I was devastated when I realized I wasn’t going with my family to Greece. What would have happened if I hadn’t gotten sick? Would my dad be alive? Or would we all be dead?

      I shake my head. I can’t play the ‘what if’ game right now. I have to find my mom. Who is apparently on a small island off the coast.

      I hail a cab and tell him to take me to somewhere I can rent a boat.

      I want to be alone with my thoughts, so of course the cabbie tries to make small talk.

      “American?” he asks.

      “Yes…on a school trip,” I say, realizing I forgot to have my uniform spelled to street clothes.

      “How long are you in Athens?”

      “Not long. I’m taking a side trip. We were given the day to explore.”

      “You speak very good Greek,” he tells me approvingly. “Are your parents from here?”

      I start to say no, but then I realize I have no idea where my bio parents were born. My mother’s name is Greek so she could be from here—she could even be from Athens. I shake my head and answer with shrug.

      “I just picked up the language easily,” I tell him. I don’t add from a magical spell.

      At the docks I shove money at the cabbie and I guess it was a lot because he thanks me profusely. Finding a boat is harder than finding a cab. A lot of the fishermen ignore me, while others seem super sketchy. One shouts, “I’ll give you a ride, pretty girl.”

      I realize that with the time difference it’s almost dark. Who needs a boat? As soon as the sun sets I’ll just fly.

      I walk along the beach until I find a less populated area. Settling on the sand, I watch the setting sun. It’s so beautiful but I can’t enjoy it. I’m about to see my mom, and I have no idea what it’s going to be like. Joyful, obviously. But, to what extent? Does she even know Dad is dead? Am I going to have to tell her? And what happened to Mavis? Themis obviously knew something, and she didn’t send me after Mavis—just Mom. Somehow the two got separated, and having to tell me all about it is certainly going to be painful.

      Especially if Mavis is dead.

      “No,” I say out loud. “She’s not. She can’t be.”

      When it’s finally dark enough to shift into my dragon form, I jump into the air and spread my wings, flying higher and higher. The warm air is lovely. I head toward the island where my mom is waiting.

      When I get there I circle a few times. There’s a tiny village and a lighthouse. I land on the far side of the island and make my way up a cliffside path. Checking my phone, I walk straight to the lighthouse and the small cottage that connects to it. When I get to the door I pause. According to the information on my phone—this is it.

      With a shaking hand, I knock.

      I hear voices inside. A deep one and several high-pitched ones. A boy opens the door, he’s only about eight or nine. When he sees me his face scrunches in confusion. “Who are you?”

      “Kostas, don’t be rude,” a familiar voice says and suddenly she’s there. My mother stands next to the boy, a hand on his shoulder.

      “Yes?” she asks. She looks at me expectantly and I burst into tears.

      “Oh dear, come in, come in.” She hustles me inside.

      “Who is this?” a burly man with a beard asks.

      “I don’t know. She was at the door. Maybe she’s lost?” My mom guides me toward a kitchen table and gestures for me to sit.

      “How do all these lost women wash up on our island?” he asks with a smile on his lips. He leans in close to me. “You, did you fall in the water? Do you know who you are? Do you know your name?”

      “Edie,” I whisper. My mother gives me a strange look, then shakes her head.

      “Well. Let’s get Edie some tea, maybe add some sambuca?” she tells the man and he nods and goes to the kitchen.

      Mom gives me a nervous glance, then a weird, polite, smile. A smile you use on a stranger.

      “Don’t you know me?” I ask, my voice cracking as tears start to form.

      “No, honey. Are you lost?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not lost. I thought you were.”

      She kneels next to me. “Do you know me?” she asks quietly.

      Before I can answer a cry comes from another room. My mother hustles away and comes back carrying a baby. She coos at it and smiles.

      “She’s only one month old,” she tells me, showing off her baby girl. “My pride and joy!”

      The world falls out from under me.

      I open my mouth to tell her she’s my mother too, but the words won’t come out.

      Instead, I hear myself say, “I heard there was a woman with amnesia living here.”

      “I hate that word,” she says. “Amnesia. So silly.” She makes a face and shakes her head. It’s such a familiar expression of hers. When we say something silly or that she finds absurd.

      My whole chest squeezes with pain.

      My mother sits next to me, the baby on her shoulder.

      “But yes, that is apparently the proper term. I washed up on shore over a year ago. Kostas found me and his father took me in. I had no memory of who I was but…well, one thing led to another.”

      “Did you try to find out who you were?” I ask. “Before you had some random guy’s baby?”

      She doesn’t catch the mix of fury and despair in my voice. Or maybe she just doesn’t want to.

      “Of course, I tried for months. But, no luck. Finally, I decided. Enough. I like it here. I’m happy. I don’t need to remember my other life to know this is where I belong.”

      The man—my mother’s new husband—sets a mug of tea in front of me and I sip it. It’s hot and tastes of licorice.

      “Do you know my wife?” he asks. “Do you know who she is?”

      They all stare at me expectantly, even the little boy. I down my tea and get to my feet.

      “No, I was just out walking and got a little lost. My family has a boat. I should get back to them before they worry.”

      “Yes, of course,” my mother smiles. “Do you want Kostas to guide you? He knows every inch of this island!” She beams at him proudly and the little boy blushes.

      “No, I’m good. Thank you for the tea and for…”

      I stop. I have no idea what to say.

      “Good-bye.”

      I flee, waving a hand over my shoulder, desperately needing to get away from the house. I run all the way back to the beach before I once again burst into tears.

      I sit in the sand, not caring when the tide comes in and soaks me. I’m just about ready to leave when a voice behind me calls my name.

      “Edie…?”

      I turn and almost fall into the water.

      Standing before me on the beach is my sister, Mavis.
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      It’s a trick, I know. A monster—maybe a selkie—sent in my sister’s skin to confuse me. As soon as I go to her, I’ll be pulled under the waves and drowned.

      I don’t care. I’m willing to take the chance.

      I rush into her arms and suddenly we’re both crying, her hands going up and down my back as she assesses the new Edie—taller, stronger—and I take in her familiar scent, something I’ve never been able to pin down. Fur and old books, maybe. It’s so particular to Mavis that I know it’s my sister, not some imposter, and my tears start fresh.

      Mavis is alive.

      She leads me away from the beach to a cliffside cave where there’s a sleeping bag and supplies.

      I wipe my face. “Is this where you’ve been the entire time?”

      “No,” she shakes her head. “It’s a long story.”

      We sit on the sleeping bag and she pulls a cooking pot out of a pile to heat up some canned soup. It’s not until she passes me a bowl of the steaming mixture, I realize how hungry I am. I gulp it down, then start to cry again, my face a wet soggy mess.

      “I found Mom.” I start. “She didn’t know who I was.”

      “I know,” Mavis tells me, wiping my face with a towel.

      I hiccup. “And she’s not our bio mom.”

      “I know that too,” she tells me softly.

      “And the Greek gods are real and also I’m a dragon.”

      “A dragon?” Mavis barks out a laugh. “Seriously? Wow, Edie. You certainly beat me out in that arena. I’m a freaking housecat.”

      Wait. What? I swallow and really look at my sister, her face suddenly new and different to me in the firelight.

      “You’re a shifter too?”

      I’m realizing as little as I knew about my parents, I might have known even less about my sister. Resentment rises up in my chest, but I push it down.

      Mavis, my Mavis, is sitting in front of me.

      I want to crumble then. I want her to stroke my hair and tell me it’ll be okay. But that was never Mavis’ style—that was all Mom. A Mom who wasn’t actually my mom and doesn’t remember me now.

      “Mavis, please, tell me what happened. How you’re involved in all this. I need to understand.”

      She turns to fiddle with the fire before answering and I wonder if she’s as scared as me.

      Such a thought would never have occurred to me before. I’d always believed Mavis could fix anything, beat anyone, and look good doing it.

      But right now, my sister looks unsure. Maybe even scared.

      “I never went away to college,” she tells me at last. “I went to Mount Olympus Academy instead.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Dad said you were too young. He was keeping us safe.”

      “Dad would never tell you and not me!” The words burst out of me, unchecked.

      Mom and Mavis were always out running around, doing their own thing, while Dad sat with me at home, signing off piles on detentions, while I sucked on my inhaler.

      “Edie, he was going to tell you when you were eighteen.” Mavis uses her calm big sister tone that always set my teeth on edge. “Dad wanted us to have a normal life right up until we were ready for the adult world.”

      “Or the magical world,” I add, shaking my head. “So it’s our call? Go to college and become an engineer or go to the Academy and become a dragon? What sort of choice is that? If our parents—if you—were honest with me, maybe things wouldn’t have turned out so shitty.”

      “Edie!” There’s a clear reprimand in her voice. “Hear me out before you start spouting off as usual. There’s a lot I need to tell you, and I need to know you can handle it.”

      “Seriously?” Sniffing, I scrub my sleeve across my runny nose. “Do you always have to do the big sister thing?” Yesterday I would have begged to have Mavis ‘big sister’ me. Now…it feels like she’s patronizing me.

      Reaching into her supply bag she hands me a travel pick of tissues. I snatch it away before she can hold one to my nose and tell me to blow.

      “Edie, I am your big sister.”

      “What does that even mean anymore? I’m not the sickly little girl you left behind. I’ve survived losing dad, I thought I lost you too. I’ve fought. I’ve,” I pause but continue, “I’ve killed.”

      “Oh Edie,” she says, softly. Pitying.

      She’s using her big sister voice. The one that always sets my teeth on edge. The one that clearly communicates, we are not peers—you are my underling. I can’t even count how many fights started with Mavis using that tone. But there’s also sympathy in Mavis’ face. Fire roils in my belly, wanting to melt it away. The joyful reunion I dreamed of having with my sister is going up in smoke.

      I thought if I could just get my family back, everything would be okay. But it’s not. Mavis is not going to swoop in and save the day. And I don’t want her to. I’ve learned how to save myself.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m not angry.

      Angry at Dad for trusting Mavis with the secret and not me.

      Angry at Mom for not knowing who I am after everything I’ve been through to find her.

      Angry at Mavis for being so calm and collected, even when everything I thought was true has been turned upside down—again.

      And I can already tell the internal earthquakes aren’t ending anytime soon.

      Why can’t any piece of my life stay locked down in the same place?

      After a year of wanting to speak with Mavis, now I don’t want to hear what she has to say.

      But I have to. Dad isn’t going to wander into this cave and demand to know what we’re bickering about now. Mom isn’t going to make her cheesy, “Oh, I thought it was World War III, but it’s just you girls fighting again,” joke.

      I let out a shuddering breath. “Fine. Continue.”

      Mavis frowns slightly. As if she hadn’t expected that response. Or as if she’d wanted to goad me into a fight.

      Maybe this conversation is as difficult for her as it is for me.

      “I learned a lot when I came to the Academy,” Mavis says. “Some of it was exactly what I expected, but there were other things…things that didn’t quite fit. I started asking questions. And…” She takes a deep breath before continuing. “As a housecat, it’s quite easy to eavesdrop. I overheard a lot of things not meant for my ears.”

      Of course she did. That’s Mavis. Nancy Drew, complete with a fluffy tail.

      “I heard things that contradicted what I’d been taught. I heard things that made me realize I had to do something. I had to help them.”

      “Help who?” I ask.

      “The monsters.”

      “What?!” I shoot to my feet, my head spinning, the food in my stomach flash-frying a second time as a burst of fire wells up inside me. She couldn’t have said—but she did. Mavis was helping the monsters.

      “Edie,” Mavis says softly, looking up at me, is that a hint of fear in her eyes? “Most of the time I was at the Academy I was working for the monsters. I used what I learned in spy class for them—as a double agent. Ocypete was my contact and my code name was…Emmie.”

      “Emmie?!”

      Oh. My. Gods.

      I stumble back. I can’t help it; I have to release some of my rage. My wings pop out, a bright fire red. Flame shoots from my mouth.

      “You’re the traitor,” I gasp. “You…” My brain whirls. “You tried to kill Nico! He was tortured in a monster prison because of you!”

      “Nico?” She comes toward me. I hold a hand out. A warning to keep her distance. “He’s alive? How do you know him?”

      I laugh, but the sound is bitter. “No, you wanted to finish telling your story first. Remember?”

      Mavis shakes her head. “I know how hard this must be for you.”

      “You have no idea! You never did. I was always your sickly little sister sitting home with an inhaler and a bad back, while you were out in the big bright world getting ready to conquer it.” I take a step toward her now. But not with a hand out. “Did you conquer it, Mavis? Or should I say, Emmie?” The hot bile rises in my throat.

      Mavis gives a small shake of her head. “I think it’s safe to say that the world conquered me. I mean, look at me.” She throws out her arms, showing off the cavern around her. “I’m living in a freaking cave. Eating canned soup for every meal. Our mother lives up the road with her new happy family and puts out a can of tuna each night because she thinks I’m a nice stray cat. That’s the highlight of my days. Mom, petting my head, telling me I’m a nice kitty.”

      Suddenly all the anger goes out of me. “Oh. Mavis, I’m so… Sorry. I am. About everything. Mom and Dad and Grandma…”

      We are in each other’s arms then, sobbing. Mourning the loss of not just Mom, but Dad and Grandma and every mundane thing in our old lives that we never fully appreciated until it was gone.

      At last, we pull apart and wipe our faces.

      “Who did that to her?” I ask. “Who took Mom’s memories?”

      “The monsters…there’s a cockatrice that can manipulate memories. It’s not true they kill with a look. But they can erase a person’s ‘past life.’ So in essence they take their life.”

      “See! The monsters are bad.” I can’t believe she can’t see it too.

      “No, you’re not understanding. They erased her memory for a good reason.”

      “And what was their reason?” I ask, my voice near to yelling.

      “Mom asked them to,” she tells me. “She wanted all of her memories taken away.”
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      I gape at her. Too shocked to be upset. “She would never.”

      “Oh, Edie, you don’t know what she was like after Levi killed Dad…”

      “Levi, the monster,” I stress. How can she be so blind?

      “It’s not that simple. Look, losing Dad was bad enough, but when my contacts in the resistance told us you were dead, Mom lost her shit. She could barely function. I didn’t know someone could cry so much. But the worst part was when she stopped crying. It was so bad, Edie. It was almost like she was a different person. Like something had permanently broken inside of her. She was scared all the time, certain they were going to kill us too.” A tear slides down Mavis’ face.

      Tucking away her tissue, Mavis continues, “I thought she’d get past it. Go back to being Mom. But she only got worse. She started drinking. She said it made her feel light again. It let her forget.” Mavis sighs. “Mom begged me to help her find someone to cast the memory spell. I said to her, ‘Mom, you’ll forget me too’ and she said… ‘Look at me. What sort of mother am I to you anymore? I’m holding you back.’ I told her it wasn’t true. I told her…I don’t even know. Anything I could think of to make her feel better. But it wasn’t enough. The next day she slipped away when my back was turned. A few days later the cockatrice returned her. She had no idea who I was.”

      Mavis is crying softly and I want to tell her that it’s okay. That Mom doing this wasn’t her fault. But I’m too twisted up inside. I have no idea what was anybody’s fault.

      I reach for Mavis and hug her as tight as I can.

      In the year we’ve been apart, I’ve gotten taller and stronger. Size-wise, she’s now the littler sister.

      We don’t say much more after that. I think we both feel too heavy to get anymore words out. Technically, she’s my enemy now. But she was my sister first.

      We pass out on her sleeping bag. I sleep dreamlessly and wake to Mavis making tea. We sip our hot drinks in silence.

      “C’mon,” Mavis says at last, holding a hand out to me. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      I take it and she leads me out of the cave, onto the beach where the sun is rising.

      The waves lick our toes. Despite my heartache I try to admire the beauty of Mom’s new home.

      Matter-of-factly, Mavis begins to tell me the story of her spy days.

      “Working for the monsters started off as small things. Giving Ocypete a head’s up about missions, so she could get that info out to her contacts. Trying to mitigate the death toll and yes, even sabotage.”

      I can’t hold back a groan. Sabotage for gods’ sake! It’s even worse than I thought.

      “But then I was tasked with recruitment,” Mavis continues. “Getting more Academy students on our side. Opening their eyes to the unfairness and hypocrisy of the gods. Jenn LaMont was easy to turn. She hated the rigidness of vampire society. And there was a bat shifter, and a witch…”

      “Fern,” I say quietly.

      Mavis looks at me, surprised. “You know them?”

      “I do attend the Academy now. Fern is my friend.”

      “And the others?” she asks. “I picked them because they weren’t popular or flashy. They didn’t stick out.”

      “The rest are dead.”

      She looks like she’s been struck.

      “Ocypete killed them…” I say, realizing that it makes no sense. Why would Pity kill them if they were working for her?

      Why haven’t I thought this out before?

      The answer is obvious—because I didn’t want to.

      “She would never,” Mavis says. “Pity would die for any of her informants.”

      I don’t say anything. How long has Mavis been in this cave? Does she even know that Ocypete is dead?

      Looking agitated, Mavis continues, “I used to go on a lot of missions with Nico. We were good together. He really liked me. I liked him too, when he wasn’t being a bossy dickhead. But I was also falling for Derrick, another werewolf. I knew that I would never be able to recruit Nico to the cause, but Derrick, he was different. He even had a vampire roommate; the guy was a typical vampire jerk, but he and Derrick were friends. It was weird and sweet. Like one of those bromance buddy movies.”

      “It sounds crazy, but I kinda loved both of them,” she tells me. “But I couldn’t let Nico know. He hated Derrick; I guess maybe he could tell I had a thing for him. It’s hard to hide, sometimes.” She smiles, sadly.

      “I meant to break things off with Nico, tell him we couldn’t be partners anymore. It was too dangerous; I knew he’d go berserk if he ever guessed I was a monster informant. I just needed to get through one more mission with him. After that I planned on asking to be reassigned with Derrick. Nico and I were on that last mission together when I got news about your pneumonia. I asked him to cover for me and came home to see you. Once I was back, I was so sick of all the spying and the lies… I just wanted to be normal again.”

      Her eyes are on the sunrise as she continues. “I was tired, and confused, and sick of constantly being in danger. I came home and told Dad I’d made my choice. I wanted the real world. I wanted to get a job in Greece, and to get away from the Academy altogether. But Nico caught up to me.”

      “And?” I ask, as Mavis pauses.

      “Nico did more than cover for me. He followed me home. He’s one of the Academy’s best spies—it was easy for him to eavesdrop on my conversations with Dad. He knew everything. My feelings for the monsters, Derrick, and even him. When he showed up on the airplane, I was terrified. I knew he’d never let me go without a fight. I messaged Dad, told him that Nico had tracked me down. But he didn’t have his phone on, so I could only hope he could get an ally to the airport in time when we landed. Someone who could help me…”

      Mavis looks scared, just remembering. “I couldn’t get hold of Dad, and the flight attendants were telling everyone to turn off their phones. So, I sent you a selfie of me with him, right before takeoff.”

      “Wait, that was…Nico?”

      “I figured if the worst happened. If… if he killed me, then at least when you turned eighteen and Dad told you everything…if you chose to go to the Academy. Maybe you would recognize him. Maybe you would figure out this was your sister’s murderer.”

      I think of that selfie, two beautiful people smiling for the camera. Two people intent on killing one another in order to survive.

      “You severely disfigured him,” I remind her. The boy I found wandering, naked and beaten in the desert, looked nothing like the suave guy in that picture.

      “There wasn’t any help for it,” Mavis says. “I didn’t want to hurt him, but… oh, Edie.” She shivers. “He was so angry.”

      I can’t help but shudder, too. I’ve seen Nico when he’s mad. I wouldn’t want that directed at me.

      “And so?”

      “So I hurt him. Badly.”

      “I’d say,” I snort. “He’s missing an eye.”

      She laughs in that new dry way she has. “Yes, there. But also…emotionally. The way he was raised, he’s so stunted. I think my rejection of him hurt worse than the knife in his eye.

      “Anyway, I went back to the Academy. I couldn’t stand the idea of recovery missions being sent out to find Nico, putting my classmates in danger. I thought I’d killed him, so I pinned that on a monster. Told them our mission had failed and Nico was lost.”

      “Going back to the Academy that first day, walking through the swamp to the gate, I was so afraid. I didn’t know if Nico had blown my cover but I had to get Derrick out. We’d talked about leaving for good, escaping together, just letting the gods and monsters fight it out without us. And for a while, it worked! I returned a hero.”

      “Then what happened?” I ask. “Why didn’t you just leave?”

      “We were going to. But first I had to warn my recruits. Which took some time, because I didn’t want to draw attention to them or their relationship with me.” She pauses and look at me. “If they’re all dead, I must’ve screwed that up.” Mavis shakes her head. “I did everything wrong and somewhere along the way a healer who spies for Themis caught me and Derrick in our secret rendezvous spot. We tried to play it off like we were in the midst of some hot and heavy petting. But she didn’t buy it. I barely escaped with my life. Derrick was not so lucky. That’s when I decided to devote my whole life to the cause. I’m lucky they were still willing to take me after I’d messed up so many times.”

      Gods. It’s suddenly clear that guilt is eating Mavis alive. She’s taken responsibility for every bad thing that’s happened in the last year. It’s so typical Mavis. Annoying how she believes her actions affect everyone and everything. But also amazing that she cares so much and never ever gives up.

      “It’s going to be alright,” I tell her, suddenly the big sister in the situation.

      “It is,” she nods, lifting her chin up. “But we need you, Edie. You’re in the perfect position to take over my work at the Academy.”

      “No. I’m not.”

      “But I can’t do it. I’m burned. Why do you think I’m living on this island, out of the way? I can’t spy anymore. I’m on the gods’ most wanted list. There’s a spell on this island that keeps me—and Mom—out of the gods’ line of sight.”

      “I’m not switching sides,” I tell her. I think of Fern, how she was with the monsters for a while. How persuasive Ocypete was. I see how Mavis got caught up with them.

      “But…” She looks desperate now. How did Mavis allow herself to be taken advantage of like this?

      I want to help her, she’s so obviously lost. But at the same time she has to know—I will never join her against the Academy.

      “Do you know that Ocypete brought the monsters to the Academy and killed people?” I ask, the fire in my gut returning. “That your mentor killed my friends?”

      Mavis’ eyes widen. “That’s not… Ocypete doesn’t want students harmed. Only the gods.”

      “You don’t know, do you? Ocypete is dead.”

      She shakes her head. “No…”

      “Do you want to know how she died?”

      Mavis—the sister that I wanted to see for so long—looks at me with horror in her eyes as I reveal the person I have become.

      “I killed her.”
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      Mavis turns her back to me. The sun is bright now, and I have to shade my eyes as she walks away, head down, obviously crying.

      I don’t know how I feel. My sister, the person I’ve looked up to my whole life, actively helped the monsters who raided the Spring Fling and killed Darcy. She almost killed Nico. She made the decision—without me—to help Mom erase her memories.

      Mavis turns back, walking toward me like each foot weighs a thousand pounds. When she’s up close she reaches out, takes both my hands, looks me in the eye and says, “I forgive you.”

      “You forgive me?” I shriek. I’ve listened to Mavis’ shit all last night and then again this morning, but this is the final straw. “For what? For defending the Academy? For helping my friends? What about you, Mavis? Don’t you need forgiveness?”

      She shakes her head, hair blowing in the breeze. “I don’t forgive me. How could I ask it of you?”

      This knocks me back a step.

      But then I hear the screams of the dying from the Spring Fling. Sometimes the sound still wakes me in the middle of the night. I feel horrible that Mavis is so obviously broken in ways not obvious on the outside, but I also really need her to acknowledge how bad Ocypete really was.

      “And what about your mentor, Pity? She led the monsters who decapitated a merman for no reason other than he was standing in the way.”

      Mavis’ eyebrows draw together, confused.

      “And kidnapped a seer who may never recover from the shock.”

      Her mouth opens, but nothing comes out.

      “And tortured a werewolf who was already half-dead—”

      “The monsters wouldn’t do those things,” Mavis says, interrupting me. “Ocypete was always very clear—no harm to students. Ever. That was the golden rule.”

      “Ha! Well, it was broken the second Darcy’s head hit the floor.”

      “Wait,” Mavis grabs my arm. “Did Ocypete give that order?”

      “What? No.” I shake her off, irritated that she’s stuck on details. “But she couldn’t control her soldiers and a minotaur—”

      “Falcus,” Mavis says, her tone suddenly hard. “Gods damn it.”

      “What?” I ask again. Now it’s my turn to be confused.

      A family shows up on the beach, the mom and older child running ahead, the younger one struggling in deep sand, the father holding her arms for balance. We both watch for a second, remembering when that was our family.

      “Come on,” Mavis leads me away, dropping her voice. “Falcus was always a loose cannon. He didn’t think Ocypete took enough risks, or was hard enough to do the difficult things. She always said that the students were only human shields, but Falcus argued that you’ve got to smash the shield to get to the god standing behind it.”

      It’s a terrible thought, but accurate. I’d seen more than a few students smashed that night. And yet not one god lifted even a finger against the monsters attacking us.

      “Edie,” she goes on. “I think Falcus may have splintered off from the main group, the monsters I worked for. With Ocypete dead…” She swallows hard, clears her throat. “With Ocypete dead, there would have been no strong leadership among the monsters who were only fighting for what they believed they deserved—freedom from the gods.”

      “Oh, the kinder, gentler monsters,” I scoff.

      “Yes,” Mavis squeezes my wrist. “Falcus must have talked other malcontents into coming over to his point of view. Torturing Nico, kidnapping a seer…” Mavis shakes her head. “That’s not something the monsters I know would do.”

      “Really?” I ask, snapping my hand away. “And what about Leviathan, huh? How well do you know him, Mavis? Because he killed our dad!”

      “Levi…” Mavis pushes some hair out of her eyes. “Well, that’s complicated.”

      I cross my arms and stare her down. From behind us comes the sounds of the family, happily playing in the surf.

      “Themis hinted at that,” I say. “She said something about Dad and Levi having a history. But I’m guessing it’s not written down anywhere, and I’m not leaving this beach until I know.”

      “Okay, okay,” Mavis sighs, sits down on a piece of driftwood and pats the spot beside her, inviting me to sit. I don’t want to sit. I want to sprout wings and fly and maybe burn half of Greece. But there’s a nice family not too far from me, and I’ve already killed enough.

      I sit.

      “Gods and monsters aren’t all that different from us,” Mavis says. “They have enemies and old feuds and…and they fall in love.”

      “Sure.” In the mythology book I’ve been reading gods were always falling in and out of love.

      “And sometimes they fall in love with humans,” she says, holding my gaze. “And when that love isn’t returned, just like us, they’re hurt. And sometimes they get angry. Sometimes, people die.”

      “What does that have to do with Levi and Dad?”

      Oh…wait. Tears are forming in Mavis’ eyes, threatening to spill over.

      The tide crashes up to our feet, soaking them in cold seawater. Cold like the spray that hit me that day when Levi came for our father

      “Are you saying that Levi was in love with Mom?” I ask, incredulous.

      “Deeply,” Mavis nods. “Mom and Dad tried to reach a hand out to the monsters. They hoped to see some sort of peace settlement between the gods and monsters one day, but…” She sighs, looking out over the water. “Love makes things complicated.”

      I want to have a smartass comeback for that, but I don’t. I don’t because it’s true. Love does make things complicated—look at Mavis coming back for Derrick after stabbing Nico, uncertain if she was returning to certain death.

      Look at Tina making every effort to cover for Val and ensure everyone believes he’s a full-blooded vampire.

      And Val…Val’s mouth on mine, neither one of us remembering that he’s engaged.

      I shake my head. I can’t think about that right now.

      “Levi had been checking in on Mom, surreptitiously, for a long time,” Mavis says. “When we went to Greece and Dad stayed behind, he hoped that our parents were separated. He found us, came on strong. Mom rejected him, in no uncertain terms. And I was right beside her—telling him to take his fish stank out of our faces.”

      “Oh, Mavis,” I say, sadly, realizing this was yet one more thing for Mom to hold against her.

      “And that made Levi really mad, so he took his fish stank to our side of the Atlantic.”

      Tears fill Mavis’ eyes. “Mom says I tipped him over the edge. That I should’ve let her handle it.”

      “He was a crazy monster. You can’t blame yourself for how he reacted.”

      Mavis shrugs in response, clearly not buying this.

      “But wait,” I say. “What about Grandma? She died in the elevator, not on the beach. And why would Levi want to hurt her?”

      “I don’t think he did,” Mavis says carefully, guarding her words. “I don’t know who killed Grandma, Edie,” she says. “But I can tell you this—I’m pretty sure someone else was there that day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m exhausted. Mentally and physically.

      I’ve learned so much from Mavis, but what now? Make a home with her on this island? We couldn’t even share a room back home, so it’s probably not a great idea for both of us to squeeze into this little cave and pine after a mom who will never remember us. And, unlike Mavis, I couldn’t exactly visit her in dragon form every evening. I don’t think I could get away with that!

      “I’m going back to the Academy,” I tell Mavis. “If I stay away much longer, I’ll be missed.”

      “How did you get away?”

      “Themis snuck me a key.”

      “Don’t trust Themis,” she said, shifting once more into bossy big sister mode. “She’s all for the Academy. If it came down to protecting you or protecting the school, she’s Mount Olympus all the way.”

      “You’re the second person to tell me that this week,” I say. “Nico was the other.”

      Her eyes widen. “Well, it doesn’t make less true.”

      “Maybe not, but here’s a truth you probably don’t know. Themis is on the outs with Mr. Zee right now, so her giving me the key was a risk. And, despite outward appearances, she’s not an emotionless robot. She was concerned for Mom, and you too. Maybe if you had gone to Themis for help, Mom wouldn’t have gone to that cockamamie—”

      “Cockatrice.”

      “Whatever.” I flap my hand, waving Mavis’ correction away. She grabs hold of my hand, holding it high. Forcing me to look at her. I expect to see fury, but instead I see my tough older sister…struggling not to cry.

      “I know I screwed up with Mom. I should’ve been watching her closer. I should’ve gotten her help…” She releases me and turns away. After a long silence, she adds in a quiet voice, “Edie, if you don’t trust me anymore, I can’t blame you. But please at least think about all I’ve told you.”

      “Mavis…”

      She turns around, head up, seemingly back to normal. “I’ll help you charter a boat.”

      “You don’t have to,” I tell her. “I flew here and can go back the same way.”

      “Edie, no!” She looks thoroughly scandalized.

      “It was totally dark out.”

      Mavis shakes her head. “Everyone has phones with lights on them. And cameras. All it takes is for one person to see you—” I am shocked when she throws her arms around me. “Edie, I can’t lose you too.”

      For a moment, the pain and anger and uncertainty all disappear. My heart rises into my throat, making words impossible. We stand there a long time, squeezing each other in a tight hug. When we finally pull apart, I say the one thing I know is true. “Mavis, I’m glad my favorite sister is still alive.”

      “You being alive is the best news I’ve had in a year,” she responds.

      We grin at each other.

      She walks me to the harbor and negotiates with a crew to take me back to the docks at the mainland. Instead of reminding her I do stuff like this for myself all the time, I relax. Once I do, it’s actually nice to have someone else taking care of things. Being in charge, leading missions, having to make big life decisions…super sucks after a while. It’s nice to get a break from it.

      But when, I wonder, will Mavis get a break?

      “Be safe! And careful going through the portals. The monsters have set traps at a lot of them.”

      “Oh, I’m aware.” Wait. “Mavis, were the monsters working on a bio-weapon?” I ask. “Something that would make shifters unable to shift?”

      Mavis shakes her head. “Shifters not able to shift? That sounds horrible. I don’t think my people would do that, but maybe the splinter group did. I can ask around. Will you come back and see me? In a week?”

      I give her a tight nod, still unsure how I feel about her. But then I give her a big hug. My emotions are all over the place. I wave to her as I sail away. Then some tourist edges his way in front of me to take a picture. I blow some hot air at the back of his neck and then try not to laugh as he quickly scurries away. Back in my spot, I am disappointed to see that Mavis is gone.

      Until I spot a cat running along the sand.
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      When I return to the Academy, Cassie is waiting for me at the portal. I am so glad to see her, I almost start crying again.

      “I saw you’d be here, and I knew you’d be crying,” she tells me, handing me a wet-wipe. “But my vision wasn’t showing me much else, so…”

      It’s not like Cassie to run out of words…at least the Cassie I used to know.

      “So, I went to your room.” She takes a big breath of air. “I know that Tina is sick, and I know what that means. She was so pissed at me for showing up, she told Vee to bite me.”

      “Sounds like her spirits have improved a little,” I say.

      “Yes, well…” Cassie goes quiet again, and I nudge her.

      “Out with it.”

      “I had to dodge Vee—I had no idea her neck could extend that far—and I accidentally knocked some stuff off your dresser. A mug broke, so I stuck it in the drawer, and…”

      Tears form in Cassie’s eyes. I put a hand on her shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, that mug had no sentimental value.”

      “It’s not that! It’s…I saw your picture, with your family!” Cassie says suddenly, the words pouring out now. “I saw…Emmie. I had no idea when you talked about your sister Mavis that she was Emmie.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter. “Me neither. It’s been a long week.”

      She offers me a small smile. She’s changed so much from the chatterbox I used to know.

      “Cassie, you can always talk to me,” I tell her. “About anything. Even about what the monsters did to you.”

      She only shrugs and pulls out from under my touch. It hurts, but I know I need to give her time.

      “What did I miss while I was gone?” I ask.

      “Priapus’ many descriptions of breasts—sorry, he calls them ta-tas. A bunch of grapes was my personal favorite. But he worked his way up to melons.”

      “No…” I can just imagine Larissa meticulously drawing various fruit-shaped breasts.

      “Don’t worry, I covered for you. Said you had female problems. Actually, he seemed really confused by that until I said you were having issues with your hoo-hoo.” She hands me a vial. “I also had Fern whip up one of her super energy potions; you’re gonna need it to get through Maddox’s class.”

      “You know I love you, right?” I gulp it down, managing not to wince at the bitter taste. Almost immediately I feel better. All my exhaustion is gone, and my wings pop out a bright shade of manic yellow.

      “We’d better go.” She starts to walk and motions for me to follow.

      “Wait, I gotta check on Tina.”

      “Val’s with her right now. He’s wearing a T-shirt that says Kiss My Grits, which makes me think he’s not worried about cutting. But Val is a rebel and you are not. And we both know Maddox won’t take ‘female troubles’ as an excuse to miss her class.”

      That’s the truth. Maddox will probably just tell me it boosts my rage, or something.

      By the time we make it to the amphitheater, it is filled to bursting. Maddox is in the middle of another rousing speech. Someone yells at me to put my wings away because I’m blocking the stage. Not that there’s anything new to see. Just Maddox, beating on her pulpit—er, podium—again.

      There’s a map behind her, projected on the wall, with a skull and crossbones marking something. As she talks, Maddox uses a big old ruler to point at it. “This particular group of monsters is responsible for the assault on this very academy.”

      Wait, is that the splinter group Mavis was talking about? I thought Nico wiped them out when we rescued Cassie? There must be more than one cell at work.

      “Remember the students we lost that night?” Maddox asks, her voice suddenly dropping low. “Remember Felix?”

      The map behind Maddox disappears, replaced by the smiling face of a werewolf boy who I saw torn in half that night.

      “Remember Alyana?” Maddox asks, and the picture changes again, this time showing the cat-shifter I managed to save from being crushed to death by a cyclops, but whose spine was damaged. They sent her home in a wheelchair. The Academy put her out to the curb like trash. They have no use for a shifter who can’t fight.

      “Remember Darcy?” Maddox asks, and there behind her, smiling, happy, and very much alive, is the merman Cassie loved.

      I glance at her, but her eyes are cast downward.

      Maddox pounds on the podium. “We will attack. We will fight. We will destroy. Let them show pictures of their dead. It’s their turn to mourn!”

      The applause is deafening. I feel sickened by everyone’s glee at the thought of a battle. But also strangely pumped. My wings explode from my back, a dark, deep red. No one yells at me to put them away this time. In fact, someone yells, “Yeah, we got a dragon on our side!”

      I tuck my wings back away, ashamed. The dragon in me instinctually wants things that the human part of me is sickened by.

      After the excitement dies down, Maddox tells everyone that they will get their marching orders from Nico after class. She then goes on to demonstrate, on Kratos, the best ways to incapacitate without killing.

      “Hamstring,” she shouts as she goes low and knocks Kratos on his ass. “Now, if I flip him on his stomach and sever his spine, he cannot move and I can question him at my leisure.”

      Kratos glares up at her when she mimics severing his spine, but even he is too intimidated to do more than that.

      “Edie,” someone says behind me and I whirl to find Nico. All the things that Mavis told me fly through my mind. That he loved her. That she nearly killed him. It’s so messed up.

      “You’re on my team, dragon.” He offers me a toothy grin.

      “What?”

      “For the raid,” he explains. “I made sure you were on the strike team. I’m the leader.”

      “Raid? Like kill?”

      I’m stunned. Students aren’t allowed to go on combat missions. I had to downplay all the killing done during our unauthorized mission to get Cassie, afraid that we’d get in trouble.

      Nico’s grin disappears. Clearly, he’d expected high fives instead of questions. “Mr. Zee can see now that our students are soft. The way those monsters got the jump on all of you at the Spring Fling was embarrassing.”

      “You weren’t even there, Nico!”

      His eyes go wide with pretend innocence. “I’m just repeating what Mr. Zee said.”

      I roll my eyes. “Mr. Zee…or your mom.”

      “Maybe it was her suggestion,” Nico shrugs several times. Almost like a twitch. I’ve flustered him. “And she’ll be there, of course. Advising. But I’ll be the leader.” Before I can even mention the gross nepotism at work, he quickly adds, “Mr. Zee chose me because I set a tracker on one of the monsters. That’s how we know where to find them. And, well, I also know how to kill monsters.”

      Beside me, Cassie has gone even more pale, and stone still. “Are you going to kill them all?” she asks between clenched teeth.

      “I hope I get the chance,” Nico says, puffing out his chest.

      Cassie whirls on him. “If I’d known…if I’d only seen how it would end up. Oh, Nico. I had a vision of you with a baby monster and I thought you’d changed.” She rubs her eyes with clenched fists as if she’s seeing it again, and it hurts.

      “Cassie, I’m—” He reaches a hand to her, and it sounds like an apology is ready to come out. But Cassie shrinks away while at the same time Maddox booms from behind, “No mercy!”

      Nico’s whole body changes as he looks toward his mother. And a little of the light goes out of his remaining eye. “MOA is a school of war. You were raised here, Cassie. You should understand that. And you should also know there’s only one way any of this ends.” Cassie’s eyes well up with tears, and Nico pauses for a moment, before pushing on. “Have a vision of this. Me, standing on a mountain of monster corpses. That’s always been the endgame.”

      “Tone it down a notch,” I tell him as Cassie starts to shake. “Look, I’m going to take her to the infirmary. We’ll talk about the raid later, okay?”

      “Wait, I’ll help you.” He puts a hand on Cassie’s arm, looking genuinely concerned.

      “Nooooo!” A shrill, frightened scream comes out of Cassie. I quickly step between her and Nico—popping my wings out to create a wall between us.

      Putting an arm around Cassie, I half carry her to medical.

      I breathe a sigh of relief when I spot Fern speaking with Greg and Jordan in their corner of the sick room. I wave to get her attention and she hurries to us.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, immediately looking Cassie over.

      “I don’t know.”

      Cassie’s eyes are vacant and her skin is clammy. “I think the monsters…” No. That’s not right. I need to say what I really think. “I think when we rescued her she was traumatized. We…oh gods…we killed so many.”

      Fern bites her lower lip to stop it from trembling. “And I helped you,” she says sadly, as she gently reaches toward Cassie who immediately leans on her. “I’ll see what can be done.”

      “Wait!” I catch her eye again. “Tina?” I ask quietly.

      “She’s not bad. Not good either. We’ll talk later.”

      I watch as she leads Cassie away, feeling like the worst friend ever. I should’ve done more. I should’ve…

      I don’t know what I should’ve done.

      I join Greg and Jordan.

      “Is Cassie okay?” Greg asks.

      “I don’t know,” I tell him, sitting at the foot of his bed. “If anyone can help her, Fern will. How are you guys?”

      Jordan hasn’t even looked up. He’s busy scribbling in a notebook.

      “Fine,” Greg grumbles. “Except…”

      “Hey, Edie, what rhymes with -itis?” Jordan asks, his head bowed over whatever he is writing.

      “Um…lots of diseases, I guess?”

      “Yeah, no. Those won’t work.”

      “What’s happening?” I ask Greg.

      “Jordan’s writing a love poem to Hepa,” Greg informs me. “He wants her back. And he wants her to tickle his belly again.”

      “When I’m a panther,” Jordan inserts. Then he grins in a goofy love-struck sort of way. “She found the tickle-spot that makes my back leg go all thumpery.”

      “Wait, didn’t she break up with him a while ago?”

      “Yeah, but then Jordan got sick and convinced Hepa to give him a second chance. But then, many makeups and breakups later—all of which, mind you, happened in this very room—Hepa called it quits for good. You’ve missed a lot, Edie,” Greg tells me. “It’s like a soap opera in here.”

      I laugh. “Really? I could use some drama that’s not mine.”

      “Well,” he lowers his voice to sound like a TV announcer. “When last we saw our lovebirds, Hepa was angry that Jordan would not give up everything to be with her.”

      “Right, I was here for that episode featuring the interspecies dating ban,” I say with a stilted laugh.

      “Then in a shocking twist,” he continues, “Jordan decides that he is a one-woman man.”

      “I don’t believe you.” My laugh is louder now. Gods, I missed my friends.

      “It’s true,” Jordan chimes in. “Hepa is the only girl for me.”

      “The problem is,” Greg explains, “Hepa says she’s over him.”

      “The thrill was in the chase?”

      “But I’m gonna win her back,” Jordan says. “With poetry.”

      I shake my head. “Should I even ask?”

      “Please don’t,” Greg begs.

      “Don’t be a hater,” Jordan tells him, then mumbles, “tis, biz, jizz.” He glances down at his paper then scribbles something else. “Okay guys, I got it.”

      “Let’s hear.” I steel myself. Please don’t let this be a poem about jizz.

      He clears his throat. “Roses are red. Violets are blue. Hepatitis, I love you.”

      Greg and I eye each other, then burst out laughing.

      “What?” Jordan asks.

      “No, it’s great,” I tell him. “I’m sure Hepa will love it.”

      “Look, you try coming up with a rhyme for her name…” He looks so crestfallen. “It’s really hard.”

      “Kiss!” Greg shouts suddenly. “Rhyme Hepatitis with ‘wants to kiss’!”

      “Oh,” Jordan grins. “That’s good.”

      Greg rolls his eyes. “This is what we’ve been doing. It’s so booooring, Edie. What’s going on in the outside world?”

      “Nothing good.”

      I fill him in on the raid Maddox has planned and the students’ fanatical reactions. “Basically, Maddox is the cult leader and too many around here have drunk the Kool-Aid.”

      “Um…Edie…” Greg says, but I’m on a roll and don’t let him interrupt.

      “It’s pretty gross.”

      “Nico…” Greg says.

      “Yes, Nico! He’s just as bad. I mean, he’s super-hot. He’s even got that tortured moody boy thing going for him. But I can’t even get into how complicated it is right now.”

      Jordan looks up, past my shoulder. “Oh, hey Nico.”

      I close my eyes. “He’s behind me, isn’t he?”

      “I tried to tell you,” Greg says.

      I turn and find Nico smirking. He definitely heard the part about me calling him super-hot. Hopefully he didn’t hear me talking smack about his mom.

      “My mother…” he starts. Shit, maybe he did hear that. “…wants to meet you.”

      “Huh?” I say dimly.

      “I told my mom about you. Our mission to get Cassie. And about you being a dragon. She wants to meet you.”

      “Now?” I ask, panicked.

      “No, at dinner. We’re invited to the faculty dining hall.”

      “No fair!” Jordan says. “They have the best food. I’ve been eating hospital grub for a week.”

      “Take my place,” I mutter.

      Nico shakes his head. “This invitation is non-transferable.” He leans in. “And my mother doesn’t like to be stood up.”

      “Not so much an invitation as a mandate, then?” I say.

      “Don’t worry.” Nico graces me with a wicked grin. “I’ll be there to protect you from the ‘cult leader.’”

      Greg lets out a little terrified squeak on my behalf.

      Crap. I really put my foot in my mouth.

      “I was just venting,” I explain. “I’m sure your mom is great, once I meet her in person.”

      Nico doesn’t seem angry, though, just amused.

      “It’s actually a nice change from everyone being afraid of her. And Mom already told me she likes your spunk. But don’t be late,” he warns me. “She noticed you were tardy to class, and was not pleased.”

      I give him a salute and he saunters away.

      “That guy definitely has mommy issues,” Greg says.

      “Yeah, for sure,” Jordan agrees. “I mean, can you imagine having Mad Maddox for a mom?”

      “Nico isn’t that bad…” Greg and Jordan give me a look. “Guys, he was tortured for, like, a year. Give him some credit!”

      “Just be careful at dinner,” Greg says. “Once that guy’s got a scent, he won’t let it go.”

      I gulp, thinking of how he followed Mavis all the way to Greece. When she spoke about him she was genuinely scared. I don’t want to be on his radar, much less his fanatical mother’s.

      Too late for that. I just hope they don’t serve Kool-Aid at dinner.
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      Before dinner, I check on Tina.

      Unlike the shifters, who had an initial few days of sickness then recovered without the ability to shift, Tina isn’t recovering. The transfusions of vampire blood she’s getting are the only thing that help to perk her up, but it’s getting harder and harder for us to cover her absences.

      “Where were you?” Val asks as soon as I walk into the room.

      “I just stopped by the infirmary to check on Jordan and Greg and—”

      “No.” Val coldly interrupts. “Where were you when you disappeared for almost two whole days?”

      I blink. Taken aback by his tone and that he noticed I was missing. I glance at Tina, who’s buried beneath a layer of blankets. “Maybe we should go outside and talk about this.”

      He nods his assent and we quietly exit the room together. We remain silent as Val takes the lead down the hallway. When we reach the front entrance instead of heading out the door, Val grabs my hand, tugging me in the other direction.

      The dormitory buildings are assigned according to students’ disciplines. Assassination class in one building, healers in another, and so on. Each building is then split in half, with the boys on one side and girls on the other. And Val right now is taking me into the boys’ assassination dorm. Which means he’s taking me to his bedroom.

      I hesitate. “Um, I don’t really know if I should—”

      Val’s lips twitch with amusement. “Edie, I’m not taking you to my room to put the moves on you.” He pauses and lifts his eyebrows. “Unless you want me to.”

      “No! I…” I stop because I do sorta want Val to put the moves on me. It would be a nice distraction from all the stuff with Mavis swirling around in my head. And Nico’s upcoming raid isn’t making me feel so great either. At the same time, things with Val are complicated too.

      “Look,” Val says, cutting through my confusion. “We need to talk privately. If we go outside there’s a good chance Nico will run into us again. Or run into me, should I say. It’s obvious the guy is tracking you.”

      “He is not,” I protest. “You make him sound like a stalker.”

      “No, he’s much worse. He’s a wolf with your scent. I saw him sniffing around the portal after you went missing yesterday.” Val tugs my hand again, and this time I follow him down the hall to his room. He opens the door and holds it open for me.

      Still nervous, I go back to the Nico argument. “You know, he’s planning this big raid. That’s probably why he was at the portal.”

      Val shakes his head. “No. He was hunting.”

      “Okay, well—” I push past Val into his room and all words leave me. His room is so him.

      Three of the walls are painted black. But the fourth is a mural that’s a bright mix of colors. I walk over, wanting to examine it more closely. I see Val riding a unicorn through a night sky filled with pizzas instead of stars. In another connecting scene he’s cliff-diving from the top of a waterfall that goes from the ceiling all the way down to the floor. His bare white butt shimmers slightly.

      “This is amazing,” I laugh.

      “Yeah. While I was being introduced to all of Larissa’s family and friends, Tina snuck back to campus. I think she wanted to check on Vee—”

      “Of course she did,” I interject.

      “But she also wanted to cheer me up. So”—Val indicates the entire wall—“she did this. Or most of it. Before she got sick, she was coming in almost every day to add more.”

      “Okay, just to clarify. We are talking about the same Tina, right? Your twin sister. Who only smiles when she’s laughing at someone else’s misfortune?”

      Val shrugs. “She has hidden depths.”

      “Yeah, speaking of those…” Uncomfortable, I sit down. Then realizing I’m sitting on Val’s bed, I spring up again.

      I don’t know how eyes as dark as Val’s can laugh. But his do.

      And right now—they’re laughing at me.

      Sticking my chin up, I sit back down on his bed. And then primly cross my ankles and fold my hands in my lap. Val actually bursts out laughing at this, which feels like winning a prize. I grin back at him before remembering what I was about to say.

      “Tina told me about her mixed blood. And plant powers. Oh, and I heard all about your family too. She was really out of it and just sort of talking…but I think maybe it also felt really good to get it off her chest.”

      Val nods tightly and then turns away from me to study his mural wall.

      “I don’t need to ask if you’ll keep her secret,” he says at last. “I know you will.”

      “Of course,” I answer immediately.

      He turns back to me, his face tight. “You know then that I’m a Moggy too.”

      “Yeah and I don’t care about it, either. I think the whole Moggy thing is stupid.”

      “So do I. But Tina…she’s always craved acceptance and is determined to be accepted into the crème de la crème of vampire society, even though she knows they’re a bunch of inbred jerks.”

      Val sits beside me on the bed, his weight tipping me towards him. Our shoulders bump together. I’m not gonna act like an idiot again and jump away, so instead I just go with it, relaxing until his left side from shoulder to hip connects with my right side from shoulder to hip.

      “Val,” I say softly, looking straight ahead at the amazing mural while feeling Val’s cold seep into me. “You have powers too, don’t you?”

      Even as I speak the air surrounding us becomes thick with fog. At first it’s so light, I blink, wondering if I’m imagining it. But then the fog grows and Val’s whole room is swallowed in white. If he wasn’t pressed against me, I’d have no idea if he was even in the room anymore.

      I remember then how it rained the day we talked last semester when I was feeling homesick for Florida. It was a tiny cloud, like it had been made just for me. And then again in the desert, when Val found me, it rained. That was Val.

      “Yes, Edie,” Val answers at last. “I have powers.”

      I kiss him then and Val wastes no time kissing me back. His arms come around me, pulling me tight against him so more of me is connected to more of him. As we sink back onto the bed, it feels like Val and I are in our own space, and all the rules are suspended.

      Val trails kisses along my lips and then gently bites the soft skin at the corner of my mouth. I shriek in surprise.

      “Sorry,” he says, pulling away. “It’s a vampire thing.”

      Grabbing hold of his T-shirt I jerk him toward me. “I liked it. Do it again.”

      His eyes grow dark as he descends once more. I squeal again because it’s weird and wonderful that I’m kissing a vampire and it’s Val and—

      Bam.

      The person next door bangs on the adjoining wall.

      “Val. Can you and Larissa give it a break already?”

      I go still. The cold is no longer coming from Val, but growing outward from my own center. The room is no longer our foggy world away from the world. It’s just a dorm room again…one where everything, including me, is slightly damp.

      Bringing my knees up, I push Val away.

      “Edie.” He’s on his feet instantly, extending a hand to where I’m still pushing myself up off his bed.

      Ignoring his hand, I stand. “No. I cannot believe I let you play me like this.”

      He crosses his arms. “My next door neighbor is an idiot. Yes, Larissa has been in my room. We talk. Sometimes we play chess. It’s a shared passion.”

      “Shared passion? Interesting word choice, Val.” I shove my way past him, to march out the door, but Val snags the back of my shirt. “Let me go. I may not be able to burn you, but I can make this room awful toasty for you.”

      “Edie, I can’t let you go.”

      Val reels me in using my shirt as the fishing twine, until my back is attached to his front. Wrapping both his arms around me, his cool breath hits my neck. “I told myself that when I returned to campus with Larissa, I wouldn’t see you. Wouldn’t talk to you. But then you were lost in the desert and I kept going through portal after portal trying to find you. I had to. The thought of never seeing you again…” He sighs and a shiver runs down my spine. “Edie, I can’t let you go.”

      “Oh.” It takes a while after that before I’m capable of words again. After that speech I feel like we should be running off hand in hand to our happily ever after. But my head isn’t in the clouds anymore and I can see the future all too clearly. “You’re still marrying Larissa.”

      “Yes,” he answers without hesitation. “With Tina huddled away in her room for so long, already there’s been talk. Whispers that she’s sick with the shifter disease. Both Larissa and I are doing our best to crush them, but the longer she’s gone…” Val sighs. “Her position is more precarious than ever—”

      “And yours too,” I can’t help but point out.

      I feel Val’s head shake, his lips brush the back of my head. “If it was only me, I’d leave today. Derrick—my old roommate—and I used to talk about working private security. His uncle had a business, very exclusive. Monsters of all types worked for him. We figured we had the perfect education for it, since MOA is the perfect place for learning how to protect rich and lazy idiots.”

      I can’t help but think of how the gods hid behind tables during the Spring Fling massacre, and agree with Val.

      I allow myself one more minute within the protection of Val’s arms before pulling away. “I have to go. I’m expected at this faculty dinner thing.”

      Val lets out a laugh.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Kratos invited me to attend as well.” He holds open the door for me. “Shall we?”

      I follow hesitantly. There’s no getting away from Val.
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      Val leads the way to the faculty dining hall. During class he tends to sit at the back of the classroom. When I glance back at him (one or twenty times per class) he usually looks either amused or disinterested. But all the teachers love him anyway. Other than his attitude, he’s the perfect student, easily acing every assignment.

      Val holds one of the heavy double doors for me. Inside I see nothing but gloom. But that instantly transforms when I pass through the doorway. Suddenly, it’s like I’m still outside—but in a beautiful Grecian garden.

      White pillars with creeping vines stand in a circle around stone tables set with grapes, wine, and food. On a dais is a taller table with the more “important” teachers and Zee’s guests of honor. It looks like a wedding party, or the Last Supper, with Zee in the middle gazing down on everything.

      To his left is Themis, and to her side, Kratos. On his right are Maddox and Priapus. I guess the students are meant to sit across from the teacher who chose them because Nico sits across from Zee and waves me over to take the seat across from his mother.

      Val goes to his place across from Kratos without another word. I cross through the “lesser tables” and nod at some teachers I recognize from around campus but haven’t had any classes with yet. There’s an empty chair that has Hermes’ name gilded onto it, but he’s not here yet. Finally, I squeeze in between Nico and Larissa. She grins at me.

      “I didn’t know you would also be here,” she says.

      “Maddox invited me,” I hazard a glance at her. She’s studying me so intently it makes me shiver. I reach for my wine glass, hoping it’s filled with something that will take the edge off.

      “And Priapus invited you?” I ask.

      I sip the wine and it’s so smooth and fruity, it has to be magical—possibly ambrosia. I’ve heard that the gods’ self-healing powers are derived from that drink, and that a few years ago a shifter—jealous of the vamp’s ability to never age—got it in his head to swipe some from the gods’ table. Apparently, all it did was give him a stomachache and a painful erection for a solid week.

      “Oh yes, Priapus invited me. He says that I am his best student,” she tells me excitedly. “He was very impressed with my dedication to anatomy—and with my drawings of…how do you say? The hoo-hoo!”

      I spit my wine into my napkin and cough.

      “Are you okay?” Zee asks me.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “That liquid is the nectar of the gods,” Zee tells me. “Ambrosia. Watered down for human consumption.”

      “I thought that was a kind of sweet salad,” Larissa says. “With marshmallows. No?”

      “It is,” I tell her kindly, “just not in this context.”

      “Sorry I’m late,” Hepa runs up to the table, taking her seat at the end, across from Themis and next to Val. “Metis has all the healers working overtime on a cure for the shifters.”

      “Any progress?” Val asks.

      Hepa gives a tight shake of her head.

      “I’m sure that Metis will figure it out,” Themis says. “It’s only a matter of time.”

      “Yeah, that stubborn bitch won’t stop until she has a cure,” Zee agrees.

      Nico leans in and whispers to me, “Zee and Metis used to be married.”

      “That was a very long time ago,” Zee tells me with a wink. “The things one gets up to in their youth. Did you know I once had an orgy with Cerberus and a centaur? Those were the days!”

      “Indeed!” Priapus agrees with a raise of his glass. “That’s when you could wang noodle a hippogriff and no one would say boo!”

      “Edie,” Zee’s focus is back on me. “I wonder if maybe you and I should do some private tutoring? We need to understand what you can do in your dragon form.”

      I don’t like the lecherous way that he’s looking at me. Themis must not either, because she appears at Zee’s shoulder.

      She lifts his empty glass from the table. “Zee, let me get you more ambrosia. You seem thirsty tonight.”

      “Oh, yes. We are celebrating after all.”

      “There is nothing to celebrate yet,” Maddox speaks for the first time and all eyes are on her.

      Over her shoulder, though, I notice Themis slipping something into Zee’s glass. It’s so quick, I wonder if I’m imagining it. The thing is, my sight is stellar. Above 20/20. Grandma’s optometrist used to jokingly refer to me as, “A freak.” I guess it’s another dragon thing. When Themis sees me looking her way, our eyes meet. She gives a tight shake of the head and then holds a finger to her lips. It’s the classic symbol for, ‘let’s keep this secret between us.’

      So that’s weird.

      But also just another day at Mount Olympus.

      “My son told me a lot about you,” Maddox says, drawing my attention to the table once more, where suddenly, all eyes are on me. “You saved his life.”

      “That was more of an accident…” I mumble.

      Is it hot in here, or is it just the intensity of Maddox’s gaze?

      “Don’t be humble. It’s a fear emotion. And fear is weakness.”

      I know my role here is simply to smile and nod at everything Maddox says. No matter how crazy it might be. But honestly? I’m not in the mood today.

      “My mom used to say, ‘There are no wrong emotions. Own them all or they’ll own you.’” My throat thickens. At the end Mom obviously forgot this bit of advice, because she let grief get the best of her.

      “How stupid,” Maddox says dismissively. “I hope your time at Mount Olympus has begun to offset such awful advice.”

      I set my glass down with more force than necessary. “Actually—”

      Nico cuts me off before I can say anymore. “Edie’s an amazing warrior. You should’ve seen her when we rescued Cassie—”

      “That was an unsanctioned mission,” Themis says.

      “Better to ask for forgiveness than for permission.” Nico gives Themis one of his best grins.

      Maddox smiles at this. “And that is what Nico’s mother taught him.”

      I roll my eyes. She acts like she made that saying up.

      Maddox is too busy taking a swig of ambrosia to notice. After wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she gives a sharp clap. “I’m ravenous. Let’s eat.”

      “Yes, of course,” Zee motions for the servants—various sprites—to serve us. The largest platter has an actual whole boar with an apple in its mouth. It smells delicious, and the meat falls apart on my plate. My mouth waters.

      “Artemis and I brought down this family of boars ourselves,” Maddox says. “They screamed for mercy as my teeth ripped out their throats one by one.”

      Holy Hades. I’ve never understood vegetarians more than I do right now.

      Larissa must feel the same way—she picks at the grapes on her plate. Nico, on the other hand, digs right in, apparently committing some table manner faux paus because I hear Val mutter, “dog.”

      Nico spits a bone onto his plate and looks up at his mom. “Tell us the story of that vampire you killed, the one that got you kicked out of the Academy.”

      “That’s not exactly dinner table conversation,” Maddox says, but with a grin that lets us know she’d be happy to tell us.

      “Actually, Maddox, why don’t you tell us about what you’ve been up to since that rather memorable event?” Themis easily slides into the conversation. “I hadn’t heard much about you until Zee invited you to guest lecture this summer.”

      “Oh, a bit of this and a bit of that,” she says, but a little of the satisfaction that usually oozes from every word has disappeared.

      Nico bumps Val’s elbow, just as he’s about to take a drink. Ambrosia splatters down the front of his shirt. It’s one of my favorites of his. There’s a picture of a giant cactus and next to it the words: Don’t Be A Prick.

      “My bad,” Nico says with a giant smile.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Val says, his voice pitched low and dangerous. “It’s tight quarters. These things happen.” Calmly picking up a napkin, he dabs at his shirt.

      My shoulders relax as it seems like maybe there won’t be a brawl.

      But then Val’s hand becomes a blur as he sets his napkin back down and the next thing I know the apple that had been in the boar’s mouth is now filling Nico’s.

      Nico’s jaws clench, smashing the apple and sending juice rushing down his chin.

      Larissa giggles. A soft titter, barely audible over Nico’s growl. But his head immediately whips in her direction.

      “I am sorry,” she says, both hands over her mouth. “It is just Val’s cleverness.” One of her small hands covers Val’s. “He made you the boar after you were a boor. Yes?” She looks at Val, eyes wide and uncertain. “You were meaning to be funny, Val? Joshing, as they say?”

      Nico’s growl gets louder and it’s obvious from the bursting of the neckline of his shirt that he’s on the verge of changing.

      “Don’t shift where you eat,” Kratos says, standing and planting both of his giant hands on the table. His gaze shifts from Nico to run down the entire length of our side of the table. “Kids, play nice.” So we understand it’s not advice, but an order, he flexes his biceps a few times before sitting down again.

      “I’m surprised you allow vampire trash at the dinner table,” Maddox says to Mr. Zee, her eyes still locked on Val’s. He gives her the Val special, sleepy eyes with a half-smile. Like he doesn’t even care. But I can see how tense his whole body is, and I wonder what it costs him to have so much control. Maddox shifts her attention to Larissa, who immediately shrinks away. “And how did this girl even get into Mount Olympus? She can barely speak English.”

      A little gasp comes out of Larissa and Val reaches over to comfort her. I quickly look away.

      “Everyone, everyone,” Themis says, coming to Maddox’s elbow. “Let’s try to remember that we’re all on the same side.”

      “Party Pooper,” Maddox says in a low voice, obviously meant for Mr. Zee’s ears.

      He giggles and then hiccups.

      Themis’ hand lands on his shoulder. “Right, Zee?”

      “Huh?” Mr. Zee asks. “Yes, of course,” he agrees, finally.

      Larissa looks at me, her light eyes full of hurt. “Trash? This is not an American word for vampire, is it?”

      A sudden rush of hot anger fills my stomach. “They’re not trash,” I say, just as Maddox is taking her seat. “They’re here to learn, and to fight, just like the rest of us.”

      Maddox’s gaze melts my anger. I’d thought that I was locking horns with her earlier, but she was just playing with me. This, though, is the real thing. Fear, a cold, hard dead thing, fills my gut and makes me believe I’ll never be able to make fire again.

      “The vampires have long been selfish creatures,” she tells me. “They are for themselves. Either you are with us, or you are our enemy. And death comes to my enemies.”

      “Whoa, things are intense up here,” Hermes says, appearing behind Zee and breaking the tension. “Death and enemies all before dessert?”

      “Yes,” Priapus says, nodding towards me. “This hoo-hoo holder is right. Vampires and shifters are only exterior classifications. It’s inside that counts. And what’s underneath!” He motions to his ginormous penis—and gods help me, my eyes automatically follow the movement. That’s when I discover his dick currently rests on the back of a Shetland pony under the table.

      Mr. Zee laughs, and smacks Priapus on the back. “Speaking of which, that thing you wanted arranging…I took care of it.”

      “What is this?” Themis asks.

      “Oh, just a little trip for the boys,” Zee says with grin. “A field trip.”

      “No field trip was approved.” Themis sounds panicked now.

      “Not for the students,” Hermes assures her. “Teachers only.”

      “Yes, we’re going to…” Zee looks befuddled. “Where are we going to again?” he asks. I think of what Themis snuck into his wine. Does that have something to do with his memory loss?

      “We’re going to a strip club!” Hermes announces loudly.

      “Oh yes, that’s right.” Zee nods, taking another drink from his glass.

      “I heard the Florida ones were especially nasty,” Priapus tells us gleefully.

      “Well, have fun with that,” I mutter.

      “It’s for the best that it’s not for students anyway,” Nico says, with a yawn. “I have too much prep to do. My team has a raid in two days.”

      “Wait, we do?” I ask, but Hermes cuts me off.

      “Children,” he says, shaking his head. “They don’t know how to properly party.”

      Kratos raises his glass. “Drink and be merry, for tomorrow we may die!”

      There’s a round of ‘here, heres’ that sound perfunctory to my ears. Of course, most of the faculty are gods—and they will never die.

      “Oh, I have a splendid idea,” Zee says, slurring slightly. “You,” he points to Val, “and you,” he motions to Larissa, “Should be on Nico’s strike team. Bring the species together!”

      “Yes, that’s exactly right!” Priapus jumps in. “Bring the students together. Let them learn intimacy on the battlefield, instead of the bedroom. That’s how we stop them from crossbreeding with all their boom-boom, dinky-tickling, hibbity-dibbity, doodle-bopping, fenorking, humpy squirty, knobbing, jiggery pokery, organ grinding, porking, quelching, rip-n-dip, or—well, there are students present and I don’t want to confuse them, so let me finish with the proper terminology—schnoodlypooping.”

      Mr. Zee looks drunk. And confused. “What in the gods are you going on about?”

      “Sex!” Hermes bursts out. “His wealth of knowledge is a gift to us all.”

      “Yes, of course. I knew that! I wanted to ensure everyone else was following. It must be clear to all that Moggies are no longer accepted at Mount Olympus Academy.” Zee is definitely drunk. And Priapus is not far behind. “Good thing we’re having the vamps test for Moggies along with the shifter plague. I’m thinking of making them wear armbands next semester or some such thing.”

      “You’re what?” I ask.

      My blood was tested. If it turns out I’m a Moggy, I could’ve been outed to everyone. But Val tested me and he wouldn’t say anything, even if he knew. I glance up, but he avoids my gaze. What about the rest of the shifters who are mixed? Are they in danger?

      “I’m not comfortable adding vampires to my team,” Nico starts but Maddox cuts him off.

      “You should be comfortable commanding vampires. They are lesser beings.”

      “This is too much,” Themis says, tossing down her fork. “If we can’t even have a nice dinner—” She’s interrupted when Metis rushes into the dining hall.

      “I’ve done it!” she announces. “I found a cure for the plague!”
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      Even watered down the ambrosia leaves me feeling a little hungover the next morning. Or maybe it was all the rich food. Or it could’ve been the amount of tension around that table. Put that in a bottle and you could power all of Florida for a year.

      Shading my eyes against the too bright sun, I make my way across campus to the infirmary. The healers strictly sealed off the building while they were dosing the afflicted shifters with the cure—a serum that Metis concocted using antibodies from the dead baby scorpion. When I arrive, they’ve just begun to allow non-afflicted students in.

      Rochelle—the lion-shifter who had been stuck in her cat form—is in a circle of friends, restored to her human body. She doesn’t seem able to speak, though. Every time she opens her mouth, all that comes out is a guttural rumble.

      “It’ll pass,” Hepa says, appearing at my side. “But it will take time for her higher functions to return.”

      “Greg? And Jordan?” I ask, nervously.

      “Jordan never had any higher functions,” Hepa responds. “So he’s fine. As is your little bat-man. I sent them both back to their dorms last night after dosing them.”

      “Thank gods,” I say, relief flooding me.

      “Edie!” Fern calls for me from across the room and I make my way to her, slipping past beds with former patients who are shifting in and out of their forms, ecstatic to be able to change again.

      “We did it!” Fern says, a huge smile on her face. “Or, well, Metis did. But it couldn’t have happened without you. Metis wouldn’t let anyone near the little scorpion monster you found. She was the only one allowed to work with it, and she said its venom is still incredibly dangerous, even now.”

      She takes my arm, leading me back through the crowd of departing, healthy shifters. “Metis asked Merilee to lock up the scorpion body deep in the Archives, for further study at some point. The shifter plague wasn’t any normal illness; the monsters made it as a bio-weapon. Metis is curious if she can reverse engineer it now.”

      I stop in my tracks, disturbed. “What does that mean?”

      “Well,” Fern says. “If the monsters can make a plague that makes shifters unable to shift, maybe we can create our own. One that would turn a regular human into a shifter. We wouldn’t have to count on students being born as shifters then. We could just make them.”

      “Um, that’s kind of horrible,” I tell her. “And I say that as someone who totally thought she was just a regular human until she found out she was a shifter. It’s sort of traumatic.”

      “Oh, yeah. Totally!” Fern says. “I’m sorry…I wasn’t thinking about it that way. I was just excited about the science of it.”

      “It’s okay,” I tell her, but I don’t have time to argue medical ethics. “Listen… do you think you can get me some of the—”

      “Already ahead of you,” Fern says, slipping a vial into my hand. “For Tina, right? One dose should do it. But because we don’t know what percentage of her heritage is shifter, it could be…messy.”

      “Messy, how?” I do share living space with her, after all.

      “Messy like…well, just maybe don’t use the same bathroom for a few days.”

      “Great, thanks,” I mutter, tucking the vial into my backpack. “Gotta run. Kratos hates it when people are late.”

      He definitely does. He also hates it more now that Maddox is considered the official on-campus badass. He’s spent the last few classes just showing us how much he can deadlift.

      But today looks different. As I slide into my seat right before the start of class, I see that his weights are no longer at the front of the classroom. Instead, there’s a god I don’t know standing next to Kratos.

      “I understand some of you are going on a mission tomorrow?” Kratos asks. Nico nods, as do a few other heads—my fellow teammates, Larissa and Val among them.

      “Wonderful,” Kratos says. “I thought now would be a good time to review stabbing techniques, and I’ve brought Algos, the god of pain, here to illustrate a few things.”

      Algos gives us all a steely nod. He’s beautiful in a weepy, tortured poet kind of way. Skinny, but with the toned body of a runner. He’s got his blond hair tied back in a man-bun and he looks like he’s about to whip out a guitar and sing about his lost love. Total hipster hottie.

      Except he doesn’t even get a chance to introduce himself before Kratos stabs him in the gut.

      We all gasp.

      Algos holds onto Kratos for support as he doubles over, blood dripping off the end of the dagger still sticking out of Algos’ body.

      “Now,” Kratos says, “a gut wound is almost always fatal, but it takes time, and your enemy will still have opportunities to harm others on the field. Unless you totally gut them.”

      With that, Kratos sweeps the dagger out of Algos’ midsection, tracing a half circle from which all of his intestines fall out. A cat-shifter vomits and runs out of the room, but Algos is already leaning over, gathering up his own guts in his arms.

      Amazingly, a look of pure pleasure is on his face. “Again?” His tone is sweet like a child asking for another push on the swing.

      “Perv,” someone mutters.

      “No, next we work on heart removal,” Kratos says, and Algos nods excitedly as he pulls open the empty cavity of his abdomen and stuffs his intestines back inside. He holds both hands over his belly as a healer holds a glass of ambrosia to his lips. He takes two sips and within seconds, a warm glow envelops Algos. Just like that, he’s back to normal.

      And alarmingly sad again.

      “Someone stab me,” he pleads. “Please?”

      It’s like that for the rest of the hour, students taking turns finding out what it will feel like to run their blade up against bone, gouge out an eye, and partially decapitate someone.

      Larissa and Cassie slip out together almost immediately.

      Val handles the decapitation like a professional. Usually I like his coldness, but in this context—it’s scary.

      Nico is worse, though. His single eye glows as he stabs Algos repeatedly.

      I’m up after him. To make this “fun,” Kratos has set up two urns. We reach into the first one to pick a body part. The second urn tells us what weapon to use.

      I reach in and hope for something not too icky. Feeling too sick to eat breakfast this morning was lucky, because otherwise I definitely would’ve thrown up by now. I pull out the paper and unfold it.

      BALLS

      Aw crap.

      I hold it out so the rest of the class can see. Algos claps his hands in excitement as I reach into urn number two. My second paper is even worse than the first.

      BARE HANDS

      “Oh, this is going to be so much fun!” Algos squeals.

      I shudder. “Can you please stop talking, Algos? You’re making it so much worse.”

      He smiles, his eyes going soft and dreamy. “Yeah, I get that a lot.”

      Kratos steps between us. “Edie! Less yacking, more castrating. Now there are several ways to do this. My personal favorite I call, ‘making vino.’ It’s impossible to screw up. You just grab ’em and squeeze, the same way you’d pulp a grape.”

      I gag, bringing only bile up.

      “Spit or swallow it back down,” Kratos advises me, and then he goes back to describing castration techniques. “Now if you want to get a little more artistic with it, I’d recommend—”

      That’s it. I can’t listen to any more of this. I shift, and then basically curl up inside of myself, letting the dragon take over. It doesn’t take long. There’s a horrible squishing noise, Algos screams with delight in a high soprano, and then I’m Edie again, my hands covered in—

      Val stands in front of me. Shirtless. He rubs my gross hands clean with the same shirt that had just been on his body. It’s cold. But warm too.

      Kratos stands behind him, shaking his head at me. “It’s a shame such a weak human has a dragon inside her. But your instincts are good. Let your dragon do what needs to be done.” He turns to the rest of the class. “Alright, I think that’s enough for now. Is everyone who’s going on the mission prepared to use these lessons?”

      I nod, hoping I don’t have to castrate anyone with my bare hands as part of my day tomorrow. Or pretty much ever again.

      “Good,” Kratos says, and then dismisses us. “Best of luck!”

      “And don’t forget,” Algos calls, rearranging his pants. “Always twist the knife so the wound can’t close! Ta-ta, kiddos!”
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      I’m walking back to the dorm when Nico catches up to me.

      “Are you ready for tomorrow?” he asks, tilting his head at me. “Or should I ask if your dragon is ready?”

      “Oh thanks, Nico. That’s hilarious. I see you took to heart all that ‘twisting the knife’ advice.”

      “Hey, you got it done, that’s the important thing.” Nico nods. “And it was great prep. Almost as good as one of Mom’s speeches. Although I’m sure she’ll give one at the portal.”

      “Yep,” I say. “I’m sure of that, too.”

      “Hey,” Nico grabs my arm, and it’s all I can do not to turn away from him. But he does have puppy dog eyes…well. Eye. But just that one is enough to make me melt a little.

      “Look, I know my mom can be a little much sometimes,” he says.

      “A little much?” I ask. “She called Larissa and Val trash. Larissa is basically the nicest person I’ve ever met.”

      Nico’s face hardens. “She laughed at me. My mom insisted on walking me back to the dorms after dinner because she was worried what might happen to the sissy boy she’d raised. She’s killed vampires for smaller insults. I should’ve made sure that was the last time Larissa laughed.”

      “Nico. You don’t really think that, do you?”

      He swallows. “The first time we met she gave me a flower. She thought I looked sad and might like one. When I told her I was a werewolf, she wasn’t scared, just…interested. Like she found it fascinating. Then she asked me if I was ‘very much fluffy’ as a werewolf. And if so, might she someday pet me.” Nico shakes his head, rueful. “You know no one’s ever asked me about my fluffiness before.”

      “Yeah, Larissa is special. She looks at the whole world with wonder.”

      Nico laughs, but not unkindly. “She’s gonna be worse than useless on the mission tomorrow, though. I’ll try and assign her somewhere out of the way. Keep her safe. The last thing I need is for her to be bumping into my mom on the battlefield.”

      “Definitely,” I agree. Then, since Nico seems in a softer mood, I can’t help but ask, “Are you really excited for this mission tomorrow? You really want to do more killing?”

      He doesn’t say anything for a long time, and I think he’s offended. But then, softly, he says, “Everyone has a reason for being the way they are, you know?”

      I think about Tina, back in our dorm, squirming under blankets as the Moggy blood in her veins denies the pure-blooded vampire mask she’s always tried to wear.

      “Yeah, I get that.”

      “So, all I’m saying is, my mom has a fun side, too.” Nico grins. “She actually juggles.”

      “She what?” I ask, astonished.

      “Juggles. This one time, on a raid, she chopped off three Gorgon heads and—”

      “Never mind,” I interrupt him, glad we finally reached my dorm room. “Well, ’til tomorrow then—”

      Nico grabs my hand. “Edie, my mom didn’t hate you last night. In fact, I think she liked that you tried to stand up to her. She didn’t say that in as many words, but when she mentioned all the people at the table last night who deserved to have their throats ripped out—she didn’t mention your name.”

      He looks happy about this. Like it is great news that I maybe sorta kinda passed the first test.

      Now Nico takes my other hand, so both of mine are sandwiched between his. He starts to rub them as he says, “I think we should go see Mr. Zee. Together. And ask him for a special allowance to date. No mating, of course. Not yet. Despite hating crossbreeding, I think he’d see how your dragon abilities crossed with all the benefits of my killer gene pool would—”

      “Whoa. Nico. Slow down.” I jerk my hands away.

      “Edie, it’s okay. I’m not scared. I know most of the guys at this school are all, ‘no way am I banging a fire breathing girl,’ but that’s the part of you I like best.”

      I frantically reach behind me for the door handle. “Nico, I just remembered I have a homework assignment for Priapus. I failed the last quiz, so I have to write ten times, “I will not call the hoo-hoo a haha-are-you-kidding-me. I will not call the pee-pee the eighth dwarf, right after Sleepy.”

      “What? He’s crazy,” Nico says. “Just tell him you didn’t do it because you had a mission to prepare for. My mom will write you an excuse.”

      “No, thanks. I’d rather just do it and be done.” I push the door open and slip inside. “Night!” Quickly, I slam it in his face. And then breathe a long sigh of relief.

      When I bring air in again, I realize how rank it smells.

      How did Nico not scent that? Hopefully he doesn’t think that’s my normal dorm room funk. Or maybe hopefully he does. The guy doesn’t seem capable of understanding that I might be less into him than he’s into me.

      Tina is buried in her blankets. When I uncover her, she looks like a hot mess. Her hair is greasy and plastered to her forehead. Her skin is pale and clammy. And the room funk is definitely wafting off her.

      She isn’t exactly thrilled when I wake her up to offer the vial.

      “It’s the cure,” I try to explain, but she only glares at me.

      “Or it’s an evil plot to take my fangs out,” she snarls, snatching the vial from me.

      “Tina,” I say, taking a chance and sitting on the edge of her bed. “If I wanted to take your fangs out, I would’ve done it while you were delirious and told you it was a monster dentist that broke into the dorm.”

      “That’s true,” she says, tapping the lid of the vial.

      “Seriously?” I ask. “That’s what works for you? Not that I have been helping you all this time, but that I didn’t actively harm you while you were helpless?”

      Tina pops the cap, takes a sniff.

      “It means a lot.” She shrugs.

      “Drink up,” I say and give her a hard look.

      Whipping her head back, she downs the potion. A second passes, her eyes focus on mine. And then she’s up and running, hitting the door of the bathroom so hard that it swings back and smacks me in the face when I try to follow.

      “Thanks a lot, roomie!” I yell, rubbing my forehead.

      I don’t get an answer—not in words, anyway—but a sound comes from the windowsill.

      Oh gods.

      Apparently Tina’s symbiosis with Vee knows no boundaries.

      I walk over to the plant and hold my cupped hands below its mouth.

      “Go ahead,” I say. Vee gives another little cough, and a three half-digested flies drop into my hands.

      “Good job, Vee.”

      I guess this is how I finally make friends with my roommate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      When you wake up first thing in the morning aware that you’re going to murder things, it makes you puke. Actually, it’s also the sound of Tina puking that makes me puke. Unfortunately, she’s using the bathroom so I have to run to the window, and accidentally spatter a bird-shifter looking for breakfast, who shifts back into human from the shock.

      “Sorry,” I call, wiping my mouth before I shut the window.

      “Tina?” I knock timidly on the bathroom door. A puking vampire must be approached with caution. “You okay in there?”

      A grudging, “I’m fine,” is all I get from her. She gives no indication of how much longer she’s going to be in there. I practically run down the hall to Cassie’s room, barely knocking before I barge in to use her bathroom. When I pop back out, I see that she’s pulling on a battle pack.

      “Whoa, Cassie. What are you doing?”

      She pulls her hair up into a ponytail. “I’m coming with you,” she says.

      There’s no way Cassie is up for this. She still isn’t fully recovered from what she witnessed when we rescued her from the stronghold, let alone ready to actively participate in…in…whatever it is this raid is supposed to be.

      “No, you’re not,” I tell her. “There’s no way Merilee would agree to this.”

      “I gave my mom the slip,” she admits. “I love her but since I’ve been back all she’s done is smother me.”

      “Can you blame her? You were freaking kidnapped.”

      “I know…I just need this.” She shrugs. “She’s hasn’t been herself since I returned. First she was worried about the monsters trying to take me again. But then the gods told Mom they’re now more worried about the monsters taking her. Apparently, the monsters believed Mom was an old crone. Obviously they got some bad intel from someone. Anyway, now they know she’s young and won’t be dying anytime soon. It’s likely if they try again, they’ll go straight for her. So the gods are keeping Mom under lock and key, and she’s a nervous wreck. Themis is trying to distract her with some project about an old prophecy. That’s helping. And today she found something that got her all excited. I figured it was a good chance to slip away, so I told her I needed a change of clothes.”

      “Your clothes are magic. They change automatically.” Merilee must be deep in research to let Cassie out of her sight with such a lame excuse.

      I sigh. “Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask her.

      “Absolutely.” She says it with more steel then I’ve seen in her since she’s been back.

      “You’ll have to get approval, and I may have used up all my leverage getting Greg on the team.”

      “Already done. Maddox says I need to toughen up,” Cassie tells me. “And Nico says nothing gets you past your first murder like the second one.”

      “Of course he does. Look, Cassie—”

      “No! You look, Edie!” My friend suddenly whirls on me, anger in her eyes. “You know I’ve been through every discipline cycle at the Academy. And I’ve failed every one. The assassin track is my last shot, and I can’t succeed if I’m…if I’m…”

      She holds out one hand to illustrate. She’s shaking like a leaf in the wind. I take it, cradling it in my own.

      “And what if you do succeed?” I ask. “What if you go out there and kill a bunch of monsters? You won’t be yourself anymore.”

      “No,” she takes her hand back. “But maybe I’ll be useful.”
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      We walk to the portal in silence, Cassie beside me, her eyes on the ground.

      It’s early morning, so I don’t see Val right away when he emerges from the mist. But I do see Larissa. It’s hard to miss her when she materializes right in front of me, grabbing me in a freaky strong vampire hug.

      “Aren’t you so excited?” she asks me, eyes alight. “Today I go on my first mission for Mount Olympus Academy!”

      “Yes, it’s…” My eyes go to Val, a bright blush creeping up my face as I struggle to free myself from the arms of his fiancée.

      “I’m so glad I am with you, Edie,” Larissa says, keeping her hand on my arm as we walk to the portal together. “You were one of my first friends here.”

      Behind us, there’s a stifled giggle.

      I turn to see Greg in bat form flitting around behind us. Nico was against Jordan and Greg joining the team but I fought for them. Jordan was a shoo in, even if Nico doesn’t like him. He’s one of the best spies in the school. Greg was not about to be left behind and I said that if he wasn’t going than neither was I. That settled the matter.

      “Hey Edie, I bet you never thought you’d be besties with a vamp, huh?” Greg squeaks at me.

      “Shut up,” I mutter at him, then jerk in surprise when something brushes past my leg. It’s Jordan, blitzing through the morning on his panther legs, absolutely ecstatic to be able to shift again.

      “You guys! Check me out!” He actually rolls onto his back in front of me, showing off the fully glory of his belly and his…

      “Seriously, dude?” I ask.

      “Sorry.” He snaps back into human form. “I’m very excited.”

      “Obviously,” I say.

      “Shifting into panther form is my second favorite thing to do,” he says. “The first being…”

      “We get it,” I tell him.

      “Sex,” Greg adds. “He was going to say sex.”

      I roll my eyes and answer Cassie’s questioning stare. “They’re not saying anything important. If they do, I’ll translate,” I promise.

      “Good to see everyone,” Maddox’s voice cuts through the morning. She must have already thrown a key through, because the portal is glowing. She stands in front of it, lit from behind, terrifying as all holy Hades. Nico joins her, his face set on what I can only call “murder mode.”

      Beside me, Cassie stiffens.

      “Are they all here?” Maddox asks Nico, and he surveys his team. Without meaning to, I stand a little straighter as his eyes pass over me, Larissa, Val, Cassie, Greg, Jordan, Hepa, and a handful of other students.

      “All present, and ready for action,” Nico says.

      I hear a slight murmur from Cassie, something I can’t pin down.

      “Ladies and gentlemen.” Maddox’s face tightens a little when she spots Val and Larissa in the crowd. She lifts her nose like she just got a whiff of some rotten scent. Her dislike of vampires sticks, even when going into the monsters’ den.

      “Students and soldiers,” she continues. “Today we strike back! Remnants of the cell that attacked the Academy, tortured my son, and kidnapped one of our own beloved seers have amassed in the ruins of an old stone circle. Our intelligence tells me that Falcus himself is there.”

      I remember Mavis telling me about Falcus—he’s the one who killed Darcy!

      “We will have the element of surprise on our side,” Maddox continues. “But make no mistake—that cannot be our only weapon. You must fight with all that you have—teeth, claws, magic—and fire.” Her gaze lands on me. What she said at dinner the other night echoes in my head.

      You are with us, or you are our enemy. And death comes to my enemies.

      I nod, unable to break eye contact. Maddox gives us all one last hard stare, then passes through the light. Nico follows, and there’s practically a rush after that, everyone is so excited to get to killing after Maddox’s speech.

      I’m rushed along, pushed through the portal by the flow of students—and into instant pandemonium.

      Whether they knew we were coming, or Maddox didn’t manage to kill the portal guard quick enough—which I doubt—I don’t have time to debate. There’s a scimitar coming straight for my head, wielded by a wild-eyed gorgon. I manage to avoid eye contact—she could turn me to stone—as I shift.

      I come into my dragon form with a fiery roar. My talons take off her head with one swipe.

      With a powerful surge of my wings, I take to the air, surveying the situation.

      The stone circle is at the top of a hill that gently slopes down into a grassy glen. There’s a forest to the west and a valley, but most of the small force of monsters is at the portal. They try to kill our students before they can make it through.

      Jordan is dashing between giant standing stones, snagging monsters by the ankles and dragging them out into the light of torches that Hepa is setting around the perimeter. Once all the torches are up, they’ll create a magical barrier to keep the monsters from going through our portal. I watch as Hepa sticks another one into the ground and then lights it with her hands. A minotaur makes a run at her, but Jordan deflects it just in time, getting rolled for his trouble—literally by the minotaur, and an eye-roll from Hepa after he yells at her.

      “I saved you! I’m your hero! You gotta love me now!”

      Even though she probably can’t understand all he’s saying in shifter form, the tone probably got the thought across.

      Val and Larissa are side by side, leaping as one while monsters scatter. Greg is airborne, too, shouting out positions to fellow shifters below.

      But there’s an organized counterattack going on that Greg doesn’t see, flanking him from the west. I swoop down, blasting a protective wall of fire between my friends and the oncoming monsters.

      “Gods dammit, Edie!” Nico yells at me, fist in the air. “Stop defending us. We can handle ourselves. Go on the offensive!”

      I reel to the east, pretending I didn’t hear him. I know he wants me to fry all our enemies, not just use my fire to protect Academy soldiers. But I’ve still got blood on my hands from the last time, and it doesn’t sit well with my conscience.

      I’m not the only one airborne. I share the sky with my fellow winged shifters, but also harpies and a few monsters that ride a pegasus. One rider is a minotaur…is that Falcus? He swings a mighty axe as he rides toward the stone circle.

      I spy a few shadows slipping into the tree line, a couple of wood nymphs going for the comfort of the trees. I grab them in my claws, giving them a toss into the air. I don’t see where they land, and don’t know if they fell far enough to be injured. I didn’t crush them, couldn’t bring myself to do it after feeling their frightened squirming in my claws.

      There’s a yell below, and I turn to see that one of Hepa’s torches has been overturned. A harpy grabs it, launching it at Greg as he flaps around her. But Hepa spelled the fire to only burn monsters, and when Greg wrenches it from her hands and drops it onto her head, the harpy goes up in flames.

      Just like Ocypete did.

      No, I can’t think about that right now. Even Mavis admitted that these monsters—the ones led by Falcus—were bloodthirsty, bent on harming the gods at any costs, even if it meant taking students down to get to them.

      An ear-splitting war cry comes from below and I look down to see Falcus standing in the middle of the stone circle, his pegasus mount dead on the ground. He wields a bloody axe. Maddox paces around him. Beside him crouches a female manticore, a squirming bundle in her arms.

      Gods no, not…I land with a crash, sending my fellow students scattering. Quickly, I switch back into human form. Falcus can’t be distracted from Maddox, who is taking jabs at him with a long spear, but the female manticore looks up at me, eyes wide.

      It’s her. It’s the mother from the desert stronghold where we rescued Cassie, the one whose baby Cassie delivered. And that means…

      I remember her eyes, the crying baby, the way she looked at me as she begged me to spare the minotaur I had just run down—the father of her baby. Falcus.

      “No,” I say aloud. “No. No. No!”

      Maybe Maddox and Nico were right all along. Maybe I should have killed Falcus then, and his wife and child too. Then we wouldn’t be here, standing in a ring of fire and stone in the black of night, watching a murderous circus play out.

      All around me, students are injured. Jordan is licking a deep gash on his paw, and Greg has shifted into human form, one arm at an impossible angle. There’s a vampire leaking black blood from her side as she lies on the ground, while Hepa, calm yet urgent, says incantations over her.

      I can’t help but tally the monster count, too. A headless gorgon—my kill, I remember. The battered body of a chimera, fur matted with blood. The charred body of the harpy and the broken manticore, hanging lifeless from the top of a stone pillar. Nymphs, giant scorpions, centaurs.

      All lie dead on the battlefield.
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      Any of the other monsters that are not too wounded to run have fled.

      Except for Falcus and his family.

      The students form a circle to watch the final fight.

      “Stop,” I say.

      It’s quiet, and doesn’t come out with any force, or fire. I’m exhausted, physically and emotionally. I drop to my knees, and suddenly Cassie is by my side.

      “Edie,” she says. “Edie, you’ve got to stay with me. I need your help.”

      “Are you injured?” I ask, desperately afraid for her.

      “No, I need your help with them.” Her voice is so clear and powerful. Where is she finding her strength?

      I open my eyes, and see her own wide ones, not far from mine. She’s looking at the manticore—Falcus’ wife—and the baby. She doesn’t look scared. She isn’t shaking. And suddenly I understand. That’s why Cassie is here. That’s what she meant about finally being useful.

      Cassie is going to save the baby she delivered.

      But not if Maddox has anything to do with it. Falcus is failing fast, one arm bloodied and dangling, the other swinging the axe in deadly arcs…but not quickly enough.

      Nico, in wolf form, is dodging in and out, taking bites from the minotaur’s muscular legs, while Maddox gracefully dodges out of the circular swings of his axe, her spear arcing in and just grazing Falcus’ ribs with every jab.

      “They’re playing with him,” a voice says, and I look up to find that Val is at my other side. He grips my elbow, pulling me to my feet.

      “This isn’t right,” I say, breathlessly, just as Nico feints to the left, then nips Falcus’ heel.

      The minotaur roars in rage and spins to face Nico, only to have Maddox’s spear take one of his ears off. Reeling again, he turns to face her—and Nico makes his move. With the father distracted, Nico grabs the baby from the mother’s arms and darts into the crowd of students.

      The manticore screams, and Falcus wheels again, ready to protect her—and his child.

      Gods and monsters aren’t all that different from us, I remember Mavis telling me. They have enemies and old feuds and good friends…and they fall in love.

      Love. These aren’t monsters facing down students in a war. This is a father protecting his wife and child—outnumbered by tormentors.

      “Stop!” I say again, louder this time. I am yet again ignored.

      Maddox runs her spear through the minotaur’s meaty upper arm, and he loses his grip on the axe. Maddox plucks it from the air and delivers one quick swing. Falcus’ head spins off into the night, his blood spraying onto the upturned face of his wife.

      There are cries among the students—some of them in victorious celebration, but more than a few sound horrified. There’s a sharp wail and I turn to see Cassie has wrestled Nico to the ground, her anger stunning him, his unwillingness to hurt her giving her the advantage as she tears the monster baby from his arms.

      “My baby!” The manticore screams, still on her hands and knees. And then Maddox drives the axe downward, slicing the mother’s head in two. Everything goes quiet, and Maddox stalks out from inside the stone circle to face Cassie.

      “Give that thing to me,” she says, one blood-covered hand held out to Cassie.

      “No,” Cassie says, holding the bundle close. “You can’t have it.”

      “Listen, seer,” Maddox says. “You’re lucky we even let your dead weight along on this ride.”

      “Lucky?!” Cassie scoffs. “Yes, I’m so fortunate to have witnessed this massacre.” She waves her free arm around, taking in the toppled torches, the wounded students, and the dead monsters. “This isn’t war, Maddox.” she says. “And you’re no solider. This is a pillage, and you’re the monster.”

      There are a few gasps, and Nico rolls onto his feet, a low warning growl in his throat.

      “Vampire,” Maddox says, directing her words at Larissa. “Restrain the traitor.”

      “I am, how do you say, sorry?” Larissa says in an exaggerated accent. “I do not understand you, as English is not my original language.” She smiles as she steps in front of Cassie. I want to hug her for her loyalty.

      “Don’t hide behind your ignorance.” Maddox steps forward, axe aloft. “Oh Hades, I’ll take you both down with that squalling thing, then,” she says, with a shrug. “You certainly won’t be the first vampire I’ve killed.”

      Across the circle of students, Val bristles as well. Maddox tosses the axe at Cassie’s feet then shifts into her wolf form. She’s horrifying, large and sleek, dark as the night around us.

      “Last chance, seer,” she growls at Cassie. “Drop the baby.”

      “No,” Cassie says, “Make love, not war.”

      She’s shaking and I see her color fading as Maddox advances. I shift, although it takes all my energy, and fold my wings around her. But Cassie looks up at me, meeting my dragon’s eyes. She shakes her head and then turns forward and purposely steps beyond the shelter of my wings.

      I realize she doesn’t want me to protect her. Not this time. She needs to stand up for what she feels is right, find the purpose that has eluded her at the Academy for so long.

      Still I stay in dragon form, in case she needs me.

      Another growl joins Maddox’s, but it’s different, higher, almost like a question. Between Cassie and his mother Nico paces, looking undecidedly between them.

      Maddox crouches lower, ears laid back, leg muscles bunching. She howls up at the sky. I feel it down the length of my long curving spine.

      There are several answering howls and I whip my head towards them just in time to see three werewolves attack Val. He falls beneath them and disappears.

      “Val!” Larissa cries.

      Despite his injuries, Jordan is the first to jump into the fray. I’m not far behind.

      I grab one of the wolves by the scruff of his neck and lift a few feet of the ground. The coward immediately begins to whine pitifully. Remembering he’s a fellow student, I pitch him towards the ground like he’s a bowling ball. Predictably he rolls several times before coming to a stop on his back. Planting two claws on his chest with my talons resting what I hope is uncomfortably close to his belly, I screech at him.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      The smell of urine fills the air and I realize he’s peed himself. Whimpering, he tells me, “Maddox told us to. When she gave the signal—go for Val.”

      I rise into the air and whirl around, my heart in my mouth.

      I see Cassie running toward the portal, the wailing of the baby manticore trailing in her wake.

      Behind her Larissa and Hepa work together blocking Callie from Maddox. Hepa throws balls of fire from her hands.

      Pop. Pop. Pop.

      One after another they hit Maddox. They don’t seem to slow her down much, but at least they’re a distraction. And they seem to throw off her sense a little, allowing Larissa to get in close and do some damage.

      Larissa may be small and dainty, but she is a vampire. I’ve never seen her fangs—she always keeps them politely hidden. But now her deadly vampire nature is on full display.

      I watch Cassie disappear through the portal at the same time that Larissa comes at Maddox again. But this time Maddox is waiting for her.

      Larissa screams as Maddox’s teeth close around her shoulder. She claws at Maddox, her fangs useless, but she still has her vampire strength—enough to pull out great fistfuls of fur.

      Still, Larissa isn’t looking good as Maddox gets her on the ground, with a giant paw over her chest.

      I am already in the air, wings parallel to the ground for maximum speed.

      But it’s too late.

      There’s a sudden, sharp crack, and I when I look back I see Maddox sprawling over Larissa’s body, her neck at an odd angle, the light gone from her eyes.

      Larissa is dead.
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      “No!” I screech. Hitting the ground hard, I shift back into human form. The baby’s blanket is at my feet and I grab it, then bundle it up, hoping everyone will think I now have the baby.

      Hoping to buy Cassie some time.

      “Jordan, go with Cassie!” I yell at him, and he’s off after her, running awkwardly on three legs, but still fast.

      Hepa runs toward the portal too—with Maddox on her heels.

      I dig deep, ready to shift again, when a bolt of lightning comes out of the clear sky and strikes inches from Maddox’s nose. Maddox yelps. Then swivels her head in all directions.

      “Zee?” she barks.

      But that lightning bolt didn’t come from Zee.

      I turn to Val in time to see him throw aside the limp body of the werewolf that had been attacking him. They’re both covered in blood. But Val is the one who’s still standing.

      I clutch the empty blanket to my chest as Val makes his way to Larissa’s broken body. Obviously hurting, he moves slowly. Reaching Larissa, he falls to his knees and then leans over her, quietly touching her face. He’s shaking, silently, as tears of blood drip down his face and splatter Larissa’s pale skin.

      Maddox lets loose a guttural growl then shifts back into her human form. There is silence in the stone circle, as the remaining students look at one another, in shock. We just saw a teacher murder a student.

      Even Nico, who has also shifted, looks lost. He turns to the wolves who attacked Val. “What is wrong with you?” I think it’s what he wants to say to his mom…but can’t.

      Finally, Maddox speaks. “Calm down, Nico. They were just following orders.”

      He looks astonished. “I didn’t give that order.”

      “No, I did.” Maddox says. And then she turns her back on her son, dismissing him. I freeze at she focuses in on me instead. “I told you, Edie. You are with me, or you are my enemy. And death comes to my enemies.” She spits Larissa’s vampire blood from her mouth. “It is time for you to choose.” She eyes the bundle in my arms.

      “Edie, don’t,” Greg shouts weakly, but I silence him with a look.

      I rise up on my wings, a glorious fire red, and shift fully into my dragon form, my spiked spine tearing out of my back as I throw the bundle into the air. Some of the students below me gasp as I let loose a ball of flame that incinerates the bundle in midair, leaving only ashes to fall in their upturned faces.

      I descend, landing before Maddox. Her battle glazed eyes are gleeful. “I thought you were a good choice for my son. You are worthy of him. But now I’m not sure if he’s worthy of you.”

      I shift into my human form and look her in the eyes. “Everyone at the Academy will know what happened here today,” I promise.

      She takes my proclamation as praise, giving me a quick squeeze on the shoulder.

      “Nico,” Maddox says. “Have you forgotten you’re leading this mission?”

      “Really? I get to lead it now?” Poor Nico. He looks devastated and furious all at once. “Maddox, you’re dismissed. Get out of here.”

      Her eyes go wide. “You don’t speak to me that way.”

      “I don’t want to speak to you at all.” This time it’s Nico who turns his back on Maddox. She stares at him for a long moment. Momentarily bewildered, but then quickly hardening again.

      Head high, shoulders back, she stalks to the portal and is gone.

      Nico watches her and after she disappears, he continues looking at the spot where she last stood, until finally shaking himself out of it and returning to business.

      “Trackers, make sure all the monsters have been killed,” he snaps. “Witches and warlocks, maintain the perimeter.” He looks at Val, still weeping over Larissa’s body. “Vampire, bring the Academy dead back through the portal. They will be buried with honors.”

      I take a step forward. “I’ll take Larissa.”

      I don’t wait for his acknowledgement. I kneel next to Val.

      His shirt and pants are torn and deep bite marks ooze blood. Maddox intended for Val to be dead too. This wasn’t a heat of the moment thing; it was pre-meditated.

      “Let’s get her back,” I say.

      He looks up at me and nods. His tears are gone, only the bloody streaks remain. His face is hard, free of his customary smirk.

      Larissa was his intended bride, a beautiful vampire that I should have hated on sight. Instead we became friends. She died defending Cassie, and a helpless baby.

      And what did Val and I do? We made out behind her back. At least there is one last thing we can do for her, a debt that we owe.

      Together we carry her body through the portal.
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      My first stop is to the infirmary with Val, where we place Larissa’s body in the care of Fern. She is laid out with the rest of the dead.

      “I have to talk to her family,” Val says. “They trusted me to take care of her.”

      “Larissa was strong,” I assure him, putting a hand on his arm. “She knew what she was doing. She knew that she was sacrificing herself.” I can barely believe she’s gone. “You did take care of her at the Academy. She loved it here. But you couldn’t have stopped her. The choice was hers.”

      Val looks at me like I’m an idiot. It’s an expression I’m used to seeing from Tina. But not him. “I was entrusted with her care and safety. No one will care to hear my excuses. I wouldn’t give them regardless. Larissa should never have gone today. But I—” He stops and shakes his head, the tension practically radiating out from his body. “I wanted to be there for you.” Disgust twists his face. “And Larissa felt it her duty to stay at my side. So she could have my back.”

      I don’t know what to say to this, and I’m pretty sure anything I do say will only make Val more upset. So we both stay silent, watching as more of the dead students are brought in.

      We didn’t lose many, but even one is too much. And it’s not like I can forget that not all of the Academy dead were killed by monsters. One of us was killed by our own. As if following my thoughts, Val looks back at Larissa, his mouth a flat, angry line.

      “I have to go,” I tell Val. “There are things I need to do.”

      “Like finding out what Cassie did with the baby?” he asks.

      My eyes flash up to his. “You know…”

      “I know you wouldn’t roast a defenseless newborn, even if it is a monster.”

      “You won’t tell?” I ask, though I know the answer.

      “Larissa died for that child,” he reminds me coldly. “And Cassie too. She protected them from that—” He cuts off and spins to push his fist through the infirmary wall. The exterior is stone from the beginning of time and yet Val created a hole that I can see straight through to the outside.

      “I’m going to take care of Maddox,” I assure him.

      He looks at me, eyes intense. Not alive like Nico’s get, but flat. Deadly. “Not if I do it first.”

      “Val, don’t do anything stupid,” I warn.

      He turns away from me. “I thought you wanted to find Cassie.”

      Silently, I watch as he sits on a chair beside where Larissa is laid out. He picks up her hand and holds it between two of his own.

      My heart breaks. For him. For Larissa. And yes, I’m ashamed to admit it—for me too.

      Unable to watch anymore, I spin away and hurry out of the infirmary.

      I need to find Cassie, but I decide to go to Themis first—before WWIII breaks out on this campus.

      I’m approaching her office door when it bursts open, Themis nearly taking it off the hinges as she erupts into the hallway, Hepa fast on her heels.

      There is a fire in Themis’ eyes that I have never seen, before—a good reminder that this isn’t just the guidance counselor. She is a goddess, after all.

      “This will not stand,” Themis says, as she brushes past me in the hallway.

      Hepa turns to me, shaking her head. “I had to turn Maddox in. And those werewolves as well. It’s not right what Maddox did. Murdering Larissa. Trying to kill a baby. None of this Moggy bullshit is right, either.”

      “I’m glad you feel that way,” I tell her. I’d wondered if her cooled feelings toward Jordan had something to do with Zee’s proclamation.

      “What? I may be bitchy, but I’m not a bigot.”

      I laugh, despite myself. “You’re not…” but I can’t finish. I laugh again. “You’re just you. And…” I pause, wondering how many people I can trust with my own secret. It turns out no-bullshit Hepa is the perfect person to tell as I fill her in on how I tricked Maddox with the baby blanket.

      “Smart,” she nods. “And Mad Maddox bought that?”

      “Yeah, she thinks the baby is dead. Where actually is…?” I ask Hepa.

      “Cassie wanted to hide the baby in her dorm room, but I told her that was idiotic. I had Jordan take it to his. Figured that was safer, since Greg is his roommate. The little bugger is actually really freaking cute. Fern has been bringing us a potion that has the same properties as manticore milk.”

      Ugh. Well, that’s sort of gross, but I guess it’s a good thing. “We just need to keep the baby safe until we can send it back to the monsters. I may know someone who can help us with that.”

      “Who?” Hepa asks, her gaze intense.

      “Just a contact,” I tell her vaguely.

      “Well, you’d better get in touch with them. If Maddox sniffs out that baby we’re all dead.”

      “She won’t,” I tell her. “And by the look on Themis’ face, she won’t be around long enough to catch the scent.”
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      We’re all sent from our morning classes to the outdoor amphitheater for an Academy-wide meeting. There’s some grumbling from Priapus as he makes his way down the wooded path, and a stifled groan every time his wheelbarrow hits a tree root.

      Cassie and Fern settle in on either side of me as we find a seat, and I sneak a glance at Val. But he’s on the far side of the theatre, deep in conversation with some other vamps. Their eyes are dark, their voices a low rumble, a few fangs erupt as their voices raise in argument.

      It makes me nervous watching them. Tensions are at an all-time high and I’ve got a feeling those vampires—including Val—probably aren’t arguing over ways they can help bring everyone together again.

      As Themis takes the stage, I do a quick check for Nico. I haven’t seen him since the raid. After checking in with Cassie, I came back to my room to find Tina feeling much better…well enough to yell at me for not putting Vee’s vomit back into her soil for the extra nutrients.

      It had fallen on me to tell Tina that Larissa was dead, and I’d been surprised to see some blood tears well in her eyes. Vee hung her head too, leaves drooping, when Tina left. She didn’t come back to the dorm until halfway through the night.

      But Nico I haven’t seen…and he’s not here in the amphitheater now. I wonder if he’s patched things up with his mom. I really hope he hasn’t.

      “Attention, everyone,” Themis says, her voice immediately settling the students. Mr. Zee and Hermes are sitting in chairs on the dais, Mr. Zee staring moodily at his feet as Themis makes her announcement.

      “As I’m sure you’re all aware, Mount Olympus Academy sent in a tactical strike team yesterday to eliminate the last of the monster cell that kidnapped one of our students and tortured another.”

      There are some claps and cheers from the crowd, as some students do what they think Themis wants—applaud the death of monsters. But she raises her hand for quiet, and everyone settles again.

      “And while the actions of the monsters are inexcusable, I’m sorry to say it has come to our attention that other atrocities occurred yesterday.” There’s a low murmur, but Themis continues.

      “War is ugly, no one can argue against that. But who do we become if we sink to the level of our opponent? How can we claim to be superior to our enemy if we employ their own tactics? We fight for glory and we do it with honor.”

      There’s a smattering of applause.

      “We do not send a plague to do our fighting for us,” Themis says, her voice rising.

      There’s a rumble of agreement from the students.

      “We do not drag a defenseless seer from her bed in the night,” Themis cries.

      Shouts answer her, the benches growing more agitated now.

      “We do not murder children in their mother’s arms,” Themis says, her voice now low, dull. Threatening. “And we do not encourage—no, order—students to attack another student.”

      She’s met with silence, students looking at one another questioningly, unsure how they are supposed to respond.

      “No!” Themis shakes her head. “We do not. Unfortunately, someone who was entrusted with your education”—she shoots a dark glance at Mr. Zee, but he’s staring at the floor between his feet— “has taken it upon themselves to behave in a manner that is unbecoming to the Academy. Bring her in!”

      Behind Themis, Kratos emerges from between two pillars, barely able to hide his delight as he leads Maddox by the elbow. Her head is high, even when Themis matches her gaze. Maddox scans the crowd, and some students sit down quickly, as if afraid to be caught participating in her downfall.

      “I have done nothing wrong,” Maddox says, her voice loud and carrying. “I am a werewolf and a warrior, and I fight for what I believe in,” she declares, baring her teeth.

      “You killed a vampire!” someone shouts from behind me, and general agreement rises from the crowd, along with a low, gathered hissing from fellow vamps.

      “And I’d do it again,” Maddox shouts back. The hissing rises in intensity.

      “Enough!” Themis shouts, her booming voice shutting down both the students and Maddox. After Maddox has settled, the three werewolves who attacked Val file in behind her, heads down, feet dragging.

      “These students,” Themis says, indicating the werewolves, “attacked another student. This is against the student code of conduct and would normally result in expulsion. However, as they were only following orders from supervising faculty, they will only be on probation.”

      With this the werewolves are dismissed, and Themis turns her attention to Maddox.

      “Maddox Tralano, for war crimes, and fatal assault upon a student of the Academy, you are hereby dismissed from your position and banished from Mount Olympus Academy.”

      The hissing is back. Louder, this time.

      “Fired!?” someone shouts. “She murdered one of us and all you do is fire her?”

      There are some murmurs of agreement, but most of the students are bewildered, looking back and forth between Themis and Maddox, unsure who to believe, or who to follow.

      Themis nods, as if in agreement with whoever shouted. “For her crimes, Maddox Tralano is expelled from school grounds, and a dose of the shifting plague will be forcefully administered to her.”

      Maddox reacts violently to this, fighting against Kratos’ grip. He has her tight, and though Maddox is a frightening creature in her own right, Kratos is a god. He has to hold her as Themis reads out her sentence.

      “Maddox Tralano,” Themis declares. “You will be rendered human.”
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      A few days later, during Maddox’s usual class time, I instead visit the future site of the Larissa Golov memorial building for sexual health and information. I guess her parents wanted to make sure she’d always be remembered. In her letters home she’d raved about Priapus’ class and how much she was learning. So now, thanks to a generous donation made in Larissa’s name, he’ll now have a permanent place on campus to misinform students.

      It’s a sweet, odd, and unintentionally hilarious tribute. Just like Larissa—it’s perfect.

      “Priapus really pushed for a big old bus too, so he could spread his knowledge around the world,” says a voice in my ear. “Thankfully, the Golovs thought that was a bit much and shot it down.”

      “Val,” I say, turning to him. “How are you doing?”

      I’m a little nervous seeing him again after he was in such a dark place after Larissa’s death. But now he’s wearing one of his usual T-shirts. Today’s has a half-eaten fortune cookie with a fortune that reads, This cookie is poisoned. The nearly radioactive tension that surrounded him last time is gone too.

      Which seems…fast.

      In answer to my question, he gives a half shrug. “Larissa is dead. And yet life goes on. It feels like it shouldn’t, or like everything should feel different. But it isn’t. I wake up, drink blood, go to class. It’s all the same as always, and yet…not.”

      I nod, understanding completely. I felt the same way after losing my dad.

      “I’m sorry, Val.”

      This earns another shrug. But then he reaches out and takes hold of my hand. We stand side by side, fingers linked, studying the empty space that will soon be Larissa’s memorial. I think of all I’ve lost, but of all I’ve gained, too. My friends. My dragon. My sister returned to me.

      Life does go on. And I’ve found a way to go with it.

      I lean my head against Val’s shoulder, feeling lighter. Almost at peace.

      The dangerous monster faction is gone. Sure there’s still a war going on, but that’s been the case for centuries. Maybe now, though, it will go back to being more of a cold war with spy games and tracking, but no battles. No killing.

      Val’s lips brush the top of my head.

      I slowly turn, lifting my face to his.

      This could be my happy ending, I think.

      And then the screaming starts.
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      Val and I rush towards the quad, following the sounds of screams. Hand in hand, we pass the spot where Jenn Lamont’s ashes were found, and I shudder, fighting a sudden rush of déjà vu. But this time it’s not the embers of a vampire that has brought shocked students out to see what has happened. It’s Nico carrying a corpse.

      And not just any corpse—Nico is carrying his mother.

      He lowers her body to the ground, the face still recognizable even though it’s bloated. Nico is in shock, stuck halfway through a shift. His teeth are long when his eye locks on mine in the crowd.

      “Edie…she’s dead.”

      I step forward, I can’t help but react to his pleading, desperate eye.

      “Themis kept me for questioning after the mission,” he goes on. “They didn’t tell me what happened until after they’d banished her. They didn’t even let me say goodbye.”

      He stumbles toward me, weak as the day I found him in the desert. But this time it’s not physical wounds that have harmed him. Nico is hurting on the inside, and he doesn’t know how to handle it. He holds on to me like I’m the only other person in the quad, though we’re surrounded by most of the school.

      “I tried to follow her scent through the swamp,” he says, sobbing into my shoulder. “I couldn’t just let her go like that. I wanted to say goodbye. But I couldn’t…” He takes a deep breath. “It was so hard to find her smell, since now she’s…” he shudders. “Human.”

      “What happened?” I ask, wiping tears from his cheeks.

      “I finally found her trail, followed her as best I could. I came across a place where there were sure signs of a struggle. And she was there…dumped in the swamp like a piece of trash!” he spits out the word. Finally, he notices the crowd around him. “Which one of you bloodsuckers did this?” he asks.

      “She deserved it!” someone shouts and Nico whirls.

      “You wait until she’s defenseless and alone—then you attack! You don’t have an ounce of honor.”

      “She had no honor,” Val says from behind me, and I turn, Nico pressing up against me from behind as he lunges at Val.

      “What has happened now?” Themis asks, bursting through the crowd.

      “This is all your fault!” Nico shouts, shifting and leaping for Themis’ throat. In one motion Themis reaches out her hand, grabs him by the scruff of the neck and holds him to the ground. He howls and struggles, and when he can’t break loose, shifts back into human form.

      “You hated her,” he yells from the ground, even though Themis is practically crushing his windpipe. “You hated how good she was. This is all your fault,” he repeats.

      “Maddox has no one to blame for this but herself,” Themis says quietly. Her eyes scan the crowd and rest on Hepa where she stands with Jordan. “Hepa, bring me a sedative. The strongest we have.”

      Hepa nods and hurries off. Themis once again turns her attention to Nico. “Your mother loved the Academy, but it was a sick love.” She tells him. “You must cut out a sickness.”

      Hepa returns with the sedative and Themis holds it above Nico’s struggling form. “Are you a sickness, Nico?”

      Her eyes flash and he stops struggling. She holds the vial to his mouth and he drinks. Almost immediately his body sags. A moment later his eyes slide closed.

      Themis stands over Nico’s unconscious body, waiting until his tongue lolls out the side of his mouth before turning to the rest of us.

      “Everyone, back to what you were doing.”

      Despite her words, no one leaves. We all stand there watching as Themis and some healers carry Nico and his mother’s corpse away.

      I turn to Val, burying my face in his chest. “This is terrible!” I sob. “Maddox was insane but she didn’t deserve to be murdered! Who would just…?” But Val’s arms aren’t around me. He’s not giving me any comfort, and his body is rigid.

      “No,” I say, backing away, hoping he’ll tell me I’m wrong. Hoping he’ll stop my racing thoughts.

      “It was for Larissa,” he says the words without inflection.

      “You…you…” I don’t have words for him. Suddenly I realize why his mood changed so drastically. He killed Maddox. That made him feel better. Not awful. Not torn over taking someone else’s life.

      Life goes on, he said. But because of him, Maddox’s won’t.

      “Stay away from me,” I tell him, following the trail of healers to the infirmary, my thoughts a mixed jumble.

      Yes, Maddox killed in cold blood. Maybe there is some justice is doing the same to her. An eye for an eye. Isn’t that what I wanted when I came to MOA? Revenge?

      I don’t want that anymore, I realize. If we all keep killing to even the score—where does it ever end? All my hunger to kill monsters and avenge my family somehow disappeared when I wasn’t looking.
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      I am with Nico when he wakes.

      “I’m so sorry…” I start but he shakes his head.

      “You’ve done nothing wrong, Edie.”

      “What will you do?” I ask. Behind us, Fern cleans up the table where some vials have overturned. I lower my voice. “You can’t attack Themis again. That was foolish.”

      I don’t remind him it was futile. She swatted him out of the air like a mosquito.

      “I’ll stay at the Academy,” he says. “Help Zeus. Keep an eye on Themis. My mother wouldn’t have run away and neither will I.”

      “Please don’t…” What do I say? Please don’t kill Val, even though he probably murdered your mom? “Make the divisions among the students any worse,” I finish lamely. “I know you’re upset about your mother, but the guilty will be punished.”

      He reaches out and grabs my hand. “If you’re with me, Edie, I think I can control myself.”

      “That’s a lot to put on someone,” Fern says.

      Nico growls at her. “No one asked your opinion, witch. This is between me and Edie.” He sits up, takes my other hand. “My mother approved of you. She wanted us to be together. After you killed the baby on the field of battle, I knew you were on the right side, finally. There’s a place for violence and bloodlust, Edie. I think you know that now. And the best way to honor my mother’s memory is to do what she wanted. Edie, will you be mine?”

      The room is closing in on me. I think I was just proposed to by a one-eyed werewolf who my sister tried to kill, and whose mother my kind-of-vampire-boyfriend murdered, after she, in turn, murdered his fiancée.

      What am I supposed to say?

      If I say no, will Nico go on a killing spree?

      If I say yes…well, by the look on Nico’s face, if I say yes, we’ll be consummating that decision right here in the infirmary.

      “Can I have some time?” I ask and his face grows stormy. “Emotions are high right now,” I clarify. “I want to focus on my work at the Academy. I need to graduate from the assassination class.” At least that’s something he understands.

      Fern tries to save me. “Edie, I need to speak with you about something.”

      I look down at Nico. “We’ll talk later. Just…if you feel like killing someone…please don’t.”

      He nods, which is as good an affirmation as I can hope for.

      Fern takes me outside and we walk in one of the gardens. “Edie, I’ve been talking to my contacts about our little bundle of joy.”

      “And…?”

      “We have a home for her. If you take her to”—she looks around to make sure we’re alone—“the island, someone will be waiting there for you.”

      “You knew all along?” I ask. “That Mavis was Emmie and where she was?”

      Fern swallows. “I’m still working to help the monsters. And so are you…whether you mean to or not. You aligned yourself with the monsters and became a traitor to the Academy the moment you saved that baby. Bringing her to them is treason. Everyone involved could be banished—or worse. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Her eyes narrow at me and I do. She doesn’t just mean me. She means Cassie and Jordan and Greg and Hepa, too.

      “It’s the right thing to do,” I tell her.

      Fern nods. “I don’t want students to die. I don’t want monsters to die. I want peace.”

      “Is it possible?”

      “If we work together. Will you work with us?”

      “I’ll get the baby to the island,” I tell her, not fully answering. “When?”

      “Tomorrow. Can you keep her secret until then?”

      “The history of my entire life was kept a secret from me until I was seventeen. I’m pretty sure I can keep my mouth shut for twenty-four hours,” I tell her.
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      I might be able to keep my mouth shut, but keeping a baby manticore’s mouth shut is a totally different thing.

      “Oh my gods,” Jordan says, holding the wailing baby three feet in the air as pee dribbles out of it. “It doesn’t stop making noise and it doesn’t stop making messes.”

      “It’s a baby,” Cassie reminds him, wrapping the wriggling monster into a fresh blanket while she coos at it. It immediately settles, and a scorpion tail pops out of the bundle to boop her nose.

      “Awwww….” Cassie smiles at me, her good humor completely restored. “I think she likes me.”

      “I think two weeks from now that same move will take your nose right off your face,” Greg says, as he shakes a vial.

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “Manticore milk potion, I guess?” he says. “Fern says I have to shake it and it will self-heat to the right temperature for a manticore baby which is—”

      “Pretty gods-damned hot,” Jordan says, holding out his forearm to show me a burn on his wrist. “I was checking it to make sure it was the right temperature like we do for bottle-fed kittens at home, and it gave me a second-degree burn.”

      “Baby didn’t mind though, did you?” Cassie says, popping the bottle in its mouth and switching to baby talk. “You took it right out of Jordan’s hands and got down to business, didn’t you?”

      “Well, that’s kind of what I’m worried about,” Greg says. “What if her next order of business is eating something that tastes like shifter?”

      “She wouldn’t!” Cassie snaps, glaring up at him from the baby.

      “Cassie,” I say quietly, “she might. None of us have any experience raising babies, let alone a monster baby. And we can’t risk being caught in the dorms with her, either. You know she’d be killed if she was found, and all of us punished.”

      Cassie turns her head back to the baby and begins to sway her arms, humming softly.

      “Cassie, you did a noble thing, but don’t make your sacrifice meaningless,” I say, crossing the room to stand next to her. I peer down into the blanket, expecting to see something hideous. Instead, I see that Hepa was right. The manticore baby is adorable.

      She’s like an overgrown kitten, her little wings pressed against her back, scorpion tail wrapped around her front paws, glowing leonine eyes locked on Cassie’s as she drinks from the bottle.

      “Oh my gods, she’s cute,” I say, entranced.

      “I know, I know,” Cassie says, with glee. “I just want to rub her wittle belly,” Cassie says, snuggling one hand into the bundle. The baby starts to purr.

      “Okay, okay,” I say. “But we still have to get her back to her people.”

      “I know we do,” Cassie says, still rocking the baby. “Eventually.”

      “Eventually, as in tomorrow,” I tell her.

      “What?” everyone asks.

      I hold my arms out, and Cassie hands over the baby reluctantly. It’s warm and solid in my arms, the golden eyes locking onto mine.

      “I hope you like flying,” I tell her.
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      The baby sleeps in my arms as I stand on shore, waiting for Mavis. It’s small and helpless, yet so sweet and warm at the same time. The manticore had cuddled against me when we passed through the portal, then nuzzled my chest, purring as I shifted and flew us to the island.

      How can anyone hate this tiny baby?

      A cat runs toward me on the sand, brushes against my legs, then walks away, beckoning me to follow. Mavis leads me to a small boat, crewed by a trio of manticores. One jumps down and stalks toward me, its scorpion’s tail flicking from side to side.

      “You’re the one who saved my niece?” she asks, her face filled with hope.

      “I am.” I hand her the baby. She sits the baby on her lap to give her a quick examination.

      “She looks happy and well-fed. Thank you,” she says, looking away from the baby now held close to her chest. “Thank you for your kindness.”

      Mavis shifts, hugs the manticores and we watch them sail away.

      I hope that baby is safe. I hope she never has to fight in this war.

      “You did a good thing,” Mavis tells me. “But you could do more good. Those monsters you just met, those are the ones I’ve aligned myself with. Falcus and his crew were bloodthirsty. The monsters I know and love only want peace. What do you want, Edie?” Her question hangs in the air.

      I hesitate, wanting to make sure I’m making the right decision. “Seeing all the hate at the Academy and how easily Maddox riled everyone up with just a few speeches…it was awful. And eye-opening. I want to be on the right side.” I sigh. “So I guess that means I’m with you.”

      She turns to me, arms open, a huge smile on her face.

      “No killing,” I say firmly, one hand out to stop the hug. “Rescue and reconnaissance only.”

      She pushes my arm out of the way, going in for a squeeze. “This is great. I’ll move to Athens and be your handler. There’s so much we can do together.”

      We walk along the beach for a while and up to her cave. It’s dark inside and it takes me a moment for my eyes to adjust, but Mavis doesn’t have that problem; her cat-eyes scan the inside, alerting her to danger. She grabs my wrist.

      “Someone’s been here,” she says, seconds before a figure blocks the exit.

      “Been knocked down a few pegs in the world, haven’t you?” A familiar voice says.

      “From Academy darling to cave-woman,” Nico says, cutting the distance between us with a few strides. “How far you’ve fallen, Emmie.”

      He draws her name out, like he’s tasting it.

      “Or should I say…Mavis?”
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      Life is weird.

      One minute you’re having a heart to heart with your sister in a sea-shore cave, discussing your plans to overthrow the Greek Gods. The next moment you’re trying to explain to an angry werewolf that you weren’t about to become a traitor…something that he’s particularly touchy about.

      Dogs are notoriously loyal animals, after all.

      Nico, currently in his human form (and only slightly less scary than his werewolf one), stands stiff with fists clenched and his one eye intensely set on my sister, Mavis.

      They have history. He loved her once. Then she tried to kill him. Now he loves me. He even sorta proposed, which was hella-awkward. It’s a long story.

      “You’re coming back to Mount Olympus Academy to stand trial for treason,” he tells her. “Will you come peacefully, or are you going to fight me?”

      Considering that the last time he tried to apprehend her, Mavis gouged his eye out, I’d like to think that my sister is going to fight. But it doesn’t seem that way. Right now, she looks like a scared little girl.

      That fear doesn’t go away when she shifts; Mavis’s cat-self is puffy, tail straight up, back arched, every hair on end. She makes a run for it, dashing for the cave entrance.

      Lightning fast, Nico grabs her by the scruff of the neck. As he holds her in the air, she writhes, hissing and spitting, taking swipes where she can. But he’s got her at arm’s length, and from the look on Nico’s face, he’s enjoying watching her struggle.

      Mavis must see it too. She sags and then slips back into human form.

      “How did you find me?” she asks, neck craned painfully.

      “I followed Edie’s scent. I’ve been keeping track of her to make sure she’s safe.” His hand is wrapped up in her hair. She’s not getting away. And she knows it.

      “That’s super creepy. You know that, right?” Mavis says. “You used to stalk me like that too.”

      “Jealousy,” he growls, “doesn’t look good on you, Emmie.”

      He focuses on me and something in his expression shifts. Softening, just slightly. “Edie. I trusted you. I introduced you to my mom. Were you just using me the whole time? Using the crazy chemistry between us to blind me with your bitch box?”

      I thought I was un-shockable after attending the gods’ idea of sex-ed classes, but for a moment I am rendered speechless.

      “Wow, still a charmer,” Mavis says dryly.

      Getting it together, I wag my finger in Nico’s face. “First of all, there was no chemistry between us. Secondly, bitch box? And finally, everyone on campus knows that I’ve got it bad for Val. He strangled me. I set him on fire. Now that is a meet cute.”

      Nico’s eye goes all big and puppy-dog on me. “We met in the desert! You saved my life. That is the ultimate meet cute.”

      “Shut up, Nico,” Mavis cuts in. “Edie, why didn’t you tell me about Val? I want to hear everything. Have you kissed? Have you done more than—ouch!”

      Nico jerks Mavis’s hair, cutting that topic short. It’s probably for the best. Now is not really the best time to get into the icy/hot kisses Val and I have shared.

      Anyway, it was kinda dumb of me to remind Nico of my on-again, off-again vampire boyfriend, especially with Mr. Zee’s new rule about no interspecies dating on campus.

      Plus, Nico’s always hated vampires. The fact that a group of them killed his mom just a few days ago probably didn’t endear them to him any further.

      But still, I never tried to seduce him. Not for fun or to get secrets out of him. I wasn’t even with the monsters when we became friends. No, far from it. Instead I’d stuck my head in the sand, refusing to see all the signs that first my flying instructor, and then my sister, had tried to show me. The gods who run Mount Olympus Academy don’t have our best interests in mind. They’re using us students as human shields in their ongoing war with the monsters. Monsters that they created as their own personal playthings eons ago and now persecute ruthlessly.

      I don’t know how to explain all that so it would get through to Nico. His mom was a fanatical believer in the gods, and she did her best to raise Nico in her image. Sometimes, I see glimmers that tell me there’s a better guy buried under all that fur and bluster. But if there truly is, he’s hiding way down deep.

      While I’m still trying to figure out my best move, Mavis jumps in.

      “I tricked Edie into coming here,” she blurts out. “She didn’t know I was working for the monsters until I told her. I tried to recruit her, but she wouldn’t join me.”

      I’m shaking my head. This is so wrong. Mavis warns me with her eyes, though. They say, Let me save you.

      I swallow. I can’t bring myself to speak out against her. As always, my big sister is the one calling the shots.

      “Edie said that I needed to turn myself in,” Mavis continues. “She said I would get a fair trial at the Academy.”

      “She deserves that,” I say. “At least.”

      Nico looks doubtful. “You were going to bring in your own sister? You know what they do to those who betray the gods, right?”

      I nod. Death, by fire or flood. Yes, I know.

      “If she’s found guilty they’ll burn or drown her,” Nico says. Still holding tight to Mavis’s hair, he gives her a shake. “I can end it more quickly, here and now.”

      Sick rises in my throat. I know how easily Nico could snap her neck. Or use his teeth to rip it out.

      I take a deep breath before speaking again. I can’t let my voice tremble right now. “You think the gods will thank you for sparing them their vengeance? Taking away the bloodshed that belongs to them? I’m with the Academy, and Mr. Zee. You know he’d want to witness a traitor’s death.”

      Probably with a glass of ambrosia in his hand and a giant box of popcorn in his lap.

      Nico wants to believe me. I can see it on his face. Of course he does, otherwise he’s been tricked twice. Otherwise he has to turn his love for me into loathing, like he did with Mavis. I watch his fingers flexing around her throat, and imagine them on my own.

      “Nico,” Mavis says, her voice small and tight under his hand. “The monsters who tortured you were a splinter cell. I was not working with them; I would never have left you at their mercy. I just wanted to get away. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “You took my eye!” Nico spits, and Mavis goes a little gray as her oxygen is cut off.

      I want to scream. Or burn him to cinders. Or put my hands around his throat and see how he likes it.

      But I can’t do any of that. One step wrong and Mavis will be dead.

      My heart hammers in my chest as I cross toward the two of them, keeping his focus on me. Slowly, carefully, I rest my hand over his. I hope he doesn’t notice the slight tremble.

      Beneath my palm, I can feel his pulse beating frantically; confused, panicked. Under that is Mavis’s own pulse; thready and scared.

      For a moment it seems absurd. None of us want to be here like this. We’re just kids. Before I came to MOA, I went to a regular school. A boy decided to start a bunch of rumors about me and it spread all over social media. I thought my life was over.

      That all seems so petty now.

      “Nico, how about this? Let’s bring her in,” I give his hand a reassuring squeeze. “You and me. Together.”

      His eye lights up at the thought, but the confusion is still there. “You really had no idea that your sister was Emmie, the traitor?”

      “No.” And it’s not even a lie. Give or take a week.

      I just found out that Emmie—the infamous student traitor—and my sister were the same person. “I thought Mavis was missing, maybe dead.” I start to cry; the tears come easily.

      I’ve lost my parents…Dad to a monster, jealous of my mother’s love for him. And my mother to amnesia that she brought on herself when she could no longer handle the pain of losing so many people she loved.

      Mom’s found a new life, here on this island. And a new love, complete with a newborn baby. A replacement family in Greece to wipe away a lifetime of running from the gods and hiding the children she’d helped abduct from Mount Olympus Academy—me and Mavis.

      “I want to make this right,” I say, looking at Mavis. I hope she understands I’m speaking to her. I won’t let her die. Not when I just found her again. “I’ll even testify at her trial.”

      He snorts out a laugh. “We won’t need your testimony to sentence her to death. Everyone knows what Emmie…Mavis did.”

      “Think about it,” I say, my hand tightening over his. “One of our own teachers—my flying instructor—was a traitor in our midst. Campus is split in the middle after what happened with…”

      His gaze darkens and I realize this was the wrong tactic.

      Probably best not to mention our most recent mission, which ended with his mother attempting to slaughter an innocent baby monster. A vampire student—and the girl my boyfriend was supposed to marry—stepped in to stop the murder of the baby manticore. She died for it, at the hands of Maddox Tralano, Nico’s mother.

      Quickly I recalibrate. “If all the students had just followed your orders, none of that bad stuff would’ve happened at all.” Nico nods, obviously liking this alternate version of history. Technically Nico was leading the mission, but his mother hijacked leadership right from the start. “Nico, you have a chance to draw campus together again. Unite the students. What better way than a public trial and execution?”

      I slide my eyes to Mavis, silently apologizing for making her death an entertainment event. She gives a half shrug, as if to say What can you do?

      He tilts his head, considers. “I like that. I like that a lot. You and me together.” His hand relaxes on Mavis neck, not letting her go, but it’s a start. “I’ll lead and you’ll be there for strong back-up. The students will be inspired and we’ll get Mount Olympus Academy back on track.”

      “Yes, exactly,” I prompt.

      He grins, fierce and gleeful all at once. If he didn’t have my sister’s neck in his hand, I’d almost be tempted to smile too. “Let’s do it. Let’s bring her back and have Zee decide.”

      I almost collapse, I’m so relieved.

      “But first…” He takes out a knife with his free hand and I go tense once more.

      “Nico, wait!” I say, but he shakes me off easily. Mavis’s wide eyes stare into mine as Nico pushes her head until she’s down on her knees.

      Tracing the blade of the knife down her cheek, he growls. “First, let’s make us even.”

      Oh gods. He’s going to take her eye.
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      I freeze.

      It’s not the first time.

      I froze in the hall last semester at the Spring Fling. I stood stock still just long enough for Darcy—a kind mermaid that my best friend was crushing on—to lose his head. The resulting spray of blood made me jump into action. But I was too late to save him.

      I can’t let that happen again, can’t stand here while Nico extracts my sister’s eye.  It can’t be yet another thing I fail at.

      Luckily, I don’t have to.

      “Really, Nico?” Mavis asks, her voice suddenly strong and firm.

      This is a tone I know well. One that told me to get my homework done and set the table, warned me that my hair was too greasy to go out in public and that my shorts were too short.

      This is big sister tone, and nobody argues with it. Apparently not even a werewolf intent on revenge. The blade in Nico’s hand stops short of Mavis’s eye.

      “Eye for an eye?” Mavis taunts him. “Not very original. All this time I thought you’d be planning something spectacular to get back at me. But this? Pfftt.”

      She actually blows a raspberry at him, her hair fanning out from her mouth. “I’m so disappointed in you, Nico.”

      Wait. That last bit didn’t sound like my sister. That sounded like Maddox Tralano,Nico’s mother. And Nico almost never went against what his mom said. For the most part, she owned him.

      “I mean, if something is worth doing, you’ve got to do it right,” Mavis goes on, straightening her neck as Nico’s grip loosens. “You weren’t raised to half-ass anything, were you?”

      “No,” Nico agrees, drawing the knife back from my sister’s face. “I wasn’t. You make a good point, traitor. I’ll ask the gods for special compensation before your execution, a chance to even the score between us. After what you put me through, it will have to be creative.”

      I relax slightly, relieved that I won’t have to stand witness to my sister being maimed in a dark, Grecian cave. But it’s a short-lived reprieve, and a glint shows in Nico’s eye as he leans closer to Mavis.

      “After all,” he says. “There’s more than one way to skin a cat.”
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      I fly back to Mount Olympus Academy with an angry werewolf on my back and a sleepy cat in my clutches.

      Mavis put everything she had left into convincing Nico to maybe not try out his surgical skills on her face. After her boost of adrenaline wore off, she was clearly running on fumes. Once we reach campus, Nico will be the least of her problems and Mavis will need all the strength she can muster.

      Dragon Air (that’s me) doesn’t have first class seats, but I wanted to make Mavis as comfortable as possible. If she could get a bit of sleep her chances of surviving this disaster will be greatly improved. Like all cats, her preference is to be snuggled up and warm, so I suggested I carry her in her blanket.

      Nico wasn’t as supportive of my leniency, but I was his ride home, after all.

      Mavis wrapped herself tightly in the blanket and I carefully picked her up, cocooning her within my curled talons. I held out my other claw to Nico, but the alpha-hole jumped on my back instead. I gritted my teeth and promised myself that if the words “giddy up” came out of his mouth, there would be fire coming out of mine. Thankfully, once perched on top of me, he mostly kept quiet, although once we reached altitude I could’ve sworn I heard, “Whoo-hoo! I’m king of the world!”

      My thoughts are a mess as we cross the ocean. The mighty power that goes along with being a dragon is not always tempered by my human side. After the carnage I caused at the Spring Fling, I realized I was a killing machine—and pretty much nothing or no one could stop me.

      Except myself.

      If I wanted to, I could shake Nico right now, toss him into the ocean and see if he still feels like the king of the world as he doggie-paddles to some godsforsaken island. I could save our skins by drowning him. The logistics of killing Nico would be easy.

      And if the world revolved only around logic, I definitely should.

      But…feelings are a thing. Unfortunately.

      I’ve seen Nico be a decent person. Seen him rein in some of his darker impulses simply because Cassie—my friend and the seer who saved him from the monster stronghold—asked him to. I’d seen him hesitate to attack the baby manticore even though Nico’s mother ordered its death. And, most importantly, I’d met his mother.

      Even though she was dead, Maddox still held a lot of power over her son, and always had. I don’t think Nico had much of a chance to grow up into a loving, caring person. Maddox raised him to hate and to fight, yet there were still glimmers of a good guy underneath the hard veneer. Maybe with his mother’s influence gone, that side of Nico could be encouraged.

      I spot the coastline of Florida. As I descend over the swamp that holds the lotus stream and Mount Olympus Academy, the clouds break around us and Mavis squirms in my grip as she wakes up, aware that we’re approaching our destination—and her imprisonment. Below us, students swarm on the campus green, pointing as I come closer, circling to lower altitude.

      Nico leaps from my back in wolf form, landing easily on all fours. It’s a relief to have him off my back. For the moment at least.

      Identifying Jordan, Cassie, Fern, Marguerite, and Greg in a group, I land beside them, quickly shifting into human form, though Mavis prefers to remain a cat. She curls in my arms, her tail tucked around her nose as if she is suddenly shy.

      “Hey kitty kitty,” Jordan says, petting her. “I didn’t know we could take off-campus trips to the pet store.” He says, apparently not identifying Mavis as a shifter. “I would’ve had you bring me back a puppy.”

      “Oh, no,” Fern says, a horrified look on her face.

      “Emmie?” Greg asks, peering closer at the bundle of fur in my arms. “That’s—”

      “My prisoner,” Nico interrupts. Having shifted back into human form, he tears Mavis from my grasp. Her claws latch onto my shirt, as her wide panicked eyes meet mine.

      Greg shifts into bat form and flies at Nico, who easily swats him away with a backhanded blow. He doesn’t even look in his direction. Jordan, with his quick cat reflexes, grabs Greg out of the air.

      “It’s okay, little buddy,” he says.

      Doubly outraged, the rest of the group looks ready to charge too, now.

      “Wait, guys,” Cassie says, her voice low and urgent. “Let’s follow Edie’s lead.”

      Her eyes meet mine as she waits for me to tell her what we should do. If only I knew.

      What I did know was arriving with Mavis was going to be bad, but the reality of it is so much worse than I thought. I feel like I’m betraying Mavis as Nico tears her away from me. Mavis lets loose a ferocious yowl and Nico gives her a hard shake in response. Then he walks away with her, holding Mavis in the air, even as she spits and hisses at the students who surround them.

      “Make way,” Nico yells. “Make way for the traitor!”

      Nico leads a parade of curious students in his wake to the faculty building.

      I grab his free arm. “Nico, wait.”

      He softens a little as his gaze focuses in on me. “Edie, you’re a true patriot, sacrificing your own sister for what’s right. We serve the gods, they come first in all. My mother would’ve sacrificed me to win this war. No hesitation.” He swallows and I wonder if saying that aloud makes him realize how horrible it sounds. But whatever’s going on in Nico’s mind, he quickly shakes it off. “You’ve done enough. You don’t have to see this.”

      “What if they…what if there’s no trial?” I ask. “I need to be there when she’s punished.”

      “This will only be locking her up. Maybe some questioning. I’ll make sure the trial is public,” he promises and takes a deep breath. “As public as this announcement.”

      “EVERYONE!” he bellows, and Mavis lays her ears back, like his volume just knocked them down. “The entire campus needs to know about the hero in our midst!”

      The circle of students pulls tighter, curious.

      “This traitor—” he gives Mavis a shake again, and she growls, deep in her chest. It takes everything I’ve got not to cinder his ass right that second.

      “We all know who she is,” he says, turning in a circle so that everyone gets a good look at Mavis, in her cat form. “Emmie, my former partner—and friend.”

      There are some smirks in the crowd. Looks like everyone knew Nico would have liked to have been even friendlier with Emmie.

      “To be betrayed by her cut out my heart,” he says, turning to me. “But it’s been regrown in my chest. Regrown, because of Edie’s actions. Edie, who is so loyal to Mount Olympus Academy and the gods that she would turn in her own sister.”

      There are gasps from the crowd and beneath that the simmering anger from this past summer starts to flare up once more. Nico has clearly inherited his mother’s oratory skills. She had a real talent for getting people all riled up. In her mind she was turning us into winners, but in reality she divided this campus, turning students against one another. Even dead, she left a lot of resentment in her wake. Nico also has his mother’s tendency to ignore anyone who doesn’t think the same way as he does. So when he hears some boos, he instantly assumes they’re against me.

      “Hey, c’mon. Don’t hold it against her that disobedience lurked in her bloodline,” Nico says, warning the crowd. “Edie has purified herself by denouncing Emmie. No one can question where her heart—and her loyalties—lie.”

      Some cheers follow that, eyes landing on me, indecisive mouths turning into smiles. But other gazes narrow further. No doubt those people are wondering what kind of asshole turns their own sister in. Before I can decide how to deal with that, I’m surrounded by people squeezing my shoulder and clapping my back. They’re the type of fanatics whose eyes gleam as they say, “Good soldier” and “For the greater good.”

      I’m pulled away from Nico and Mavis as I try to evade my new admirers. But the time I extract myself, Nico and Mavis are gone. I twist around in time to see Nico carrying her up the stairs of the faculty building. Mavis’s gaze latches onto mine as the doors close behind them.

      “Be strong,” I mouth, and just like that, she’s gone.

      Jordan’s hand clamps onto my wrist, pulling me into my small circle of friends. “Has Nico officially lost his mind?”

      “Greg, are you okay?” I ask. “Nico hit you pretty hard.”

      The whole left side of his face is swollen, but Greg just scowls at my question. “Yeah, he used me for batting practice. But it’s fine. Okay. I can take it.”

      This school is full of guys with chips on their shoulders, but Greg isn’t usually one of them. I glance at Cassie, wondering what’s going on with him, and she just shrugs.

      “Hey, let’s focus on Edie here,” Fern says softly. “And Emmie.”Fern, in tears, rests her head on her girlfriend, Marguerite’s, shoulder. This is dangerous; Marguerite is a vampire and there isn’t supposed to be interspecies mingling. But Fern is so upset that Marguerite seems willing to take the chance.

      “Oh, poor Emmie,” Cassie says softly. She and Mavis were roommates before I came to the Academy, and they became close.

      “Somebody has to feed that cat,” Jordan goes on, ticking things off on his fingers. “And litter. She’s going to need litter. Probably some toys, too. Our kind can’t stand to be without stimulation for long.”

      “You seriously still don’t know what’s going on?” Greg asks, rolling his eyes. “That’s bad, even for you, roomie.”

      “Oh, and catnip!” Jordan says. “I know where there’s some growing wild—”

      “Jordan,” I say. “That’s my sister.”

      He stops, eyeing me curiously as pieces fall into place…slowly.

      “She’s a shifter,” Greg adds, helping his roommate with the puzzle.

      “You have a shifter sister?” Jordan asks, then laughs. “That’s hard to say. Shifter sister. Try it, Edie.”

      “Jordan,” Marguerite asks. “Did you have some catnip today?”

      “Yes, I may have had a quick nip. But that stuff doesn’t really affect me at all.” Jordan crosses his arms and tries to look offended, but it doesn’t work. Instead he starts laughing again as he tries to say “shifter sister” three times fast.

      Greg turns his back to Jordan and faces me. “You should have told me,” he says, and for the first time in our friendship, I think Greg might actually be mad at me. “You should have told me that Emmie was your sister.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, and I mean it.

      “I know I’m not smooth like Val, or strong like Nico,” he goes on. “But I’m your friend, and you could have trusted me. I might have been able to help.”

      “I…I…I just found out.” I stammer, eyes going to Fern still weeping on Marguerite, who has one arm protectively around her.

      “Let’s not fight,” Fern says, wiping her eyes. “We’ve got enough problems. Emmie—sorry—Mavis will be tried as a traitor, and with the prophecy being discovered, the gods aren’t going to go easy on her. She’ll be put to death, for sure.” Her face twists into grief again, fresh tears falling onto Marguerite’s shoulder.

      “It will be okay, baby,” Marguerite whispers to her. “Don’t cry.”

      Cassie’s face tightens in determination. “We have to do something. We need to take a good look at that prophecy.”

      “What prophecy?” I ask.

      Greg answers. “While you were off playing with Nico, Merilee found something in the Archives,” he says. “A prophecy declaring that Mr. Zee will die—”

      “Mr. Zee can’t die!” I interrupt. “He’s a god.”

      Cassie shakes her head. “The prophecy says that Mr. Zee will die by the hand of one of his own children, a Moggy.”

      “A Moggy,” I repeat. A mixed blood. A creature born of two different types of supernatural creatures. Zee has always disliked Moggies, and believed that interspecies relations only weakened bloodlines. Now, he’ll have even more reason to hate them.

      “He’s wants us vampires to bite test everyone, which no offense, but…” Marguerite sends Fern an apologetic look. “My parents would have a fit if they knew. That’s healer stuff and it’s an insult to expect vampires to do it.”

      “An insult?” Fern demands.

      “My parents’ words. Not mine.” She leans in close to Fern. “Baby, you know that.”

      “Themis wouldn’t allow them to be executed,” Cassie adds as Marguerite whispers something into Fern’s ear that makes her smile in this dreamy sort of way. Despite everything, seeing them so happy together makes it all seem a little less hopeless. “But she is keeping a close eye on all suspected and known Moggies.”

      “I don’t know if Mr. Zee can die or not,” Greg continues. “Hepa says he’s incredibly sick. They’re working day and night to figure out what’s wrong with him, but—”

      “But it looks like someone knows how to kill a god,” Cassie finishes for him. “And it’s probably one of us.” The silence is almost frightening, pregnant with possibility.

      But then Jordan shouts “Not it!” and looks at everyone else in the group. Cassie smacks him in the stomach, but has to shake her hand afterwards. Jordan isn’t that bright, but he does have washboard abs.

      “I don’t mean one of us specifically,” Cassie clarifies. “But it’s got to be a student. Who else would have that kind of access to Mr. Zee?”

      It’s a good question.

      And I don’t have the answers.
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      Two weeks later, Mavis is still alive.

      Fern has told me that Mavis refuses to say a word. Literally. The only sounds that come out of her are screams of pain. But she holds her silence, refusing to confess or incriminate anyone else.

      I’m refusing to give my witness testimony as well. At least not until Mavis is officially granted a trial. It’s the only leverage I’ve got.

      Well, that and Themis. Mr. Zee has been on the verge of setting Mavis afire multiple times. Only Themis has been able to step in front of him and convince him that the Academy is in a fragile place right now, and such a move might scare away already spooked parents.

      Honestly, I don’t know if practicing good PR is really what sways Mr. Zee. He’s not his usual robust self these days, so Themis is also able to physically steer him away from Mavis. His mind seems even worse off than his body, so once Mavis is out of sight, he usually forgets all about her for a while.

      But he still hasn’t officially committed to a trial and until he does, I live in fear that a day will come when Mavis won’t have Themis to stand between her and Mr. Zee.

      Which is why today, like every day, I come and knock at Themis’s door, hoping she’ll tell me Mr. Zee has finally relented and will grant Mavis a trial.

      Actually, today I don’t have to knock. As I approach, the door opens and Hepa comes flying out. She’s in such a hurry that she slams into me. I grab hold of her to steady us both. But she quickly jerks away.

      “I’m not in the mood to dance right now,” she snaps and then hustles away down the hall. Hepa can be a little bitchy at the best of times, so I shrug it off.

      “Edie, I was expecting you,” Themis says dryly from where she’s waiting by the door.

      “With good news, I hope?”

      “Perhaps.” She hesitates, then gestures for me to enter. “Please do come in first so we can talk freely.”

      Once she’s settled behind her desk and I’m seated in what I’ve come to think of as the ‘student supplicant’ chair, Themis says, “I believe we may be able to tip Zee over the edge today. Three vampire students were pulled from the school late last night. It’s very unusual for such a thing to happen on the eve of a new term. But after Larissa’s death…” Themis sighs.

      “Hades clearly saw an opportunity and has been wooing the vampire parents, assuring them their undead offspring will be better appreciated at his Underworld Academy.” A look of annoyance crosses her face. “As if education is about appreciation. Do you know what they learn at UWA? Nothing. It’s a dark smelly frat house that will over time actually leach whatever brains they might have right out of their heads. I mean, Hades won’t even lend us a handful of zombies for the war…”

      At the mention of the war against the monsters, Themis sighs, falling back into her chair. “Of course, that hardly matters now that Mr. Zee has called a halt to all missions. He wants to keep all of the students on campus, ready to rally to his side in case he’s attacked. Luckily, Maddox’s last raid really took the fight out of the monsters. They never thought we’d stoop to killing civilians. Well…I might not have, but Maddox Tralano certainly didn’t hesitate. Of course, I don’t condone such an action, but it can’t be argued that the monsters seem less interested in taking the offensive these days. They actually seem content to be left alone. But you can never trust—”

      I clear my throat, because Themis seems to be getting started on a rant and I can see it might go on for a while.

      She blinks and focuses in on me once more. “Edie, yes.” Themis clears her throat. “As I was saying—” Before she can finish that sentence her door smashes open and Mr. Zee himself staggers in.

      “Whaddya want?” he demands, scanning the room several times before his eyes finally lock onto Themis. “There ya are, old Missy. A regular gnat in my ear these days, aren’t cha?” He squinches his eyes shut as if in pain. One of his giant fists comes up to pound his chest…and I can’t help but notice the skin visible around his toga doesn’t look its normal healthy color. He’s almost a bit grey. Mr. Zee’s eyes open wide once more as he releases an enormous burp. The smell of it makes me gag, though I try to cover it with a cough.

      “Zee, yes,” Themis says, smiling cheerfully, not at all disturbed by his messy state. “So glad you could make this meeting with Edie.” Themis sends me a significant look, which I can’t quite interpret.

      “Right, right. You’re honored. She’s honored.” He lurches toward the sideboard and grabs the decanter sitting there, which I assume is filled with ambrosia. Ignoring the glasses laid out alongside it, he simply brings the carafe to his mouth and chugs.

      If Underworld Academy really is like a frat house, I’m tempted to suggest that Mr. Zee might like it better there.

      “Now, Zee,” Themis says, as he finishes and wipes his mouth with the hem of his toga—I quickly look away, focusing on Themis as soon as it becomes clear he’s about to flash the room. “I know we both agree that it is of the utmost important that we keep Edie here at Mount Olympus Academy.”

      As Themis’s eyes lock with mine, I finally understand where this is going.

      “I appreciate that,” I say. “But having been raised among humans and as an American, I have a strong belief in maintaining a fair system of justice. I can’t see myself staying at an institution that doesn’t have those same values.”

      Themis gives me an approving nod. Mr. Zee meanwhile replies with…raspberries.

      “Thhhhbbbttt.”

      Themis wordlessly hands me a handkerchief to wipe the stray spittle from my face.

      “Yer not going anywheres,” Mr. Zee slurs. “Cush you don wanna die. And to attend the Underworld Academy, you’s gotta be dead.”

      Oh. I honestly hadn’t been aware of this. I guess that explains why Hades was focusing on recruiting the vampires.

      Themis, though, seemed ready for this line of attack. “Actually, Zee, I believe it’s Athena who’s attempting to recruit Edie here. For Amazon Academy.”

      This gets Mr. Zee’s attention. He stands tall and looks as if he was struck by his own lightning. “Born right outta my head and gettin’ craftier every day. Damn Athena.”

      “Yes, that’s what Hades said,” Themis says dryly.

      Mr. Zee’s eyes go wide and he wheels toward me. “It’s a trial you want? Even though we all know she’s guilty?”

      I nod. “Yes sir.”

      “Fine then. Fine! We’ll have it. But it’ll be a trial combined with a luau. Did you know they have luaus all the time at Underworld Academy? Apparently, it’s a big selling point. Well, our Academy can have luaus too. There will be a big roasted pig and hula dancing and everyone will get lei’d.” He snickers at this and is smiling as he adds, “And then we’ll declare your sister guilty and kill her. It’ll be a great time—the Mount Olympus Academy way!”

      And with that he disappears, teleporting away.

      “Well there we go,” Themis says, folding her hands and trying to look pleased. “You’ll have your trial.”
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      I hurry back across campus to catch up with my friends about this latest development. There should be a sense of relief—I’ve convinced the highest authority in the land that my sister deserves a trial over torture. But somehow I don’t feel like this is a story with a happy ending. I’m hoping someone—probably Cassie—will be able to put a good spin on it.

      But just as I near the dorms, Val steps out of the shadow between two buildings.

      “Edie, I heard about your sister. Are you okay?” There’s an expression of concern on his face, which isn’t really like him. Usually Val appears slightly mocking or else totally unreadable.

      He’s been off campus during the break between terms, visiting Larissa’s family in Russia. When Themis mentioned vampires getting pulled from the Academy, I did wonder if it was Val and his twin sister, Tina. Relief flares inside me as I realize he’s still here. I want to throw my arms around him and sob onto his shoulder like Fern did to Marguerite.

      But Val led a bunch of other vampires to kill Nico’s mom, Maddox. He didn’t say so outright, but he didn’t exactly deny it either. And Maddox was powerless at the time. Her ability to shift had been stripped as punishment for her murder of Larissa.

      A long time ago Cassie warned me that vampires lived by their own code. She didn’t mention, however, that revenge was such a cornerstone of that code.

      I stick my hands in my pockets and just nod. “Yeah, I’m okay. Actually, I just found out they’re gonna give Mavis an official trial. So that’s good news.”

      Val frowns. “How is that good news? It’ll be a circus and at the end, the gods will still kill her.”

      Yeah, that’s exactly what I was afraid of—count on Val to reinforce my fears. But I refuse to agree with anyone predicting Mavis’s death. “Maybe before then I’ll figure out a way to bust her out.”

      Val shakes his head. “No way they’ll let her escape a second time.” Finally, Val seems to notice that his pessimistic attitude isn’t helping. “Sorry, Edie. After everything with Larissa.” His eyes go dark and I can see anger simmering there. “My parents were ready to transfer us, but Tina begged to stay. For her résumé. Everyone knows Underworld Academy is just a party school. She wants to be a vampire ambassador and those positions go to Mount Olympus graduates.”

      “Oh,” I say, realizing how close I’d come to possibly never seeing Val again. “And what about you? Did you want to stay?”

      His eyes lock with mine. “This place is poison. But I’ve got to watch out for—”

      “Tina,” I cut in. Feeling disappointed, although I have no reason to be.

      “No.” Val’s hand softly cups my cheek. I gasp from the cold and a puff of smoke escapes my mouth. “Not just Tina,” he says.

      “Edie!” From behind me, I hear Fern calling. I turn and the ice of Val’s hand slips away. “Wait,” I look back, but he’s already gone.

      Fern is out of breath as she approaches. For my sake—and Mavis’s, too—she’s been running herself ragged lately. Literally.

      As one of the top healer students here, and one of the most likeable people on the planet, Fern has access to parts of the school that are closed off to me. Namely, Mavis’s prison cell. Fern had volunteered to be the healer in charge of prisoners, and so for the last two weeks she’s been allowed to go in everyday to assess Mavis’s condition.

      Fern tries to spare me the worst of it, but from the pained screams that sometimes escape the walls of the cells, it’s obvious that the gods are doing more than just asking questions. Still, each day Mavis writes me a note telling me she’s okay. And for me to be strong. And she ends it with a joke. Yesterday’s was: “Why did the chewing gum cross the road?” She answers the joke the next day on the back of her newest note. At first I thought she was just trying to keep my spirits up, but then I realized this was a way for me to know the notes were coming in order and that she was the one writing them.

      Now Fern gives me a hug and at the same time presses a piece of paper into my skirt pocket. I knew she was a spy for the monsters, but I never knew how good she would be at it.

      “I just heard the news about the trial,” Fern says with a hopeful smile.

      “And luau,” I add wryly.

      Her smile falters slightly. “Yes…but I think we can use that to our advantage as well. Tell Mr. Zee that the luau needs to be top-notch and have Merilee research and Themis order the proper supplies. We can drag it out for quite a while that way.”

      This is the dose of optimism I needed.

      “Come on,” I say to Fern, my spirits lifting as I hook my arm through hers. “Let’s go tell everyone else the good news.”
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      “Welcome back, students! I’m so happy to see all your smiling faces once more. Now, as you know, we’ve had some difficult times the last few months at Mount Olympus Academy. Let’s not focus on the past, though. Instead, turn your young faces to the future. For many of you this is your last year at Mount Olympus and I can already see so many of those futures will be bright.”

      That’s how Themis begins her fall term speech. She’s definitely understating the problems by categorizing them as “difficult.” Several students burned to death. Then there was the Spring Fling dance being invaded by monsters. And finally this summer’s disastrous raid which left even more students dead. If things keep going this way, they’re gonna need new brochures that read, “Mount Olympus Academy: We Sure Hope You Survive Until Graduation.”

      There are definitely fewer students at this all-campus speech than last term. Not just because of the deaths. I’ve heard that parents are pulling their kids out left and right. MOA was the premier school for paranormal offspring. Being taught by actual gods is a pretty good selling point. Select students getting chosen for the gods’ official army after graduation was the cherry on top. But a diploma isn’t much good to a dead kid.

      As Themis goes on about how things are totally gonna be super great and awesome from here on out, Fern sidles up to me and presses a piece of paper into my hand.

      Speaking of Mr. Zee, as Themis wraps things up, he comes to the stage. His gait is a little unsteady, like a drunk wandering home. And he looks…wrong somehow. I squint and get a better look.

      “Fern,” I ask. “Is Mr. Zee wearing foundation?”

      She takes a hard look herself, then has to cover a smile. “Oh my gods,” she says. “He is crap at blending. His neck doesn’t match his face.”

      Three healers accompany Mr. Zee. Metis, a goddess and the head healer, Hepa, and a snooty looking warlock I always try to avoid. Mr. Zee tugs a chain and Mavis stumbles on the dais behind him.

      “No,” I breathe.

      Fern grabs my arm. “Don’t freak out. You won’t help Mavis or yourself.”

      I calm the fire rising in my belly. Mavis looks bruised and battered, but at least she’s alive. She has a gold collar that glows eerily. Zee is using the chain like a leash, pulling her in. She falls to her knees before him. Nico stands behind her, his face stoic.

      Apparently he’s making up the credits he missed for the year he was imprisoned by doing an independent study class with Kratos. I’ve heard it’s called, “How to Keep Someone Alive Until You’re Ready to Kill Them.” Tina was actually the one who told me. Although not gleefully, as she once would have. After she was sick over the summer, we sorta bonded. Also, like all the vampires, she hates Nico. So after telling me about the class, she added, “Whenever you decide to kill him, I’m in.”

      Themis grimaces as she stares at Mavis. “Honestly, is this necessary?” she asks.

      “I’m not letting this traitor out of my sight,” Mr. Zee says. He’s not slurring his words as much, so he must not be sloshed. Maybe he’s taking this seriously at last. “Not until her trial…ridiculous notion that that is. I should just fry her with a lightning bolt and have done with it.” Or not. I gasp.

      “He won’t.” Fern assures me. “There’s too much pressure to do this the right way. He’s just making a show of his power.”

      I will my thoughts to Mavis, to let her know I’m here and to try and give her strength. For a brief moment her eyes catch mine and I see a look of defiance before she bows her head again. Nico also catches my gaze and gives me a little nod. I force myself to nod back.

      Mr. Zee orates loudly about the grand history of Mount Olympus and himself. Mostly himself. He uses the word “pure” so often it starts to lose meaning.

      “Oh no, they’re doing it now,” Fern whispers.

      “Doing what?”

      Her eyes meet mine as she urgently pulls me closer. “All the Moggies are gonna be outed. If you even suspect you might be one, you need to get out of here. Now.”

      My heart speeds up. I honestly don’t know if I’m a Moggy or not.

      My parentage is a huge mess. I was raised by two Mount Olympus Students who took me and Mavis because our lives were in danger. I still don’t know why. But those students weren’t my birth parents. I still haven’t been able to figure out who my bio-dad is, but my mother’s portrait hangs in the Hall of the Dead. Adrianna Aspostolos died in childbirth. Having me.

      Adrianna was a shifter, but not a dragon. There’s never been a dragon before me. So it’s pretty certain that some sort of weird mix created me. Which would, in fact, make me a Moggy. I don’t even understand why the whole Moggy thing even matters, except that Mr. Zee has a bug up his butt about it. As the head of Mount Olympus Academy, and king of the gods, Mr. Zee lives by his own rules. And then makes the rest of us live by them too.

      Frantically, I crane my neck, looking back toward the two exits. Two vampires stand at each door. Almost as if they’re blocking them. Each is shadowed by a healer.

      I suck in a breath. This was planned.

      I lean toward Fern. “There’s no way out. What’s gonna happen?”

      “A magic spell. Only a select few have been working on it. Somehow it will detect and mark all Moggies. I’m not sure how.”

      I bite my lip, thinking hard. “Could I shield myself somehow?”

      Fern grips my hands. “Yes. That’s it!”

      “Why is there so much whispering over here?” Greg asks, sidling up next to me. Cassie is behind him.

      “Is it about Mavis?” Greg looks to her on the dais, where she kneels in humility.

      “It’s disgraceful,” Cassie says. “She hasn’t even had her trial yet and Zee is parading her around in chains.”

      “No, Edie’s in trouble and we need a distraction,” Fern explains. “Now!”

      “Oh!” Cassie’s eyes widen. “I volunteer.”

      I can’t help but smile despite Mr. Zee’s voice growing louder and angrier as he launches into the evils of Moggies. Cassie was in bad shape after being kidnapped and then witnessing the slaughter of monsters during our mission to retrieve her. But after helping rescue that baby manticore, she seems like her old self. But even more so, because now she’s got this whole social justice warrior attitude.

      “And Greg will help too,” she adds.

      “Of course, I’ll help, Edie,” he agrees with no hesitation. Cassie grabs his hand and pulls him through the crowd.

      “Hurry!” Fern hisses after them.

      Nervously, we turn our attention to Mr. Zee.

      “There’s been enough student deaths. I guess. That’s what Themis says and honestly, I haven’t had time to personally look at the numbers myself.” He blinks a few times and seems to lose focus, gazing out into the middle distance. Hepa steps forward with a cup of ambrosia. Grabbing it from her, Mr. Zee gulps it down greedily. When he finishes there’s a new light in his eyes. He tosses the goblet over his shoulder and Hepa runs to fetch it, shooting Mr. Zee a nasty glare.

      Jordan gives a wolf howl as she bends over to get it, which is really inappropriate since he’s a panther. He’s been trying to get back into her good graces ever since the no-interspecies dating rule last semester made him question whether or not he should be attracted to her. Which in turn, had made her question if she liked him at all. Now that she was most definitely unavailable, Jordan was hopelessly in love.

      “We will not kill our own students,” Mr. Zee says, as if that were somehow redeeming. “Even if they’re Moggies and as such a threat to us all. Myself included.”

      There’s a gasp from the crowd. The prophecy hasn’t yet become common knowledge. We got the scoop early only because Cassie’s mom, Merilee, is head of Archives and the one who discovered it.

      “Yes, an ancient prophecy has come to light that forewarns of my own death at the hands of a Moggy.” There are murmurs and shaking heads. Breathing hard, Mr. Zee grips the sides of the lectern tightly. “It’s alarming, I know. Which is why we need to know who the Moggies are so that they can be watched at all times. I hereby deputize every pure-blooded student to stop a Moggy if they are acting suspiciously. If you see something, kill something.” He clears his throat loudly.

      “If you see something, say something,” Themis corrects, her voice easily carrying.

      Mr. Zee swivels to glare at her. “You say too much, woman.” He turns back to the crowd and the sudden movement seems to make him dizzy. “There’s too much talk and not enough action. The Moggies in our midst cannot stay hidden. We will have their names. We will know their faces. Starting—”

      “I love you, Greg. I love you and I don’t care who says it’s wrong!” Cassie stands on a chair in the middle of the room. Greg in bat form flaps around her. “Kiss me, you batty boy!”

      Greg squeaks, shifts into human form, and throws himself at Cassie trying to look passionate. They collide awkwardly.

      “My nose!” I hear her yelp in pain. And then they both topple off the chair and disappear into the crowd.

      At the podium, Mr. Zee’s chin rests on his fist. Themis is at his side, whispering something in his ear.

      “Now,” Fern says to me. Chanting, she circles her arms around me and raises them over my head and then brings them all the way down to the floor at my feet. A feeling of warmth envelops me. Like I’ve been wrapped in a fuzzy blanket.

      Meanwhile, Mr. Zee roughly shoves Themis away. “We’re doing it now! It’s my life at stake!” He gestures to the waiting healers behind him. “What are you waiting for? Do the thing!”

      I’m safe, but panic fills me regardless. “Fern,” I grip her arm. “What about Tina? And Val?” Fern’s eyes widen a little. She knows that Tina is a Moggy after last semester when Tina caught the shifter plague. And since Val and Tina are twins, I’m sure she did the math and figured Val was a Moggy as well. But we never talked about it.

      She gives me hand a quick squeeze. “Stay here. I’ll try to reach them.”

      I watch as Fern begins to push through the increasingly agitated crowd, feeling helpless. At least Val and Tina are together; I can see them with a few other vampires at the other end of the room. I try to catch their attention. Tina is standing straight and tall, staring at what’s happening on stage with her chin lifted high. I recognize it as her battle stance. She knows she’s about to be outed.

      Val, however, turns. His eyes meet mine.

      “Run!” I mouth at him.

      In response he shakes his head lightly, while a mocking smile lifts the right corner of his mouth. Then he turns forward again, his back straight as Tina’s.

      I can’t see Fern anywhere in the crowd and it’s not looking like she’ll make it in time.

      On stage, the healers each uncap a jar. The ones blocking the exits do the same. Almost immediately, a glowing green mist is everywhere. Around me, students breathe it in and then exhale a darker shade of green. Except some exhale red. The color hangs in the air above them, like an arrow pointing at its victim.

      Both Tina and Val have red overhead. They lock eyes, and hold hands. Exposed now, for everyone to see. I know Val—he’s never been as absorbed with the (false) tale of how pure their vampire blood is. But Tina was obsessed with proving how pure she was…even though she knew she wasn’t. With shifter and nymph blood in both of them, the twins have been found out.

      Beside me a breathless Fern reappears. “I’m sorry, Edie. I couldn’t reach them in time.”

      “Thanks for trying,” I say, as we scan the room, seeing who else has the red over their heads.

      I count one other vampire. Several shifters. And a handful of healers. Beside me Fern doesn’t look surprised. “Witches have always had more of a free love type of lifestyle,” she says.

      The green mist surrounds Zee in a swirl, seems to caress Nico, then wafts over to Mavis, turning red above her head. Shit. I had hoped…but I don’t know if Mavis is my bio sister or not. We know we have different bio moms, but have no clue who either of our dads are…or if they’re the same person.

      Zee glances over at her. “Not very surprising. Moggies can’t be trusted.”

      The mist is already starting to dissipate—the red and green both.

      “That wasn’t so bad. Is that it?” I ask. Sure, those students will probably be treated poorly by the more enthusiastic Zee supporters but…

      Even as Fern shakes her head, a new god takes the stage. Artemis. She’s actually one of my favorite teachers. She’s tough, but fair. But right now, she has a flock of ugly birds behind her. They look like mutant vultures, small and twisted and evil. About the size of a large parrot, their beaks are bronze and the feathers have a metallic gleam.

      “Oh gods,” Fern says. “Stymphalian birds.”

      “Not a thing I know, Fern.”

      Her eyes meet mine. “Man-eating birds. Artemis keeps them as pets, because, well because…Artemis.”

      “There she is, my favorite bird lady,” Mr. Zee booms. “Quickly now, before the trails disappear.” He gestures to Artemis.

      She strides forward and then with a single uplifted hand, the birds take to the air. Each one finds the lingering remnants of red and hovers over it.

      “Moggies,” There is a note of regret in her voice. “These birds will be your constant companions for the rest of your time here. They will do you no harm so long as you obey curfew, stay within your assigned areas, and never display a threatening attitude to any gods or your more pure students.”

      Voices of outrage swell, with ones raised in jubilation mixed in as well.

      Yep. It’s gonna be another great semester at Mount Olympus Academy.
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      Turns out Stymphalian birds shit. A lot.

      I get back to my dorm room to find my roommate, Tina, sitting on her bed, staring down the bird who is perched on the footboard. Just as I walk in the door, the bird lets loose another stream of gluey gray shit.

      “Oh my gods,” I say, covering my nose. “That’s awful!”

      Tina doesn’t even respond; she’s giving the bird the stink eye. But he’s definitely winning any competition involving stink.

      True to its mission, it doesn’t even look at me. He’s honed in on Tina, his eyes locked onto her for the rest of her time at the Academy. The only living thing in the room that even acknowledges my presence is Vee—Tina’s self-aware Venus Fly Trap plant. She turns her head towards me, then back to Tina, clearly alarmed at her owner’s predicament.

      “It’ll be okay, Vee,” I say to it, walking over to the window. I crack it to let some of the stench out, and I swear Vee gives me an up-nod of thanks.

      “Did you have much trouble getting back to the dorm?” I hazard the question.

      I saw more than a few students with Stymphalian shadows getting razzed as they left the assembly. Tina hasn’t exactly been the friendliest vampire on campus, either. She touted her blood like it was ambrosia, all in an effort to cover up her true Moggy identity. Even if she escaped some ribbing today, she’ll have to face it in the morning, for the first day of classes.

      “Hey,” I try again, even though she didn’t answer my first question. “I think I’m going to go down to the Archives, see if Merilee has any more information about this prophecy. Wanna come? Knowledge is power, right?”

      Tina seems to believe that the silent treatment is power, because she gives me nothing. Not even a shake of the head. I’ve done my best to help her out in the past, even covering for her when she came down with the shifter plague—which as a full-blooded vampire she should have been resistant to. And she still can’t even acknowledge my presence? Whatever.

      I slam our door on the way out. It reverberates in the hall, followed by the sound of a very large Stymphalian turd splatting against the floor.

      Down the hall, Cassie’s door pops open. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing new,” I tell her. “Just reinforcing my very strong roomie bond with Tina. I was just going to come get you. Feel like visiting your mom?”

      “Yes!” Cassie actually does a fist pump. “I love my mom!”

      There’s a pang in my stomach at her words, a reminder of what I’ve lost. The memory potion that my mom took means she doesn’t know who I am anymore, even if I can remember perfectly. And my bio mom…I never even knew her.

      Cassie links arms with me as we make our way to the Archives. “So, any big Moggy surprises today? Other than Val and Tina, I mean. That one…woah!”

      She whistles and makes a motion, slicing her hand above her head. Cassie’s been raised her entire life on campus, and her attempts at real-world interaction often go this way.

      “No,” I correct her. “That’s over her head. Like…she didn’t get that joke, it went right over her head. I think you want mind blown.” I mimic an explosion on either side of my temples.

      “Oh, definitely,” Cassie says, doing it back at me, but still whistling instead of making a bomb noise.

      “Thank you, for the distraction today, with Greg,” I say.

      She nods. “I just wish we could have helped all the Moggies.”

      “How’s your face?” I ask. “It looked like Greg headbutted you pretty hard.”

      “It’s fine. Fern fixed it up.” She touches her nose as if to check that there’s no pain. “He felt so bad about it he kept apologizing. He really is sweet.”

      I look at Cassie, who has a slight smile. Maybe it’s time for Cassie to move on from grieving Darcy. Maybe Greg is just the boy to help her do it. I push that to the back of my mind as we arrive at the Archives.

      Merilee is nowhere to be found. Actually, it’s hard to locate just about anything here, even the Archivist. Merilee’s filing system is more of a stacking system. Piles of paper surround us, small unimportant slips of paper like doctor’s excuses from class resting on top of Annals of the Histories of the War: Volume 1 Where Monsters Went Wrong. All of this might make it seem like Merilee is scatterbrained, but the truth is exactly the opposite. She can remember everything she’s ever read, and files it away in her mind. She doesn’t need to refer to any of this stuff; all anyone has to do is ask her. Merilee figured out a long time ago that her skill made her irreplaceable on campus, and how to use that to her advantage—and Cassie’s.

      When Merilee dies, all of her knowledge will pass to Cassie, guaranteeing a job for Cassie here on campus. She’ll never have to wander into the real world, which—let’s be honest—would eat her alive. Unfortunately, that’s also why she was kidnapped by a splinter cell of monsters, to try and gain that knowledge. At least they never got a chance to hurt Merilee.

      “Mom?” Cassie calls, her voice soaring out above piles of paper and stacks of books. “Where are you?”

      There’s a sudden flutter, and some loose pieces of paper float through the air. Merilee comes around the corner, red-eyed and crying. She’s followed by a Stymphalian bird.

      “Mom!” Cassie cries out, going to Merilee. The older woman sobs into her daughter’s shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, honey,” she says. “I didn’t want you to know.”

      “Wait,” I say. “But if you’re a Moggy, why isn’t Cassie one, too?”

      Merilee shakes her head. “Cassie’s dad was a seer, like me. As long as your immediate parents were the same, you’re safe.”

      “I don’t care that you’re a Moggy,” Cassie says, rubbing her mom’s shoulder. “I’m proud to be your daughter, so I wouldn’t care if I were one, too.”

      “Don’t say that!” Merilee lifts her head suddenly, eyes sharp behind the tears. “The birds are only the beginning. Zee has marked us, publicly humiliated us. Who knows what will come next?”

      Nothing good, that’s for sure.

      I wander away into the stacks, letting Merilee and Cassie have a moment alone. All this talk of blood and Moggies has me wondering about my own parentage. I can still feel the presence of Fern’s spell around me, like a soft film of cotton that I’m moving through. But it’s fading. If Mr. Zee employs any further experiments to test for Moggies and I’m caught unaware… I shiver, and my wings erupt as a bright silver. I wrap them around myself for comfort. It’s better for me to know for sure what I am.

      Pages continue to settle around me, blown in the draft from the bird’s wings. They waft down as the now unfortunately familiar smell of Stymphalian bird poop fills the air. I snatch a piece as it drifts past my face.

      Some cat shifters have secretly been growing catnip in their dorm rooms…

      Ugh. Boring. It’s about to be legalized in the shifter community anyway.

      I sift through some random piles, but find nothing more interesting than a student’s musings on whether Hermes was sleeping with Themis or not, and a bulletin from the Pure Prairie Vampire League: Mavens of the Midwest meeting.

      No, if I want to learn more about my own parentage in this mess, I’m going to have to go to the source. That means interrupting Cassie, Merilee, and her Stymphalian shadow.

      I wander back through the piles, following the easily identifiable scent of the bird. Merilee is drying her eyes, and Cassie is patting her mother’s shoulder. Again, I feel the stab of pain that I don’t think will ever dull. I’ve lost both my parents, and the bio-mom I never knew.

      Time to find out who my real father was.

      “Merilee?” I ask. “Can you recall the exact wording of the information we found regarding the day my dad fled campus?”

      “Of course,” she says, wiping her nose and then tapping her temple, like she’s clicking on a link.

      “Student Daniel Evans fled the grounds last night. He carries with him two secrets that could ruin the Academy forever, if their existence was known. Steps must be taken.”

      I wince a little when she says my dad’s name, still remembering his face as Leviathan, a water monster, swept him away to his death, all because of a jealous love for my mother.

      “I’m sorry, dear,” Merilee says. “I’ve cross-referenced his name, but no more mention of him, your mother, or the secrets they left with have been found.”

      “I’m pretty sure the secrets were me, and my sister Mavis,” I tell her. “But I don’t understand why our existence could ruin the Academy.”

      “Because you’re a Moggy?” Cassie hazards.

      “She could be,” Merilee agrees. “But just being a Moggy wouldn’t ruin the Academy. Until recently, Moggies were tolerated on campus. No, there’s got to be something much more sinister in Edie’s past.”

      “Great,” I say.

      “Being a Moggy is sinister enough these days,” Cassie says, giving Merilee’s bird a glare. “At least you don’t have one of these tailing you.”

      “No, I’ve got one pooping where I sleep, though,” I tell her. “It is beyond gross.”

      “Stay with me,” Cassie offers. “I don’t mind.”

      “Thank you. If it gets to be too much I will, but I don’t want Tina to think I’ve deserted her.” If everyone were half as good-hearted as Cassie the world would be a much better place.

      “I wish I could help you out more, Edie,” Merilee tells me.

      “What about the prophecy concerning Mr. Zee? The one that said he’d die by his own child, a Moggy. What were the exact words?” Cassie asks.

      Merilee taps the other side of her forward, her eyeballs sliding back and forth under the lids while she speaks.

      “He who throws the lightning will die by one born of his own diluted blood.”

      “That’s it?” Cassie asks. “That’s like, twelve words. Twelve words and he’s got the whole campus in an uproar?”

      “It’s fifteen,” Merilee corrects, eyeballs rolling as she counts. “But remember, it’s Mr. Zee. He’s a god. He’s the god. There are some ancient texts that refer to him as the very root of the entire universe. Any threat to the safety of the gods is taken seriously.”

      I snort. “So seriously that they created an entire Academy in order to draw young paranormals to fight their battles for them.”

      “Exactly,” Merilee nods in my direction.

      “But can gods die?” I ask. “I mean, I know Mr. Zee is rattled but…”

      I’d seen Hermes heal himself from a fairly serious burn once. The blink of an eye and his skin was fresh, eyebrows grown back in. It had taken only seconds.

      “It’s…difficult,” Merilee admits. “In order to kill a god they’d have to be weakened first, drained of some of their power and faculties.”

      Cassie locks eyes with me and I know we’re thinking the same thing.

      Mr. Zee has always been a little off, but lately his behavior bordered on the mentally ill. And he’d been wearing some sort of stage makeup during the big production where the Moggies were identified. I’m willing to bet that under that foundation, his skin is as gray as my wings are right now.

      I’m pretty sure somebody is poisoning Mr. Zee.

      And I’ve got a good guess who it is.
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      When I arrive at Themis’s office, Hepa is leaving. This is the second time we’ve run into each other here. Weird.

      I haven’t really seen her much lately; she’s been cloistered with the other healers, working on their secret project. Not so secret now—it was obviously the fog that outed all the Moggies.

      “Hepa,” I say when she tries to walk by me. I grab her wrist and she spins back to me, looking…ashamed.

      “I didn’t want to do it,” she tells me. “I hate all this Nazi bullshit. I just…I have to stay on Metis’s good side.” Metis is the goddess in charge of the healing arts, mother to Athena and, weirdly, Zee’s ex-wife. The family tree of the Greek gods is incredibly complicated, and terribly violent. A healer who wants to do well after the Academy will need Metis on her side.

      “I understand,” I tell her. “We’re all trying to get by.”

      She looks grateful. “If I can do anything to help you…or Mavis.”

      “Thanks,” I tell her. As Hepa turns to go, I add, “Hey, what’s with all the visits to Themis lately?”

      Hepa goes still for a moment, but then forces a sickly smile onto her face. “Just getting some guidance on my schedule for next term. I like to think ahead.”

      And with that she whirls around and quickly strides away.

      Okay, definitely weird. But right now, there’s so much else already going on, I shrug it off and push into Themis’s office. As I do, I make my own promise to myself. I’m not leaving here without answers.

      She looks up and I’m about to go full out dragon on her when I see the look in her eyes. Sadness, regret, and a little fear. She rushes to me and enfolds me in a hug.

      “Edie, I’m so sorry Mavis is being treated this way.”

      Despite myself I relax into her hold. I think of Mavis being paraded around like a pet on a leash, the barely hidden bruises on her skin, the green fog turning red as she inhaled it.

      “Why is he doing it?” I ask. “Why torture her?”

      “To show he can,” she says, releasing me. “The collar keeps her from shifting and the chain is impossible to break.” She goes to sit behind her desk. The scales she usually keeps immaculately balanced are askew. They’re supposed to indicate how the war between the monsters and gods is going, but right now they are precariously tipped in favor of the monsters. With everything going on here, the war has been sidelined.

      Themis follows my eye, and sighs heavily.

      “The monsters have regained territory that we drove them out of. I shouldn’t even say they’ve regained it; we didn’t even put up a fight. With enrollment perilously low, we can’t afford to send students on missions that might prove fatal. And with the new threat on Mr. Zee’s life, well…”

      “He’s more concerned about his own skin than anything,” I finish for her.

      “Things at Mount Olympus Academy have not been right for some time,” she tells me. “I try to keep it balanced. This Academy is my life. But Zee is so reckless. He’s always followed his impulses. If we could just get him to step down, the Academy could thrive. But that will never happen.”

      I remember during summer term, at the faculty dinner when Themis slipped something into his wine glass. And Hepa had handed him his ambrosia on the stage the day that he outed the Moggies. His memory loss, his ashy appearance, his lack of appetite, his impotence.

      “You’re poisoning him.” It’s not a question but Themis answers anyway. “And Hepa is helping.”

      “Yes, in a way. I’m decreasing his power. I’ve been doing it for years. It makes him less predatory, more docile. But with this prophecy, he’s gone full blown Zeus. He’s paranoid. He’s distrustful. He’s suspicious of everyone. Only those who absolutely have proven their trust can get near him.”

      “You want him dead?” That one is a question.

      “No, of course not!” Themis actually covers her mouth for a moment at the thought. “I don’t want anyone dead, least of all the leader of the gods. Think of the chaos that would ensue! Minor gods would run amok. There’d be earthquakes and volcanoes and gods know what else. But I would like him to leave the Academy. Step down, if you will. Maybe go into permanent retirement at the real Mount Olympus, in Greece. Wherever he goes, he’s done more than enough harm here at the Academy.”

      “What can I do to help?” I ask. “I’ve heard the prophecy. The one about Zee’s diluted blood coming back to kill him. I can try to find out who it is. If he’s faced with that threat—

      combined with his weakening powers—maybe he’d go away.”

      And if he goes away, I add silently to myself. Mavis has a better chance of being freed.

      Themis leans over her desk, her hands clasped. “Edie, do you really want to help?”

      “Yes!” I practically shout. “If it will help Mavis. If it will get Zee gone.”

      She sits back. “Zee has always had an eye for mortal girls,” she tells me. “Most of the male gods do.”

      “Yeah, I know. That’s why you told him I might be a Moggy, so that he wouldn’t be interested in me.” Even a good-looking pair of legs isn’t enough to get Zee past his Moggy-hatred.

      “About twenty years ago, Hermes got a young shifter pregnant. I hid that pregnancy and took the baby, caring for Bella’s child as my own.”

      “Wait…” Mind reeling, I remember the portraits in the Hall of the Dead.  “Bella Demopoulous was Mavis’s mother,” I say aloud, piecing it together. “Are you telling me that Hermes is Mavis’s father?”

      But Themis continues. “After Mavis was born, I spoke with Zee. I strongly argued that students were off-limits to the gods. Not only because of the moral reasoning—teachers should never put a student in that position—but also because these demi-god births are always hard on the mothers. They often die.

      “We don’t allow students to become pregnant; that’s why we make all our students use magical birth control. But that doesn’t protect against a god’s…seed. Zee was aware that Hermes had fathered a child on the student and that the mother had not survived the birth. But he also thought the baby died.”

      It’s all making sense now. The puzzle pieces coming into place.

      “I wasn’t naïve. I knew that Zee had his own”—she clears her throat— “dealings with students. But I thought after speaking with him that he could control himself. But it happened again.” She raises her eyes to mine, her stare burning.

      “Another student pregnant. Another poor girl dead in childbirth. Another baby for me to hide.”

      I shake my head, an uneasy feeling in my stomach. “No…”

      “Edie,” Themis tells me, “that student was Adrianna Aspostolos.”

      “No,” I say, backing away until my heels hit the wall.

      Themis picks up a rock from her desk. It’s the same one she had me hold the first time I was in this room. It showed me my inner dragon. And scared the hell out of me. I wasn’t ready to handle that information yet.

      There are some undeniable parallels to this current situation. “What will I see if I touch it?” I ask Themis.

      “Only the truth,” she answers.

      I take a deep breath, and hold out my hands, receiving the rock from Themis.

      The room spins and I feel dizzy as a darkness settles around me, swirling until I see something other than these walls. It’s Adrianna, my birth mother, in her dorm room, holding a pregnancy test. Mr. Zee suddenly appears behind her, and she whips around, hiding the test behind her back. His arms go around her, his robes falling off his well-muscled chest. She drops the stick, kicking it under her desk as she leans into him, her head tilted back, ready to meet his kiss.

      That vision rolls and changes, showing me the same scene—Adrianna in her room. But this time she’s sitting at the desk, writing madly, tears falling onto the ink, smearing it. I peer over her shoulder, anxious to catch the words: Metis, I’ve found myself in some trouble, and fear I will need the help of a master healer in about six months’ time…

      One arm is curled protectively around her stomach, where a bulge is just visible. That pregnancy will kill her. That pregnancy is me.

      I drop the stone back onto Themis’s desk.

      “Just for the record, that stone is an asshole.”

      “Well, yes, that’s quite possibly true. It was one of Hermes’s little inventions.” She pauses and then adds with a significant look, “And you are apparently one of Zee’s little inventions.”

      I bury my head in my hands. “I don’t want this.”

      “You are his daughter,” she tells me firmly. “And you have the power to threaten his life.”
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      With my thoughts and emotions in an uproar, I’ve still got to get to class. Campus has been a mess. A low enrollment rate this term has all the gods on edge, and I don’t want Artemis using me as the example for what happens to students who are tardy.

      As I rush to the clearing where we’re meeting, Artemis is already calling the class to attention. It’s an interdisciplinary class, so spies are mixed in with the trackers and the assassins.

      Artemis addresses us. “You’ll remember from spring term the exercises we did pairing a tracker with an assassin. This term we will take that same exercise to the next level. Now quickly pair off so we can begin.”

      I wave to Greg where he and Cassie are standing off by themselves. Greg and I worked together last semester and while we were never top of the class, we made a pretty good team. But Greg doesn’t even seem to notice me hurrying toward him. I see him and Cassie point at each other and realize that this time the two of them are pairing up. I stop, suddenly feeling like a third wheel.

      What exactly is going on between Cassie and Greg anyway?

      An arm comes around the back of my neck and suddenly I’m pulled snugly up against Nico. “The two of us teaming up is almost unfair to everyone else,” he says with a laugh.

      I pull away. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Let’s split up.”

      He grins at me. “Nah. Let’s show them how it’s done.”

      I swallow back the scream building inside me and turn to see who everyone else has partnered up with. Of course, my eyes go to Val first. I don’t even need to scan the crowd for him; I could feel his eyes on me as Nico pulled me close.

      Now I meet those eyes. Val said that he’s watching out for me and even though I’m an independent woman with an even more independent dragon on standby inside of me, it’s nice to know that he’s got my back.

      Except now I realize that having Val and Nico stare daggers at each other with me in the middle isn’t really doing anything to alleviate the on-campus tensions. I’ve already heard rumors that Nico’s been going around asking shifters to choose sides: us or the vamps.

      It’s common knowledge that the vamps were responsible for Maddox’s death. Merilee told me and Cassie it wasn’t too long ago that much of the warring took place on campus—between vamps and shifters. They were like rival gangs fighting, each claiming their own turf. Themis worked hard to bring both sides together, but now with these new tensions, it seems impossible that everyone will continue to get along.

      “Does everyone have a partner?” Artemis demands, thankfully before Nico and Val go for each other’s throats.

      Someone clears their throat and then I hear Tina quietly say, “I don’t.”

      She stands tall with her head high, but there’s no missing the red blush coloring her usually freakishly white complexion.

      Val steps forward, “Go with Jordan, I’ll work alone.”

      “Yeah, me and you, Tina!” Jordan happily agrees.

      “No.” Tina holds a hand out. “Go back to my brother. I’m not having a pity partner.”

      Jordan lopes back around only to stop again when Val says in a low voice, “Tina, just take him.”

      I’ve never seen tensions between the two of them before. They always seem to be in sync—even if they disagree with what the other is doing, they understand it.

      But now Tina looks ready to kill her twin. Shoving Jordan aside, she stomps toward him.

      “Hey, excuse me, I’m sorry, I’m late.” The tension is broken by the high-pitched voice of a young boy crossing the clearing to stand before Artemis. The kid is tiny, even smaller than Greg. And he seems to still be in the midst of puberty as his voice cracks on the last word. “My roommate told me class was at the woods on the west side of campus, but I discovered there are no woods on the west side of—”

      Nico growls low and soft in the back of his throat. Almost like a warning.

      The boy stiffens, obviously hearing it. He throws a glance at Nico and then turns back to Themis. “That is, oh, um—look! There’s my roommate right there.” He visibly gulps as his eyes briefly meet Nico’s. “Hey, Nico. I, ah, probably misunderstood him—”

      “Fine,” Artemis cuts him off with a wave of her hand. “You’re with Tina. Don’t be late again.” She looks down at the boy. “Small, right?”

      “Ahem, uh, Little actually. Chester Little.”

      “Chicken little,” Nico snickers.

      The tips of Chester’s ears go red. “Rooster. I’m a rooster shifter.”

      Eesh. I want to send the poor kid a sympathetic glance. That’s a tough card to draw, but to give him credit, he seems proud of it. I went through a period of time when I first arrived at MOA dreadfully afraid that I was an ostrich shifter. Bird shifters don’t have a ton of options, but that particular one turned me right off. A rooster isn’t that bad, by comparison.

      But Nico won’t let it go. “Then why do you look like you’re about to lay an egg? You claim you’re a rooster—are you sure you’re not a weak little hen?”

      “Whoa, man.” Jordan says. “Don’t equate femininity with weakness. That’s just wrong.”

      “Yeah.” To my shock, Tina strides forward and puts a hand on Chester’s shoulder. He takes one look up at her and his Adam’s apple visibly rises and falls with a gigantic gulp. “C’mon, Rooster, let’s kick some ass.”

      Grabbing hold of his shirt, she drags him to her place in the circle of students surrounding Artemis, as Chester protests, “Actually my name is—”

      “Nico.” Artemis pins him with a look. “I don’t know whose bright idea it was to put a wolf and bird in the same dorm room, but let me make one thing clear to you. I have a fondness for winged creatures. I am, in fact, having a very hard time with having my beloved Stymphalians loaned out. I am also a woman. And as Jordan put it in a moment of uncharacteristic wisdom, do not mistake femininity for weakness. I’d have thought your mother would’ve taught you that.”

      Nico holds Artemis’s eye contact throughout this speech, but at the mention of his mother, he visibly wilts.

      “No, ma’am,” he agrees.

      “Good.” Artemis turns her attention to the rest of us. “Now that’s settled. Each of you will go to the chest”—she jerks her head in the direction of a huge wooden box filled with smaller wooden boxes—“and choose one container per team. When I give the signal, you will open it. An animal will leap free. This is not a real animal, so I don’t want to hear any moaning from any of the cruelty-free vegetarians in the crowd. This is a magically simulated animal created for the purpose of this exercise. Staying together, you will track the animal and when it is cornered, the assassin will kill it and return its body to me. Any questions?” Artemis waits half a second, and then claps her hands. “No? Good. Begin!”

      Everyone rushes toward the chest, including Nico. Snagging my hand, he drags me behind him. “C’mon, Edie. You know your bitch of a roommate is gonna want to show us both up.”

      “Actually,” I start to say, but then realize it’s probably not helpful to tell Nico that Tina and I get along pretty well now. But still, I have no intention of letting him run this show. I dig my heels into the ground, grinding us to a halt.

      “Wait, Nico.”

      “What?” He snaps, fur covering his face and teeth elongating.

      I snatch my hand back from him. “Wow. Lose it much? What’s going on with you? You’re super on edge. And the way you’re picking on your new roommate. I don’t get it. He’s a shifter. You like shifters.” I pause and then add, “He doesn’t have a bird, so he’s not a Moggy. So that can’t be why you don’t like him.”

      Nico hunches his shoulders. “Yeah, my roommate is pure-blooded. He’s got a whole brood of chicken and rooster family back home. His parents write every day, these tear-soaked letters about how they miss him. And they send care packages weekly. With enough food to feed twenty little chickens.”

      Oh. I understand it now. It’s gotta feel like salt in the wound to have this new roommate accidentally flaunting his loving family while Nico is still grieving his mom.

      “I get it,” I tell him. “Sometimes when I see Cassie with Merilee, I feel so jealous and angry and sad all at once.”

      Nico scoffs. “I’m not sad. I’m pissed off and I’m gonna make the vampires pay.”

      And there’s the Nico I’m used to. “Okay, fine.” I walk toward the chest, but Nico grabs my hand again.

      “Edie, wait.” He looks around and then pulls me further away from everyone else. Speaking in a low voice, he says, “Just so you know, I don’t care about the Moggy thing. I know you’re probably one too. I don’t know how you avoided being assigned a Stymphalian bird, and I don’t care. I would never out you. I mean, if being a Moggy makes a dragon like you…well, what would happen if a werewolf and dragon mated, right?” He smiles so sweetly and hopefully, I forget for a moment how hopeful he is. Then he adds, “I still want to marry you, Edie. Once you’re done mourning your traitor sister, I think we should—”

      I shove him away, not bothering to disguise my anger. “Traitor or not, she’s still my sister, Nico. And she’s not dead yet.” Stalking over the box, I snatch up a silvery-grey smaller one and hold it out to Nico. “Let’s just get this done already.”

      Nico shakes his head and then gives me the puppy dog eyes. “Edie, I’m sorry. We’ll wait until after Mavis is de—er, after the trial—to discuss our future. Okay?”

      Remembering that I can’t afford to have Nico as an enemy, I force myself to nod. “Okay.”

      He jerks his chin at the box. “You open it.”

      The box shakes and trembles in my hands; whatever’s inside is rearing and ready to go. I flip the latch, the top pops open, and a little face with a pointed nose stares back at me.

      “Oh my gods,” I say.

      It is quite possibly the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen. A tiny fox with the same silvery gray fur as the box that held it. Opening its mouth, the fox emits a tiny little yelp and then leans forward and—

      “Ouch!” I slap a hand over my face. “It bit my nose.”

      With that opening volley the fox jumps out of the box and disappears beneath a bush and into the forest.

      Already shifted, Nico is on its heels. “Edie, let’s go!” He yips over his shoulder.

      Unable to keep up in human form, I shift and rise above the treetops. It’s hard to stay with Nico as the forest covering is dense. But he’s good at finding clearings so I can stay nearby or howling when I lose him for too long.

      In the thrill of the chase, I lose sense of time. And I forget how awful Nico is. Right now we are a team with a common purpose.

      Finally, Nico herds the fox into a clearing he’d already passed through several times. The fox is running low on speed, and Nico has expertly taken it through this spot before—one with an opening in the foliage that a dragon can easily dive through to snatch its prey. The fox passes directly below me and in a moment, I’m upon it, snatching the tiny bit of fluff up in my one of my talons.

      It immediately goes limp, playing dead. But I’m not fooled. One squeeze and the hunt will be over. Our assignment finished.

      Instead, I shift back into my human form. With the fox in a hand instead of a talon, I can feel its little heart beating furiously. I look down into its small face, trying to remind myself it’s not real. But it feels real. It looks real. The fox lets out a pitiful cry. It sounds real too.

      “Edie,” Nico says. He’s also shifted back and waits at my elbow.

      “Just give me a minute,” I say.

      He comes around so he’s standing in front of me, also looking down at the fox in my hand. “I know you didn’t kill the baby monster,” he says.

      I’m so shocked I almost drop the fox. “What?”

      Nico looks right at me. “I know. I saw Cassie run away with it.”

      “But…” I shake my head. “Why didn’t you...?”

      He turns away. “My mother…” He hesitates for a long moment before finally saying in a rough voice, “Wasn’t right about everything.” He stands with his shoulders bowed as if the concession was painful.

      “She thought the only way to win the war was to kill all monsters. But that’s crazy. There’s too many of them. What we need is for the monsters to fear us, but also to know we can be compassionate rulers when necessary.” He spins, turning back to me, the fanatical gleam I’ve come to know so well making his one eye bright. “You instinctively understood that, Edie.”

      I stare at Nico, wondering how he can see an Edie totally different from the girl who stands in front of him. Partially, I’ve misled him, but mostly, I’ve simply allowed him to believe what he wants, to imagine I’m his perfect girl, the kind he’d be proud to bring home to his mother.

      I open my hands, releasing the fox. It hesitates and then leaps to freedom.

      The tiny fox takes two leaps and then Nico’s paw comes down on its back.

      The snap of its spine is no louder than that of a twig breaking underfoot. And yet my whole body jolts as if a gun went off near my ear.

      Nico grabs the lifeless body in his mouth and drops it at my feet. He grins up at me with his friendly doggy smile. “Sorry, Edie, my fault for distracting you with all that talk. But no worries, I got it. That’s why we make a great team. Right?”

      I don’t trust myself to answer, so shifting, I gently scoop the fox’s body into a talon and lift off into the sky.
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      I can’t get the image of Adrianna—my mother—writing that letter to Metis out of my mind. Her hand resting over her belly, the absolute fear on her face.

      She knew she might die giving birth to the child of a god…but she took the chance and did it anyway. She chose to have me. I’ve been wrestling with that so much that I’ve zoned out. I’m so far lost in my own thoughts it takes the smell of a fresh Stymphalian turd to zap me out of it.

      “Oh my gods,” Tina moans from her own bed, pulling a pillow over her face to block the smell. “When will it end?”

      I’m thinking it won’t end until Mr. Zee steps down as the head of the Academy, and about to say so, when Cassie and Hepa burst through the door. They’re followed by Fern and Marguerite, their faces red, their gait suspiciously awkward.

      “Are you…” I hesitate to even say it, but then Cassie goes down hard, landing on her hands and knees, barely missing the bird poo. She giggles.

      “Guys…I almost ate shit. Like, literally.” Hepa thinks this is the most hilarious thing ever, and bursts out with a giant guffaw. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her laugh before. Fern and Marguerite help Cassie to her feet, though they almost fall a few times before they get her upright.

      “Yep,” Tina mutters from under her pillow. “They’re drunk.”

      Marguerite and Fern pop onto Tina’s bed, and Marguerite—a fellow vampire, and therefore bold enough to challenge Tina’s crappy mood—pulls the pillow off her head.

      “Where’s that pretty pout I know so well?” she asks, pulling the edges of Tina’s mouth down, then back up into a forced smile. I have to laugh, as Cassie and Hepa join me on my mattress, handing over the bottle. I’d never considered the option of just manually making Tina smile.

      “What’s in it?” I ask, looking down at the bottle.

      Cassie giggles. “It’s ambrosia! We lifted it from the kitchens. It’s watered d—” She hiccups. “Down,” she finishes. “Safe for human consumption.”

      Which is a good thing, because if humans drank the nectar of the gods straight, it would probably drop us to the floor in a second. Maybe even melt our brains. Come to think of it, I don’t think I’d mind too much if my brain melted right now. At least it would get Adrianna’s tears out of my mind.

      Fern puts her arm around Marguerite, and Marguerite puts her arm around Tina, pulling her into a sitting position. “Look Tina,” Marguerite says. “You’ve always been a bitch. And that’s okay. I mean, if you’re going to do something, do it right. So, you went full-on mean girl, and I respect that.”

      “Thanks,” Tina says. She actually looks amused.

      “It must be hard, not being able to be yourself. With this interspecies dating ban, we know better than anyone else.” She looks lovingly at Fern, who gives her a squeeze.

      “Let’s get this Moggy drunk,” Hepa says, taking the bottle from me and handing it over to Tina. “We thought you could use it.”

      Tina slides out from under Marguerite’s arm, and I think she’s about to kick everyone out but she surprises me by taking a swig. She gulps, then wipes her mouth. She catches me eyeing her and shrugs. “What have I got to lose?” she asks.

      She puts the bottle in front of my face. “C’mon, Edie, join us.”

      “Mavis would want you to have some fun,” Cassie tells me sincerely. “Actually, Mavis would want you to have a drink. Or like, ten. In fact, the last time I got drunk on ambrosia was after she came back from the mission where Nico was killed. Or not killed, as it turns out.” Cassie frowns. “It’s very confusing, isn’t it?”

      I grab the bottle from Tina, clutching it in my hand. The mission where Nico was supposedly killed, is also when Mavis thought I was dead. And after our mother went to the cockatrice to have her memories wiped. Yet Mavis came back to campus and immediately started whooping it up with Cassie. I am seeing red, when suddenly I remember that Mavis is now in a prison cell. All my anger drains out of me.

      I look down at the ambrosia in the bottle and imagine Mavis doing the same thing. It’s been one Hades of a week and I don’t need a vision from Cassie to tell me it’s only gonna get worse.

      I take a sip.

      The sweet liquid rolls down my throat and warms my stomach. Immediately I feel better. Not better in an ‘all is right with the world’ way, but things don’t seem as bleak. Cassie is right; Mavis probably wouldn’t begrudge me a night off.

      I take a bigger sip, then pass the bottle. Cassie glugs, then passes it to Hepa. “It’s spelled to never empty,” Hepa explains.

      “OMQ,” Cassie says.

      “Do you mean OMG?” I ask.

      She giggles. “Yeah, that one. We should play Dare or Truth. Just nobody ask me what happened to the magical little baby fawn that Greg and I were supposed to kill for Artemis’s class.”

      “Oh Cassie,” I say. “Please tell me it’s not in your dorm room.”

      “Who cares?” Tina says. “We have an actual shitting bird in our room. She has a magical whatever that will fade away in a few days.”

      “It will?” Cassie’s bubbly mood suddenly falters and her lower lip trembles. I shoot a look at Fern; it’s a little early for the drunken crying phase.

      “Cassie, I’ll spell you a magic animal for a graduation gift, okay?” Fern promises. “Whatever you want.”

      “Oh, yes, please!” Cassie’s face lights up once more as she claps her hands with excitement. “Okay, let’s do Dare or Truth now.”

      “It’s Truth or Dare, and is it even fair to play that with a seer?” Tina asks her but her voice lacks her normal edge. “Don’t you have an unfair advantage?”

      “Honey,” Cassie says, leaning toward Tina, “Right now I don’t even know when I’m telling the truth.” She slides dangerously to the side, and Hepa props her back up.

      “I’ll go first!” Fern turns to Hepa. “Truth or Dare?”

      “I don’t want to play,” she says.

      “Booo!!!” Cassie gives her a double thumbs down, then flips her off. Except she uses her pointer finger.

      “Fine. Whatever.” Hepa relents, covering up a smile. “Truth, I guess.”

      “How do you really feel about Jordan?” Marguerite asks.

      Hepa looks thoughtful. “It’s complicated. I mean, I like him, but he dropped me like a hot coal when Mr. Zee announced the dating ban. Jordan didn’t even fight for me. So I turned my back on him, and now he says I’m the only girl for him.”

      “Typical boy,” Tina says, swiping the bottle from Fern. “Only wants what he can’t have.”

      “He’s been trying to win me back,” Hepa says, a slow smile spreading on her face. “He keeps trying to save me from really mundane things in order to be my hero. Yesterday he took off his shirt and held it over my head while I walked to class because UV rays are harmful to the skin. Except he kept saying SUV instead of UV, plus his shirt did not smell awesome.”

      “Jordan is yummy!” Cassie exclaims. “Especially his tummy. He’s got a great six-rack.”

      “Girls have racks,” I correct. “Boys have six-packs.”

      “Yeah, but Jordan’s is an eight-pack,” Hepa inserts with a smug smile.

      There’s a knock at the door and we all startle. “Come in,” Tina calls.

      “Gug,” Cassie says, clumsily hiding the ambrosia behind her back.

      “Relax,” Tina says as the door swings open. “It’s Val.”

      The room swims around me and I’m pretty sure it’s not ambrosia as Val enters the room, his Stymphalian bird riding on his shoulder. He takes in all of us girls as half of his mouth curls into an amused smirk. “I didn’t realize Tina was having a party tonight.”

      Tina shrugs. “It just sorta happened.” She snatches the ambrosia from Cassie who has turned her back to Val and is trying to surreptitiously take a sip. “Have a drink.”

      Val shakes his head. “Not tonight. I’ve gotta take Kevin out for a game of night tag and then if he’s a good boy, I have some soup bones from the kitchen stashed away as a treat. But only if he’s a good boy.” Val holds a hand out and his bird delicately steps onto it. He and Val look each other in the eye, and the bond between them is so obvious I’m almost jealous. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you?” Val asks, running a hand down the bird’s back.

      Tina folds her arms over her chest. “I can’t believe you named your bird. Also, there’s a line of shit running down your back, Val. I don’t think he’s that good of a boy.”

      Val breaks his intense eye contact with Kevin. “Yeah, we’re still working on potty training.”

      Tina turns to the rest of us. “My brother is apparently an idiot.”

      “Tina, we’ve discussed this.” Val voice hardens, while the rest of us sit and quietly watch them squabble like it’s our own personal soap opera. “We can leave or we can make the best of it.”

      “Or,” Tina counters. “We can wait for the moment when we can kill these birds and maybe Mr. Zee too.”

      “Tina!” Hepa gets to her feet. And looks around, as if she’s not sure who’s in the room. “You can’t say stuff like that.”

      “Why not? Everyone knows about the prophecy. Someone with Mr. Zee’s blood will kill him. Who’s to say it won’t be me? I’m a Moggy. My mother was a mix of who knows what. Some of Mr. Zee’s offspring could be mixed into my family tree somewhere.”

      “And you’d actually kill him?” Cassie asks in a small voice.

      Tina smiles her vampire smile. Fangs fully out. “Gladly.”

      I don’t say anything. I don’t know what to say. After finding out Mr. Zee was my father, I was sure the prophecy was about me. But Tina’s right—anyone with Mr. Zee’s blood could be the one…and the dude has definitely gotten around over the years. I expect to feel relief, but my feelings are as mixed up as ever. Even if I’m not the one who’s supposed to kill him, do I let him die? Would I fight Tina to defend Mr. Zee?

      “Okay, well, I’ll let you ladies get back to your party.” Val backs toward the door, but Tina grabs his hand.

      “Wait. Remember, I told you to come and get your new T-shirt.” Tina turns to rummage in her wardrobe and then tosses the shirt to Val, who easily catches it. Unrolling it, he holds it out in front of his body so we can all see.

      It’s a chart with the words “Bird Identification” at the top. Below are pictures of all different types of birds with their names beneath them. Blue Jay. Robin. Nightingale. The final bird on the shirt is, of course, the Stymphalian. But instead of having that name, below it says, Epic Asshole.

      “Oh wow! Tina made a funny!” Cassie exclaims. “I never saw that one coming!”

      This cracks the rest of us up, even Tina.

      “It’s great, Tina,” Val says, rolling the shirt up.

      “You should try it on,” Cassie says. “Make sure it fits.”

      Val pauses and throws a glance Tina’s way. “She buys the T-shirts in bulk. It’ll fit.”

      “No, Val,” Tina steps forward. “Cassie’s right. Try it on.”

      He frowns at her and then darts a glance at me. I quickly look away, trying to hide the

      blush heating up my face.

      “We were just discussing Jordan’s eight-pack,” Hepa says. “I think it’s pretty rare for a man to have that level of musculature. Perhaps just for comparison’s sake…”

      Smirk in place, Val shrugs and with one smooth move whips his shirt over his head. Even Fern and Marguerite watch. His smooth torso looks like carved marble. A living statue that would make Michelangelo weep.

      As he lifts his arms to pull the new shirt on, I see it. A wound, deep red and angry, that wraps around his side and half his back.

      “Val,” I gasp. Without even thinking about it, I’m on my feet, my hand on his bare shoulder. “You need to see a healer.”

      “He has,” Fern says. “I’ve healed it several times. It just comes back. Someone sliced him with a spelled knife.”

      “Someone did what?” My head spins and not just from the ambrosia. Then suddenly the answer is obvious. “Maddox. You got hurt when you killed her.”

      Val looks straight at me but says nothing—neither denying nor confirming.

      But Tina isn’t so tight-lipped. “Nico’s getting all the shifters on campus all worked up, saying we attacked his poor helpless mother after her shifting powers were taken.” She scoffs. “That woman was never helpless in her life. She would’ve been a danger to every vampire until her dying day. We just moved that day up a little, is all.”

      “Um, Tina,” Marguerite says softly. “We’re not supposed to admit it, remember?”

      Tina frowns and looks confused for a minute—it’s not often she screws up and she seems to be struggling with the feeling. But then putting her chin up she says, “I meant in theory, Marguerite. Of course, we didn’t kill anyone. It was probably actually Nico wanting to get away from his beast of a mother.”

      “All right then,” Val opens the door. “On that note, I’m going to say goodnight.”

      “Find me in the infirmary tomorrow,” Fern calls right before the door snaps closed once more.

      There’s a silence after that. The party mood has dissipated as reality intruded once more. It’s a bummer to be reminded that my friends and my...um, Val, killed someone in cold blood. Although maybe Tina does have a point. Even without powers Maddox would’ve remained a formidable opponent. But going after her when she was leaving seems wrong. On the other hand, is it honorable or just plain stupid to wait until she has time to regroup and attack again?

      My head hurts with the questions. Or maybe it’s the ambrosia.

      But then Tina thrusts the bottle of ambrosia into the air. “One more round!” she declares.

      Or maybe I just need more ambrosia, I decide as Tina passes the bottle my way.

      After taking a long swig, I pass it to Cassie who does the same. Once the bottle has gone around the whole room and returned to Tina, we are loose once more.

      Marguerite gives Fern a big wet kiss and stumbles to her feet. “Maybe we should get back to our rooms,” she says, never taking her eyes off Fern.

      “Nuh-uh,” Tina moves to block the door. “We’re finishing Truth or Dare first.” She points a finger at me. “It’s my turn and I pick Edie.” She levels her eyes at me. I’m sure she’s going to ask me about her brother Val and what my intentions are toward him but she surprises me. “What’s going on between you and Themis?”

      Hepa and I exchange a glance. She’s tight with Themis too. How much does she know? Cassie passes me back the bottle and I take a long drink, for courage.

      “All of you in this room are my friends,” I say.

      “Well, I just kind of put up with you,” Tina says. “You’re kind of like this bird. I’m stuck with you both.” She takes a swing at her Stymphalian bird, but misses by about three feet, the momentum rolling her off the bed and onto the floor. “And you both stink.”

      I reach out, pulling her up. “I would die to protect anyone in this room.”

      “That got dark fast,” Marguerite mutters.

      The ambrosia is flowing freely through my body, my blood light with the feeling, my head dizzy. I’m warm and happy, ensconced here with my friends. The fear from earlier has evaporated, and I think of how much better I would feel if I could just tell them everything, let it all out. I’m sure this awesome group of girls would know what to do.

      But I can’t, and I know it. As much as I want to share my biggest secret with them, my parents both died to keep it safe. I can’t disrespect them like that. But that doesn’t mean I have to keep everything from my friends.

      “I need you all to promise that what I’m about to say will not leave this room. That you won’t tell anyone.”

      “What about Jordan?” Hepa asks. “I mean, I need to have something to talk to him about so that he stops swatting all the mosquitoes that come near me, while informing me about the latest statistics of West Nile virus.”

      “Oh yeah. You can tell Jordan,” I say. “I trust him completely.”

      “And Greg?” Cassie blushes for some reason. “I can’t have a secret from Greg.”

      “Well, of course Greg can know,” I amend. I mean, if I trust Jordan, I can certainly trust Greg.

      “Wow,” Hepa says with an eye roll. “A secret that only half the campus can know. I feel really privileged to be in on it.”

      Tina opens her mouth but before she can speak I clarify. “Look, I need you all to promise that you won’t tell anyone except for Greg, Jordan and” —I glance at Tina— “Val.” They all nod solemnly. I take another swig and pass the bottle on.

      “I’m a Moggy,” I admit.

      “What?” Marguerite asks. “No way!”

      “Well,” Hepa says. “Honestly, I kind of suspected. I mean, you’re a freaking dragon shifter! What kind of weirdo combination made that?”

      Cassie’s eyebrows come together at Hepa’s question, and I can only hope she’s not thinking too hard about the answer. Tina’s the only one who looks even remotely upset. “Wait…if you’re a Moggy, how did I get stuck with this stupid bird and you didn’t?”

      Fern raises her hand. “I did a thing.” She swallows, the booze definitely getting to her…or, I realize, it’s guilt.  “A spell,” she explains, crossing over to Tina and hugging her. “I tried to reach you, the day of the announcement. I really did. But I failed you.”

      Tina pats her on the back awkwardly. “That’s okay. You tried, I guess.” She turns to her bird, which cocks its head at her. “It’s just so annoying. I mean, it watches me twenty-four seven. At least the non-vamps get some time off when they’re sleeping. I can’t even apply my sunscreen without it creeping on me.”

      “Ugh,” Marguerite says, wrinkling her nose. “Pervy bird.”

      “It is a perv,” Tina says. “You’re a perv,” she repeats, shaking her fist at the bird. She’s got the bottle in her other hand and is about to take a swig when she changes her mind. In a lightning fast motion she grabs the bird by the throat, shoves the bottle in its beak and upends it.

      It flaps madly, feathers flying around the room as the rest of us dive for cover to avoid its talons. It makes a strangling sound, but Tina isn’t letting go anytime soon. The bird’s eyes roll, then it gives up, and swallows. She releases it, and it flies around the room, weaving. Cassie screams and I pull my cover over both of us, while Marguerite throws herself on top of Fern to protect her. The bird hits the window with a tremendous thunk, and falls to the floor, one wing sticking up in the air, as if in surrender.

      “Is it dead?” Cassie asks.

      “I hope so,” Tina mutters.

      “I think it’s just sleeping,” Hepa says, turning it over onto its side. A healer to the core, she pulls a blanket off Tina’s bed and covers the bird up, tucking it in.

      Marguerite crawls off of Fern. “Are you okay?” she asks, running her hands all along Fern’s body. “You didn’t get scratched or anything, did you? I would die if anything happened to you.”

      “Vomit,” Tina says.

      “I’m fine,” Fern tells Marguerite, giving her a peck on the cheek.

      “Guys,” Cassie says.

      “Is it your turn for Truth or Dare?” I ask.

      When it’s my turn I’m gonna ask her if she’s crushing on Greg, because I have my suspicions.

      “I really don’t feel good.” She grabs her head and I think she’s about to lose all her ambrosia, but instead her eyes roll back in her head and she goes starkly white.

      “A weapon, one in three to defeat the king of the gods. Three places of learning. One child of his loins. Three in one to wound. Three in one to kill.”

      Cassie’s eyes go back to normal. She leans forward and barfs between her feet.

      Nobody moves as we eye each other. I’m feeling suddenly sober.

      Cassie just told us how to kill Zeus.
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      The mix of bird poop and Cassie’s ambrosia puke is enough to drive me from my room. We did our best to clean everything up, and Fern even cast some sort of air-freshening spell, but Tina and I have still been dealing with the lingering scent of stomach acid. Plus, a hungover Stymphalian bird is not the best roommate. It was beating its head against the window when I woke up this morning, apparently believing that the best way to get rid of a headache is to bash your head the rest of the way in.

      The night before brought a nice reprieve; I haven’t thought about my parentage for twelve full hours. But daylight—and a hot shower—brought everything back into perspective. I couldn’t drown my sorrows in ambrosia, and I couldn’t forget Adrianna Aspostolos—or the letter she’d written to Metis, asking for help in delivering her child.

      The child of a god. Me.

      I find a bottle of good old ibuprofen at the bottom of the bag I brought here what seems like ages ago. There’s also a handful of old photos and I can’t resist quickly flipping through them. Some of them are old, of Mavis and I as little kids in Thing 1 and Thing 2 Halloween costumes. Another is one of those cheesy posed family pictures done in a studio. We all look stiff and unnatural.

      I pause on the final one. It’s just Mavis and me again, posing together as we got ready to leave for a middle school dance. It was my first real dance. I was nervous and scared and excited all at once. Mavis was in eighth grade and of course had a date. But she ditched him to hang out with me and my friends. They were so impressed with my cool sister. My feet hurt the next day from all the dancing.

      My throat thickens. I thought I’d lost her once and I’m not losing her again.

      Shoving the pictures back into my bag and then under my bed, I get to my feet.

      I need to find out if the person in the prophecy is me. And I want that letter my mother wrote to Metis; maybe it will have a clue.

      I visit Merilee first, but after taking a moment to mentally scroll through the information in her head, she shrugs. “Often the gods hold onto their personal correspondence instead of passing it along to me. They’re not supposed to, but…” Merilee shrugs again. “Gods, you know? What can you do?”

      Discouraged, I leave Merilee, unsure where to go next. I’ve met Metis once before and she’s pretty intimidating. I’m not sure how she’ll react to visiting her office and asking for a letter from my long dead mother.

      But then I remember that picture of Mavis and me. Now is not the time to hesitate.

      I turn toward the infirmary.

      I find Metis in her office. As head healer, she spends most of her time working, even the weekends. I knock on her door, and she invites me in with a brief, sharp, “Come!”

      I step into her office, which is very different from Themis’s. Healing plants hang from the ceiling, there’s a small cauldron boiling in one corner, and multi-colored vials suspended with string hanging on the walls. In one corner there’s also a hospital bed and a small metal table with a microscope and some glass lab equipment.

      “Um…hi,” I say, as Metis looks up at me from behind her desk. Her shimmering silver hair is pulled back into a braid. “I’m Edie. I’m not a healer, but we’ve met—”

      “Yes,” Metis says, leaning back in her chair. “You’re the girl who found the scorpion last semester. Saved us a lot of time, too. It was much easier to cure the shifters once we knew the source of the plague. Please, sit down. What can I do for you, Edie?”

      “Well…I’m not really sure how to start,” I begin. I’d walked over here only half expecting to find her in, and now that I’m here, there’s no easy way to tell my story.

      “The best place to start is usually the beginning,” Metis says, smiling at me.

      The beginning…my mother hiding a pregnancy test behind her back when Mr. Zee appeared in her room.

      “I…do you remember a student named Adrianna Aspostolos?”

      Metis doesn’t hesitate. “Yes, a shifter. Her portrait hangs in the Hall of the Dead.” Her eyes on me are bright, like she’s just discovered a new specimen.

      “Yes, it does.” I nod. “Do you happen to know how she died?”

      “Of course I do,” Metis says. She leans forward. “I was with her when it happened. Right here, in this room.”

      The breath goes out of me, and I grip the sides of my chair for support. “Here?” I ask, my voice light and shuddering.

      “Yes,” Metis says, standing and coming around her desk to my side. “She came to me for help, knowing that she was carrying the child of a god, and that the delivery would likely kill her.”

      “Then why is she dead? Why didn’t you save her? You’re a god and a healer.”

      Metis nods. “She was mortal. I did everything I could, but in the end the delivery was too much. She did, however, hold you before she died.”

      My eyes well with tears, one slipping down my cheek. Metis pushes it away with a thumb. Her touch is cool and comforting, and I wonder if my mother found some solace in it as she died.

      “She wanted her baby, Edie,” Metis whispers to me. “She wanted you.” She looks strangely triumphant, like she was working on a puzzle and the final piece just clicked into place.

      I turn my gaze to hers, cold and blue, the secret inside me reaching out, seeking a connection. Everything I was afraid to tell my friends, everything I wanted to say to alleviate some of the pressure. I feel like I can now. I can, here.

      “I’ve been keeping an eye on you.”

      “For Themis?” I ask.

      “Yes. Themis. Of course,” Metis says, pushing my hair out of my eyes. “Mr. Zee has done endless damage to this Academy, and its students. Themis and I want nothing more to see him gone. He has no place here, drawing the young to him, for his own amusements. If it had gotten out the Academy would be done.” Metis shakes her head. “We had to hush it up. Keep it secret. No responsible parents would send their children here if they knew what might happen.”

      She hands me a tissue, and I blow my nose.

      “It would destroy the Academy,” I say, realizing. “I found some information in the Archives that said my father—Daniel Evans, the man I thought was my father—had stolen two secrets that could ruin Mount Olympus Academy. Me, and my sister Mavis.”

      “Yes.” Metis nods. “And the Archives gave up another secret too, didn’t they? The prophecy that Zeus would die at the hand of one born of his own diluted blood.”

      “Me,” I say, my head hanging. “I don’t want to kill him. I know Themis has been weakening Mr. Zee with poisoned ambrosia, and she doesn’t want him killed, either. She’s just hoping to scare him into leaving.”

      “A wise choice,” Metis says. “And you are the weapon we need to do exactly that.”

      A weapon. Cassie’s words from last night roll through my head. Three in one to wound. Three in one to kill.

      “Now that we each know where each other stands,” Metis says, crossing back over to her side of the desk. “What can I do for you? Why have you come to me, Edie?”

      “My mother wrote you a letter,” I say, wiping the last of my tears away. “I was hoping you might still have it. I never met her. Never knew her. I didn’t even know she existed until recently. I’d just like to have something of hers.”

      “Of course,” Metis says, leaning forward. “It only makes sense. One second, it won’t take long to find it. Merilee organized all my old papers a while back. Now I need only think of what I want...”

      She rummages through some drawers, and I take a moment to get myself back together. “Ah, here we are,” Metis says, placing a rolled scroll on her desk. I reach for it, but her hand closes over mine before I can take it.

      “I’m glad you came to me today, Edie,” she says. “It gives me a chance to talk to you about something.”

      “What’s that?” When she releases me I put the scroll in my bag, to read when I’m alone.

      “Themis and I have been working for a long time to ensure that the Academy—and its students—are safe. Themis has more cogs in her machine than you know. In fact, it’s best if you don’t know all the moving parts.”

      I nod, thinking of Hepa, and how many times I’ve spotted her slipping out of Themis’s office.

      “But Zeus has his own spies and suspicions,” Metis continues. “We need to be sure that those who are under our protection stay safe. That means being cautious. You spend a lot of time with Themis, and it hasn’t gone unnoticed.”

      I shiver, my heart gives a jolt. “What? Who said something?”

      Metis shakes her head. “Whispers in the wind, child. You can’t believe all of them, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be listening. I think it’s best if you don’t see Themis for a while, to stay safe. She asked me to pass that along to you, as well as—” Her voice drops suddenly. “Can you please make sure the door is locked?”

      My pulse pounds as I flip the lock and return to my seat. “What?” I ask, my voice high and tight. “What did Themis want you to tell me?”

      “Well,” Metis glances around her office, her voice slackening into a whisper. “She’s perfectly right that killing Zeus could spell disaster.”

      “She said minor gods might revolt,” I remember. “Cause earthquakes and all kinds of things.”

      “Quite right,” Metis says. “But…Zeus won’t ever step down unless there’s a true threat. One that he knows is real. One that actually makes him fear for his life.”

      My eyebrows come together. “Even if we’re not going to actually kill him?”

      “Exactly!” Metis says. “But how can we threaten a god if he doesn’t believe we have the power to truly hurt him?”

      “Three in one to wound, three in one to kill,” I mutter.

      “Ah, you do know,” Metis says, almost to herself. “You know about the sword that can kill a god? The sword that can spill ichor?”

      Ichor, the blood of the gods.

      “Yes,” I say. “My friend Cassie had a vision last night.” I don’t mention that she was three sheets to the wind at the time. I mean, obviously I can trust Metis with the biggest secret I’ve got, but I don’t think she needs to know about my underage drinking, too.

      “Tell it to me,” Metis says, eyes narrowing.

      I repeat the prophecy, word for word. “A weapon, one in three to defeat the king of the gods. Three places of learning. One child of his loins. Three in one to wound. Three in one to kill.”

      “Yes,” Metis says when I’ve finished. “A long time ago, Zeus and I were...together.”

      My mind races, running back over everything I’ve learned about the gods since coming to Mount Olympus Academy. “That’s right,” I say, hitting on it. “You were married to Zeus once!”

      “Good thing that’s ancient history. He was a lying, cheating, immoral, depraved…but I digress. Let’s just say he was a bastard in the figurative sense of the word. When we parted ways I asked Hephaestus to forge a weapon for me. It took an incredible amount of magic and…” She shakes her head, her composure slipping. “You don’t need to know everything that went into crafting a blade that can kill a god. All you need to know is that my husband found out what I was doing, and had it broken into three parts.”

      “I think I’ve narrowed down where they might be,” I say. I’m pretty sure the part of Cassie’s prophecy about Three places of learning must have referred to Mount Olympus Academy, Amazon Academy, and Underworld Academy.

      “The pieces are at the other Academies,” I say. “He spread them out.”

      “Yes,” Metis says. “One is here for him to watch over. One was given to his brother, Hades, to keep under his care. One he handed to his daughter to guard. I can help you find that one when the time comes. It will be the easiest, so you should save that one for last.

      “If the pieces are retrieved, you can re-forge the blade. With a child of his blood on our side, and the sword that can kill him in her hands…” Metis’s face becomes sharp, all traces of the kindly woman who had wiped away my tears shoved aside as she is lit from within, illuminated by rage against her ex.

      “Um…but we’re not going to kill him, right?” I ask, worried by this sudden change.

      Metis’s eyes narrow on me. “Are you not in the assassination class?”

      “Yes, but…” I hesitate. “You said we were just going to use the weapon to threaten Zeus.”

      “Yes, of course,” Metis says, her composure coming back. “We would never want the lesser gods unleashed on the world. I mean, the poor mortals!” She laughs, her throat rippling. “They’re so funny…all those broken bones.”

      “I guess,” I say, realizing yet again how different gods are from everyone else. Metis continues to laugh at something that’s decidedly not amusing. “So, uh, just so we’re on the same page. I’m definitely not killing Zeus.”

      The only times I’ve killed have been in defensive situations. And the monsters I took down were strangers. Or maybe I should say the monsters my dragon took down. I’m honestly not sure if I could look Mr. Zee in the eyes—knowing he’s my bio-dad—and kill him.

      Metis steps back, disappointment dimming her face. “Well, Zee isn’t at the top of his game. I suppose the weapon alone may be enough to convince him.”

      Metis rises, holding out her arms to me as she comes back around the desk, steering me to the door. “The location of the sword shards may be somewhat difficult to manage. I suggest you start with the piece here, at our own Academy. And keep me updated. Remember, your association with Themis has been noted. It’s best that you come to me from now on.”

      “I will,” I say. “But how do I know where to look for the sword piece?”

      “Perhaps your seer friend…” She trails off, waving her hand in the air.

      “Cassie,” I supply.

      “Yes, Cassie,” she says. “It is so embarrassing, what a few thousand years does to the memory. Ask Cassie if she might be able to narrow things down a bit. She might find this helpful.”

      Metis drops something small but heavy into my hand. I glance down to find a Seer Stone.

      “But last time she used one of these, it—”

      I look up, but Metis has closed her office door in my face. I’m on my own again.
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      I put the Seer Stone in my pocket and rush to the dining hall. I need to talk to Cassie, who looks weirdly perky. I sidle up to her and Greg on the green.

      “Hey, aren’t you hung over?” I whisper.

      Greg sticks his head in. “I’m not hungover at all. You know why? Because I wasn’t invited.”

      I shove his head out. “It was girls only.”

      “I heard Val was there and you were all ogling him.”

      I stare at Cassie. “How does he already know all this?”

      Cassie blushes red. “He, uh, stopped by my room so we could have breakfast together, but I felt too sick, so he brought in some toast and then we…talked…just talked, that’s all.”

      “Uh-huh,” I say.

      “Yeah, and then Fern interrupted our talking,” Greg adds with a wink, “when she came by with her hangover cure.”

      “Ha, yes, wasn’t that nice of her? Fern made this wonderful potion to help with being over hung.” She rustles around in her bag. “I mean, no one wants to be hung, right?”

      “It’s not all bad,” Jordan says, slipping past us.

      Greg sighs. “Cassie, we discussed this. Being hung means something totally different. Remember?”

      “Ohhh, that’s right. Well, anyway, I’ve got a vial of the hangover cure for you too, Edie…” Cassie rummages in her purse. I take the vial she gives me and slip it into my pocket, even though I don’t need it. Having an instant hangover cure on hand seems like a good idea, at the rate that ambrosia flows around this place.

      “I’m actually okay, I had some human medicine leftover from home that I took.”

      Cassie’s eyes widen. “Wow. Human medicine. That’s amazing.”

      “Yeah, magic medicine. Super lame.” My sarcasm goes right over Cassie’s head.

      We enter the dining hall and Greg sniffs the air. “Smells like sloppy joe day.” He looks to Cassie. “Hey, remember when you used to predict lunch? I kinda miss that. I mean, I know it wasn’t some amazing magical reveal, but it was more like  common sense, every day, useful information.”

      “Those were the good old days,” Cassie agrees. “Before I touched that awful Seer Stone.”

      The stone that Metis gave me is burning a hole in my pocket. I have to get Cassie alone to talk to her, but she and Greg are joined at the hip.

      “Is it really that bad?” I ask. “Having more important visions? I mean, when I first met you in the swamp, you were bummed out about no one ever taking you seriously.”

      She looks at me. “I don’t know, really.” We sit at the table and she holds up her cup. “It’s like before I was handing out grape juice. Nobody ever got hurt by drinking grape juice, you know? And now, there’s stuff coming out of me that could get someone killed.” She shudders. “I feel like I might accidentally hand out poison every time I open my mouth.”

      Fern, Marguerite, and Hepa slide in beside us, Jordan trailing Hepa like a puppy. She takes the cup from Cassie’s hand and guzzles the liquid. “Those potions you made are a lifesaver, Fern, but I still feel super dehydrated. I’m gonna have to see if I can tweak it for better hydration. I am parched.”

      “I’ll get you a refill!” Jordan jumps up and jogs away.

      “So, instead of being your boyfriend, he’s basically your servant now?” Marguerite asks.

      Hepa shrugs. “It seems to make him happy. And I’m not complaining.”

      I look around the room and realize something. “Where are all the birds?” Not one Stymphalian bird is in the dining hall.

      “You didn’t hear?” Fern says, lowering her voice. “Moggies aren’t allowed in the dining hall anymore. It’s unsanitary.”

      “That’s horrible,” Greg says. “Can’t Artemis just order the birds to wait outside while the Moggies eat?”

      “Of course she could,” Hepa rolls her eyes at Greg. “But the point is obviously to humiliate the Moggies and make their lives miserable.”

      “That’s not right!” Cassie says, slamming her fork down.

      “Yeah, that’s pretty messed up,” Greg says and I completely agree.

      “Zee made a proclamation,” Marguerite says. I feel guilty. I’m a Moggy. I should be suffering with Val and Tina. And Mavis.

      “Jordan, I can feed myself,” Hepa snaps, bringing me back to the present. The two of them are wrestling over her fork.

      “But I like doing it for you,” he protests. Leaning closer to Hepa, he adds in a low voice, “It feels intimate.”

      Hepa goes red and the rest of us can’t hold back our giggles.

      Jordan gives the rest of us an outraged look. “Not cool, guys. I’m making myself vulnerable here.”

      That only makes us laugh harder, but Jordan ignores us. He picks up Hepa’s sloppy joe and brings it to her lips. “Take a big bite, baby, so you’ll have lots of energy for your afternoon classes.”

      From between clenched teeth, Hepa answers, “I am not a baby.”

      “Right. Sorry.” He waggles the sandwich a bit. “You’re a big strong girl and you need a big strong lunch. Now how about you—” The sandwich, true to its name, falls apart, covering Hepa in sop.

      “Oh, shit.” Jordan says, looking stunned by this outcome. But he quickly recovers. Grabbing a pile of napkins he reaches for Hepa’s chest. “Don’t worry, I’ll clean it up.”

      Hepa shoves him away with two hands. “I think you’ve done enough.”

      Fern, ever the peacemaker, takes the napkins from Jordan. “Let me help her.”

      “You don’t need me?” Jordan asks, crestfallen.

      “I can honestly say I don’t,” Hepa tells him as she takes a handful of meat from her lap and dumps it back on the tray.

      “Ouch,” Jordan grabs his chest and falls out of his chair onto his knees beside her. “A mortal wound!” He lurches forward. “My heart has broken!”

      “I doubt that,” Hepa’s words drip sarcasm but there’s a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Get up, you idiot.”

      Marguerite looks at Fern. “I’m so glad we’re past the courting stage.”
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      After lunch, I grab Cassie’s arm and steer her towards the shade of a tree.

      “The vision you had last night, it’s about a weapon—a sword—that is capable of killing a god. Of killing Zeus.”

      “Woah…Edie.” The light is gone from Cassie’s eyes. They’re dark now, apprehensive. “You’re not seriously—”

      “No,” I shake my head. “No, of course not. But if someone had the weapon, it might be enough of a threat. If he just knows it exists, and has been re-forged—”

      “Right,” Cassie says. “Okay, so…no killing?”

      “No,” I repeat emphatically. “I’m just going to convince Mr. Zee to step down.”

      “And then Themis takes over, and of course she’ll free Mavis,” Cassie says, nodding along. “Okay, I’m in.”

      “Great!” I say, hoping she means it. Because there’s a big ask coming up next. “I need you to help me find the first piece of the sword. According to the prophecy, it should be hidden here, at the Academy.”

      “Three places of learning…” Cassie muses aloud. “Right. But that’s all I’ve got. The prophecy wasn’t specific, and this campus is huge.”

      “I know,” I say, taking a deep breath. “That’s why I need you to use a Seer Stone to locate it.”

      “Oh…” Cassie’s face falls, her enthusiasm fading.

      “Listen,” I say, leaning in. “I know what I’m asking is huge. I know the last time you used one it…changed you. But wasn’t it for the better? Aren’t you glad that you see important things now?”

      “Glad!” Cassie pulls away from me, her face twisting. “No, Edie! I’m not glad I get to see things like Darcy’s head being cleaved from his body!”

      She starts crying, and I immediately feel terrible. My wings burst from my back, a deep, dove gray to match my mood. I wrap one around Cassie, and she leans into it, hiding her tears from students passing by.

      “I’m sorry I asked,” I whisper. “Truly. Never mind. I’ll figure something else out. I’ll—”

      “No,” Cassie pulls away, holds her hand out. “I’m being selfish. I’m the only seer you know, and I can help you save your sister. Not doing it would be cruel.”

      I hesitate, but Cassie’s head is thrown back, her shoulders squared. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” she says, and I try to slip the stone into her hand. But she shakes her head. “Tonight,” she says firmly, then walks away to her next class.

      She doesn’t look back.
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      Tina wasn’t kidding when she said that she doesn’t need sleep. Adjusting to being a roommate with someone who never needs shut-eye has been hard enough. Having a bird following her constantly hasn’t made things any better. At first, Tina experimented with trying to exhaust the poor thing. Her endless vampire energy never flags, so she’d run everywhere she went around campus, and had even taken to morning jogs in an effort to wear her bird out.

      But the bird had seemed unfazed by all her tricks—until she got it drunk.

      Now, it wants more.

      “Oh my gods,” Tina cries, once again burying her head under a pillow as the bird alights on the headboard.

      “Gawk!” It calls, its voice harsh. Vee actually folds her leaves around either side of her head.

      “Gawk?” This time it comes out as a question, and the bird nudges into Tina’s pillow.

      “Go away!” Tina yells, shoving it off the bed. Feathers fly, but it doesn’t seem bothered by the treatment. Instead, it hops over to me, head cocked to one side.

      “Gawk?”

      “I don’t have any booze, buddy,” I tell it, and I swear, it looks disappointed. I almost feel sorry for it, until I remember that it’s a living, breathing sign of Mr. Zee’s bigotry. “Hey, Tina?”

      I’m answered by a groan from under the pillow.

      “Do you want me to see if I can find some—”

      “Gawk! Gawk!” The bird flies at me, encouragingly. I put my arms around my face to protect my eyes.

      “Some ambrosia?” I yell, which pushes the bird to such heights of anticipation that it craps on the floor.

      “Whatever,” Tina moans, and the bird goes back to her bed. It pulls the pillow away from her, then settles down and begins grooming its feathers, pausing every now and then to pull its beak through Tina’s hair.

      “Get off me,” she growls at it, but I intervene.

      “Wait,” I tell her. “Maybe if we give the bird what it wants, it’ll get off your back. Like, literally.”

      “Great, so now we’re enabling an alcoholic bird?”

      “A sort of evil magic bird. Yes.” I turn to the bird. “Good birds don’t shit all over our room. Good birds get ambrosia.”

      “Gawk!” It cries, then goes to the window, positions itself just right, and poops…outside.

      “Oh my gods,” Tina says, looking at me with astonishment. “Did you see that?”

      “Tina,” I say, not breaking eye contact with the bird. “I think we can housetrain this thing.”

      “Do it,” she nods firmly. “Get this bird its—”

      “Gawk!”
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        * * *

      

      I slip into Cassie’s room after dark and find her sitting cross legged on her bed. She doesn’t look ready to go—much less have an epic prophecy.

      “Edie, don’t be mad at me,” she says quickly.

      “Why?”

      “I know that I said I’d use the Seer Stone and I will. There are three parts of the sword, so I’ll probably have to use it eventually, I promise. But for MOA, well, I thought maybe my mom could find some sort of written clue.”

      I rush over to Cassie. “Of course, that’s fine! You know I trust Merilee! I should have thought of it first.”

      Cassie immediately brightens. “Mom says that since Mr. Zee has been getting sort of loopy, he’s taken to writing everything down. She found a lot of scattered scribblings, but we both thought this one might be it since it specifically mentions a sword. Though, um…” Cassie blushes. “It’s possibly not the sword you’re looking for.”

      She holds a paper out to me, where I see Merilee’s neat handwriting replicating Mr. Zee’s note.

      Remember those who die

      Though some I wish would rise

      One girl I’d again prick

      Upon my sword so thick.

      

      “Gross.” I drop the paper. And then to my horror, I feel tears start to spill down my cheeks.

      Cassie throws her arms around me. “Edie, I’m sorry. I know Mr. Zee’s bad poetry about his sexual exploits is awful and probably has nothing to do with the actual sword piece. I’ll use the stone now, okay? I’m sorry for making such a big deal about it.”

      “No, Cassie.” I wipe away my tears, amazed at her generosity. I know I can trust her with anything. “I’m crying because I’m pretty sure that poem is about the sword and also about Mr. Zee’s sexual exploits.” I hesitate for a moment, and then spill it. “The thing is, I found out the other day that Mr. Zee got my birth mom pregnant. She had the baby, knowing it could kill her. And that baby was me.”

      Cassie’s eyes go round as she stares at me. “Edie. Oh my gods.”

      “Yeah.” We both absorb the enormousness of this. I don’t know if I’ll ever fully accept it.

      “If he hid the sword with your bio-mom, he must have loved her,” Cassie offers kindly.

      I nod, hoping it’s true. That my mother knew love before she died. But then why did she keep me a secret? Because she knew Zee would expel her regardless, would probably kill me in her womb. I shudder.

      “Do we know where she’s buried?” Cassie asks.

      I shake my head. “No. It would have to be somewhere on campus.” But wait, I know a place to start. “Maybe Zee hid the sword behind my mother’s portrait,” I suggest.

      “Let’s go and find out,” Cassie jumps to her feet.

      “Cassie, it’s okay, you should get some sleep…” I start to say, but she waves me off.

      “I’m not letting you wander around campus by yourself, with everything that’s going on,” she says. “Everybody has their blood up about the Moggies, and with Nico telling everyone he’s planning something to get back at the vamps… no way. I’m sticking with you.”

      My heart swells with love, but I don’t have time to say anything about it. Cassie is already out the door, headed for the Hall of the Dead.

      It’s even creepier than the first time I was there, with sconces burning in between each portrait of students who have died while attending the Academy, although the tradition was short-lived…much like the people it was built to memorialize. When we get to Adrianna’s—my mother—my breath catches in my chest.

      She’s exactly as I remembered…it would be almost impossible to forget, after all. The same face looks back at me in the mirror every morning. Underneath her portrait are the Greek words Hepa helped me translate: died in childbirth.

      My throat closes up. The first time I was here it stunned me. Now, I know more. Know how my mother died…and why. I still have her note to Metis, rolled and tied shut. I haven’t had the gumption to read it yet. Haven’t had the guts to look at my mother’s handwriting. And it’s no wonder. I can hardly raise my eyes to hers, even though it’s only a photo. This woman—girl, really—died giving me life.

      “Hi…Mom,” I say, my voice coming out weak and empty here in this dark stone corridor. Cassie takes my hand, and her fingers intertwine with mine. I clear my throat, and go on.

      “So, I…I know what happened to you,” I tell Adrianna. “I know about—” But I can’t finish, can’t say it out loud.

      “I know that you hid a secret,” I say instead. “And I think you’re still hiding one now.”

      My fingers go to the portrait, running around the edges, looking for a clasp or a lever, something that will indicate that there’s more to this portrait than meets the eye. But there’s nothing.

      “I thought…” My finger catches something sharp and I pull my hand back. A perfect round drop of blood beads up on my finger. Suddenly I remember the “prick” part of Mr. Zee’s poem. I press my finger to the corner of the portrait, avoiding my mother’s face.

      I needn’t have worried, though. When I pull my hand away, I see that my blood has left no mark. The portrait seems to have absorbed it. Or accepted it as payment, because suddenly there’s a small click. My mother’s picture swings outward, revealing a dark hole in the stones behind.

      “If Zee put a blood spell, and it worked for you,” Callie says, her eyes wide, “you really must be his daughter.”

      “I guess there’s no denying it now.” I reach inside, my hand closing over metal so cold it feels like it’s burning my fingers. I gasp.

      “Okay?” Cassie whispers.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Just…surprised.”

      I pull the hilt from the shadows, a heavy, ornate thing with no blade attached and a large, gaping hole in the center.

      “I wonder what that’s for,” Cassie marvels.

      “I don’t know,” I say, swinging Adrianna’s portrait back into place. “The prophecy says there are three pieces. So maybe it’s the hilt, the blade, and something that goes there?”

      “Like a gemstone, maybe?” Cassie suggests, but I can only shrug. I slip the hilt into my belt loop. It hangs heavy against my hip.

      Kratos taught us to never pick up a weapon unless we were prepared to use it. But this is only part of a weapon, so maybe it doesn’t count.

      “Back to the dorm?” Cassie asks, a smile of relief on her face.

      “Actually…no.” I open Adrianna’s portrait once more and put the hilt of the sword back inside. “Mr. Zee hid this here and he’s paranoid right now, so possibly he’ll check on it. We’ll let Adrianna hold this secret just a little bit longer.”

      Cassie nods. “Good call. I was gonna offer to hide it under my mattress, but—”

      “You’ve already done more than enough for tonight,” I tell her, then add, “Thank you.”

      “No problem. I like being the breeze beneath your wings.”

      I sling an arm around Cassie. “Wind beneath my wings. And yes, you are. Now if you don’t mind, I do have one last errand. I promised Tina I’d bring back some ambrosia for her bird.”

      “Um, what?”

      “We reached a deal,” I tell Cassie. “We get it drunk; it shits outside.”

      “Nice,” she nods appreciatively as she touches me elbow, guiding me back toward the infirmary. “They use ambrosia as the base for a lot of healing potions,” she tells me. “I’m sure we can find some in here.”

      The few patients are still asleep, the night nurse no further along in her reading, since she’s joined them in la-la land. We’re making our way down the hallway when we hear footsteps coming around the corner. I grab Cassie by the elbow and we duck into an alcove just in time as Hepa appears, a cup in her hand. Jordan is tailing her, in his pajamas. Or at least, apparently in what he sleeps in. It’s not much. Just boxer briefs.

      “Can I carry that for you?” he asks.

      “It’s just Zee’s tonic. It’s not heavy,” she says, waving him off.

      “What’s that anyway?” he asks. “Zee’s been looking pretty crappy lately. Shouldn’t his medicine help?”

      “It’s a placebo,” Hepa tells him.

      “Ew. That’s gross.” Jordan wrinkles his nose.

      “No, you doof. It’s not medicine. It’s just watered-down ambrosia,” she explains. “Why do you care?”

      “I don’t,” Jordan tells her. I just thought that I could I carry you, while you carry it?”

      Hepa sighs, and shakes her head. “Why don’t you—oh, bless the gods,” she says, now truly frustrated. “I forgot to lock the door to the potions cabinet.”

      “I’ll do it!” Jordan says, highly invested in pleasing her.

      She gives him a dark look. “I am not handing over my keys. Metis only entrusts a few healers with them.” Setting the cup down on the windowsill, she turns to head back the way she came, Jordan pivoting immediately to follow.

      “I’m coming with you,” Jordan calls, shadowing her all the way.

      Cassie and I watch each other over our hands, trying to stifle our giggles. “I think they’re gone,” she finally whispers.

      “Yeah, and I think we just scored our ambrosia,” I say, swiping the cup.

      We head back to the dorm, sneaking into our respective rooms. Tina sits up in bed, her chin resting on her hand as the bird perches on her shoulder.

      “Gawk!” It greets me, flying to me when it spots the cup in my hand. It perches on my wrist, immediately sucking up as much as it can.

      “Took you long enough,” Tina says. “Were you meeting my brother?”

      “What? No!” I say, a blush rising to my cheeks as I remember the rustle of feathers I’d heard as I left the dorm. Had that been Val? There was definitely another Moggy running around campus tonight.

      “I mean…I don’t think I saw him, was h-he h-here?” I’m stuttering, trying to find the right words.

      When the bird on my wrist lifts its head, looks at me oddly and asks…. “Gawk?”

      Then it falls to the floor, dead.

      Tina looks at me. “Well, shit,” she says.

      I glare at her. “It’s your bird. You deal with this.”

      “Fine,” she agrees. “Vamps don’t mind dead things.” She flashes me her fangs.

      I hide under my blanket and hope the bird’s death isn’t a portent of something worse.
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      The next morning I wake up before the sun rises, hoping to catch Metis before everyone else is up. The dead bird is gone—or at least out of sight—so Tina has taken care of it, but I really don’t want to know how. I have too much shit to deal with to worry about that.

      As I hurry across campus, the sound of running feet comes from behind me. I duck behind a giant Kratos statue, depicting him strangling the life from two monsters simultaneously. A group of maybe twenty students thunder past. Some of them are shifted into wolves or other animals, but others are in their human form. They wear masks, though, so it’s impossible to identify who they are. There’s no mistaking Nico’s voice at the back of the pack, urging them on.

      “You have to be fast to beat a vampire. Only the strongest will survive if they decide to come for all the shifters!”

      His voice carries back to me even after the group disappears over a small rise. Nico has taken to training some volunteers, claiming that—with the war on hold—MOA students need as much activity as possible. Funny, though, how he only invited shifters to participate. I shake my head, certain this will end badly for everyone.

      But there’s nothing I can do about it now, so I continue on my way.

      When I arrive at Metis’s office, she doesn’t look happy to see me. “You can’t possibly have collected the other two parts of the sword.”

      “No, I wanted to see you about something else.”

      She sighs. “Edie, I don’t have time for daily chats with you.”

      “This isn’t a chat. I need a favor. Normally I’d ask Themis, but you told me to stay away from her.” I look over my shoulder where the sky has begun to lighten through the window. “It’s early still, though, maybe no one will see me if I go to her now—”

      “No, no,” Abruptly changing her mood, Metis pulls me into her office. “There are eyes everywhere. Let’s not risk it. Why don’t you tell me—quickly—what you need.”

      Since Metis doesn’t invite me to sit, I stand. “I found the first piece of the sword last night.”

      Metis’s eyes light up. “Wonderful.”

      “Yeah, I guess. But the thing is…holding it…I realized I’m not sure I want to find the other pieces.”

      “Oh.” Metis nods and looks pissed, but also like she’s trying to hide it. “But dear, we discussed this the other day. You don’t need to use the sword—”

      “But once it’s out there someone else could use it. A sword that can kill a god would probably also do a lot of damage to non-gods. And what if I’m not the person in the prophecy, what if someone else uses it to kill Mr. Zee? Themis said that’d be bad.”

      “Hmmm.” Metis walks around her desk and sinks into her chair, looking pensive. After a moment she gestures for me to sit as well. “So you need a pep talk of some sort? That’s why you’re here? And…” She sighs heavily. “This will be a regular thing?”

      “No, that’s not why I’m here.” I hesitate. Since Metis seems pretty annoyed with being bothered again, I decide to sweeten the pot. “Actually, if I can get this one thing, I promise you won’t hear from me again until I have the second sword piece.”

      Metis leans forward. “What is it you want?”

      “I want to see my sister. I want to talk with her and find out what she thinks about all this.”

      I hold my breath afraid she’ll say no. But instead the concern melts from her face. “Is that all? Good lord, I thought you were going to demand immortality.” Metis laughs. “Yes, yes. I’ll arrange for you to sneak into her cell. Come back after breakfast.”

      I stand, and a shaky laugh escapes me. “That’s it, then? I can see her tonight?”

      “Didn’t I just say so?” She pulls some papers closer and bends to them. “Close the door on your way out, won’t you?”

      “Thank you,” I say softly as I close the door behind me.
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      Later, as I make my way back to Metis, I run into Greg. “Edie.” He stops me, studies me. “Cassie wouldn't tell me what is going on but I know something is up. I want to help.”

      I shake my head. “You can't help, Greg."

      He starts to protest but I brush past him. I hate leaving him in the dark, but it’s safer for him. When I push my way into Metis’s office I’m surprised to find Fern there as well. She gives me a little wave as Metis hustles us down the hall to her lab.

      “Fern tells me the two of you are friends,” she says to me. “That’s good. It will make this all a bit more comfortable, I’m sure.”

      “Make what more comfortable?” I ask.

      Fern looks at me and shrugs. So she’s in the dark as well.

      Metis doesn’t answer until we’re in the lab with the door closed and securely locked. Then moving toward a giant cauldron at the center of the room, she answers, “You’ll need to switch faces, of course. It’s really quite simple. Fern has access to your sister and you do not.”

      “Oh.” Fern’s hands go to her cheeks, like she’s protecting her face from whatever this process is going to be.

      “Um…does it hurt?” I ask.

      “Well,” Metis says, tossing a piece of dried leaf into the cauldron. “It will essentially reshape your facial structure so…yes. Come here, dear,” she says, smiling sweetly at Fern, who gulps.

      “You don’t have to,” I say, quickly.

      “Oh, it won’t hurt her,” Metis says, smiling. “You, on the other hand…”

      Metis submerges a dipper in the cauldron, and pours a steaming, bright pink liquid into a flask. Handing it to Fern, she instructs her. “Take a mouthful, swish it around, then spit back into the cup.”

      Ewwww. I mean, I like Fern a lot, but I didn’t know backwash was going to be part of the deal. Still, when Metis hands the flask over to me, the foaming liquid smells pleasant, like bubble gum.

      “Bottoms up,” I say, nodding to Fern before draining it down.

      It pools in my belly, warm and heavy. I belch, and a bit of colorful mist exits my lips. “Excuse me,” I say, bringing my hand to my mouth. But under my fingers I can feel my face shifting, moving…stretching.

      “Ouch,” I cry, my hands now traveling over my whole face, where I can feel my hairline rearranging itself, my cheeks tightening, my eye sockets shrinking. It feels like my skin should be torn open but it’s not; it only rolls under my fingers as the bones beneath my face travel.

      The pain drives me to my knees, and my hair falls across my face…but it’s not my hair. It’s Fern’s long and straight locks. I think I’m about to pass out—or maybe even puke—when it’s over. Shuddering, I climb to my feet, and Fern gasps, her hands once more going to her own face.

      “Whoa,” I say, when I glance into the mirror.

      I’m not there. It’s Fern’s lips matching my words, even if it’s not her voice.

      “I’ve never seen it done before,” Fern says, coming over to me, running her hands wonderingly through my hair.

      “It’s a terribly complicated spell,” Metis says, with a sniff. “I’ve had graduates attempt it, only to turn themselves into a pile of arms and legs. Took forever to sort that out. I never was sure we got the pieces put in entirely the right places. You humans all look so funny on the inside.”

      She slaps her knee, once again amused at something rather hideous.

      “Well, hurry along,” she motions me forward with both hands. “That spell will only last so long. Fern, stay here with me so no one spots you together. Besides, I need help organizing the fingernail clippings from this year’s crop of healers.”

      Only too glad to leave, I slip out the door. I knew that fingernail clippings and hair play a big part in some of the healing arts, but I mostly try not to think too much about everything my witch friends go through to practice their skill.

      I slip across campus, reminding myself that I don’t have to stick to the shadows. I’m not Edie anymore. I’m Fern, and Fern has the night shift. Checking in on a prisoner would be entirely routine. A shifter guard—one I’ve spotted before in Nico’s training pack—gives me a nod but doesn’t meet my eyes. Fern draws no remark from him, so I move forward, remembering the instructions she had given me.

      Mavis is being kept in the dungeon. The smell of damp stones and mildew grows heavier as I descend, the walls on either side of the twisting stone staircase getting wetter. There’s a light below, sconces lining the hall of the deepest level. I come to the bottom, the smoke from the fires making my eyes water. Which is all for the better, I’m already tearing up at the thought of Mavis being kept down here.

      “Here for the cat bitch?” another guard asks. There’s two flanking the staircase, both of them decent-sized. I want to strike out at them, shift into a dragon and ash their asses right now. But that wouldn’t get Mavis out of her cell, or the magic collar from her neck. Killing them would just put two more bodies on my count, and I’m dedicated to not raising that any higher.

      I simply nod, turning to the right, where Fern told me Mavis was being kept in the very last cell. The guard’s voices fade as I make my way, the flickering light of the sconces barely lighting a path for me.

      “Fern?” Mavis’s voice is dull, scratchy, like she’s had a sore throat her whole life. Of course, it probably feels that way—all the screams…

      I shake my head. “No, it’s me, Edie.”

      “What?” Mavis comes to the bars, her hands closing around them, the chains clinking together. “How?”

      There’s hope in her voice, but also suspicion. Mavis wasn’t an excellent spy for no reason.

      “Why do fish live in salt water?” she asks, prompting me with the joke from her latest note. Like all the others, they’re from our dad’s never-ending treasure trove of middle school principal jokes. He used to read them over the morning announcements every day, making the kids laugh. Although it was usually at him, not the joke.

      “Because pepper makes them sneeze,” I say. And relief floods my sister’s face. She reaches through the bars, running her fingers over my cheekbones.

      “Fern looks good on you,” she says.

      “Don’t tell Marguerite,” I shoot back, and she smiles through her tears.

      “Edie, what are you doing down here? That spell can’t last forever. It’s not worth risking your—”

      “Mr. Zee is my father,” I tell her, and her smile immediately falls. “Did Fern tell you—?”

      “The prophecy, yes, of course. Zee is worried that some long-lost bastard child is going to come along and kill him.” Mavis laughs, but there’s no mirth in it. “Edie…”

      “There’s more,” I say, talking fast. She’s right, I won’t look like Fern forever, and this is supposed to be a quick medical checkup, not a heart to heart. The guards at the end of the hall will get curious if I take too long.

      “Cassie had a vision, a prophecy from long ago about three parts of a weapon that Metis had Hephaestus forge in order to kill Zeus, after he left her. Nothing like a scorned woman, I guess.”

      Mavis’s hands are fists now, clenched tightly on the bars of her cell. “And?”

      “Those three parts…they’re at the three different academies. I found the hilt of a sword, behind” —I swallow thickly—“behind my mother’s portrait in the Hall of the Dead.”

      “And the other two?”

      I nod my head. “Metis knows where the one at Amazon Academy is. I haven’t looked yet for the one at Underworld Academy. I don’t know if I want to.” I gulp, knowing my sister won’t like what I’m going to say next. “Mavis, I don’t think I can kill anyone.”

      “What?” Mavis pulls away from the bars. “You did a pretty good job at the Spring Fling.”

      “Yes, but…” I struggle, looking for words. “When I’m a dragon it’s easier. I’m myself, but also something else entirely. An animal with a much less nuanced view of justice. Killing just makes sense when I’ve shifted.”

      Mavis nods. She knows what I mean about becoming an animal; I’ve seen her lick her own rear end clean in cat form.

      “But you don’t think you can when you’re human,” Mavis finishes for me. “And you have to be human to wield a sword.”

      “Well, I mean yeah, there’s that,” I say, surprised that she’s still not getting the point. “But also...I don’t think I really want to kill Zee.”

      “Why the Hades not?” Mavis asks, her voice rising high enough that I shush her while glancing back down the hall toward the guards. “Edie.” She drops her voice, but emotion throbs in every word. “He might be your father, biologically, but he’s the real monster here, not the ones we’ve been fighting for years.”

      “We’re not even really doing that anymore—” I start, but Mavis interrupts me.

      “Do you know the things he’s ordered?” she asks. “The lives ended just because he didn’t like someone’s comment at dinner? And that’s if you say the wrong thing. You can also be the wrong thing. Just wait. He’ll kill all the Moggies before he’s done.”

      I nod. I know she’s right.

      Now, she can’t resist slipping back into all-knowing big-sister mode.

      “Dad told me about MOA when I turned eighteen,” she says.

      “Yes, Mavis. I know,” I control the urge to roll my eyes. But just barely. It’s amazing that she’s behind bars, suffering, trapped, on the verge of death—and yet, Mavis can still push my buttons. “Dad told you first. We’ve covered this already.”

      “Right, but he didn’t tell me everything. I knew we were shifters, but that was all. I vowed to come back here and do everything I could to free the students from being used as human shields for the gods.”

      Her voice is low, but intense. And her eyes nearly spark with passion for her cause. Clearly, life behind bars has only increased her desire to stop the gods. And I don’t think at this point that it’s all about justice for the monsters—or the students. It’s pretty clear that for Mavis, her cause is now more personal than ever.

      I don’t understand why I don’t feel the same way. After Dad and Grandma died, I was all about vengeance.

      Or maybe that was just the handy excuse I needed to come here. If I’m honest with myself, what I really wanted was to find out why Dad died. As if that would bring him back. Instead, it sometimes feels like the more I learn, the further away I get from him.

      But it’s not like I have some fantasy of Mr. Zee becoming my new dad. Of wiping away my tears or walking me down the aisle someday or shit like that. He’s obviously horrible. Epically horrible.

      And yet...aren’t the Greeks famous for stories about mistaken parentage? It always leads to killing, which pretty quickly gets ugly and messy in a way that can chop the family tree down until only a stump is left. Those are the tragedies. And I’d prefer to move into the comedy portion of my life sometime soon.

      I don’t say any of this to Mavis, of course. I’m still trying to sort it all out for myself.

      “Edie, if you can’t do this, then find a way to get me out of here, and I’ll get that sword and put it right through Mr. Zee’s black heart,” Mavis says, breaking into my thoughts.

      I raise my head, unsure which part of this to tackle first.

      “You can’t do it, Mavis. You’re not Zeus’s bastard child,” I tell her. “My mom was a student—Adrianna Aspostolos. She had a thing with Mr. Zee.” I clench my fists, remembering what I saw. Then I look up at Mavis. This is the part I’ve been dreading sharing with her. “Your mom was a student too. Her name was Bella Demopolous. You look a lot like her. But the thing is...Mr. Zee isn’t your father. We’re not sisters. We’re not even related.”

      I’m crying now, the last word coming out as a sob. I stifle it with my hand, my fingers closing over the unfamiliar contours of Fern’s lips.

      But Mavis’s face has gone hard, the glitter in her eyes is now a cold flicker. “And who is my father?”

      “Hermes,” I whisper, and she backs away from the bars, into the shadow of her cell.

      “That son of a bitch,” she says, and I can hear tears in her voice. I give her a moment, wiping my own cheeks dry.

      “Besides,” I go on, hoping to build my case. “Themis says that if Mr. Zee dies, nobody will have control over the minor gods. There’ll be all sorts of natural disasters and stuff. Like, end of the world scenario.”

      There’s a huff from the shadows. “Bullshit. Have you seen the state Zeus is in right now? He couldn’t control a flock of sheep, let alone all the other gods. That’s just propaganda. A rumor I bet Zee started to protect himself.”

      I’m quiet, mulling that over.

      “Edie.” Mavis’s voice comes from the darkness, heavy and cold. “You have to do this. You have to kill Zeus. Do it for your mother. Do it for the Moggies. Do it for me.”

      “I can’t,” I tell her, shaking my head. “I just can’t.”

      Mavis steps back into the light, her sleeves pushed up past her elbows. “Tell me that again,” she says, holding her arms out. I can see burn marks, old and new, scarring and scabs lining the soft inner flesh of her arms.

      She lifts her hair, turning in a circle so that I can see the bruise around her neck, evidence that she’d been hanged…but not for long enough to kill her. Just torture her. Her ruined voice makes a sudden, horrible sense, and I reach for her through the bars.

      “No,” she ducks past my reach, and her tone isn’t the older sister I know. It’s something deeper, and harder. It belongs to the person who could dig out Nico’s eye and leave him for dead.

      “You have to do this, Edie,” she says, pulling back into the dark once more. “He’s already ordered my death.”

      “You’ll get a trial—”

      “Oh yes,” she laughs, a scratchy, horrible sound. “A trial that he will preside over. He wants me dead. And if you do nothing—soon, I will be.”

      I back away trying to avoid her words. But they find me. The hit me like an arrow to the heart.

      “Are we no longer sisters? Is that it? Mr. Zee is your blood now. So what does that make me?”

      “Mavis, no,” I protest, tears now falling in earnest. “Of course, we’re still sisters. Always. Forever.”

      Mavis says nothing for a long moment. She just studies me, as if weighing my words. “If I’m still your sister, prove it.” She reaches through the bars and grabs my shirt, pulling me close. With her breathe warm on my face, she whispers the truth.

      “You kill Zeus, or you kill me.”
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      “Oh my gods,” Cassie says an hour later, her arms around me as I cry on the floor of her dorm room. “That’s horrible.”

      “I know,” I say, wiping my eyes—returned to their rightful shape and color now that Metis’s spell has worn off. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Cassie’s mouth goes into a thin line. “Wrong. You know exactly what to do. We have to get the rest of the weapon pieces. You said yourself, you don’t have to kill Mr. Zee. Just get him to step down and agree to let Mavis go.”

      I wipe my nose. Everything Cassie says seems to make sense, here in her warm, brightly lit room. The dungeons got to me in the small amount of time I was there, making everything seem bleak, all my choices bad ones.

      No wonder Mavis seemed so different. She’s been down there a long time. The whole being tortured thing probably hasn’t helped her attitude either.

      “So…” Cassie reaches under her bed, producing the Seer Stone.

      “No,” I say, emphatically shaking my head. “You said—”

      “That I didn’t like how it made me feel, and what it made me see,” Cassie says. “It’s still true, I don’t. But you know what else I don’t like? Everything that is happening to my best friend. I can’t just sit here and hold you while you cry, Edie. I have to do something.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Cassie says, but her voice has lost some of its conviction. Even so, she closes her fist around the stone.

      Immediately, her mouth drops open, and her eyes roll back.

      “Wait!” I shout. I hadn’t meant for her to do it right away. But she’s already gone, in a trance. I thread my fingers with hers, holding both her hands tight. A small sigh escapes her, and a familiar voice comes out of her mouth, one I haven’t heard since that terrible day of the tsunami.

      “If you touch my granddaughter, I’ll tear you to pieces!” It’s the voice of my grandmother, a harpy in disguise who gave up her life to protect me. She died in an elevator fall on the same day my dad was swept out to sea.

      This isn’t the prophecy I need. This is something else.

      “Cassie!” I cry, shaking her. The stone rolls from her hand, and her mouth snaps shut, eyes rolling to the front. She sags against my shoulder, barely able to keep herself upright.

      “You shouldn’t have touched me,” she says weakly. “I saw a flash of something—but then you grabbed my hands and it was…I could hear you, Edie. I could hear you yelling. There was the ocean, and a great face made of water. Levi, just like you always said. He took your Dad and you…”

      Her eyes clear for a second, focus on me. She puts her hands on both sides of my face. “You were so scared! I’m so sorry you had to see that. I’m so sorry that happened to you.”

      “My grandmother,” I prompt her, grabbing her wrists. “You were speaking in her voice.”

      “Yes,” Cassie nods, her eyes clouding, not with the opaque white of a trance, but with regular, human worry. “I saw her too. I saw it all.”

      “Tell me,” I urge her. I’ve long suspected Grandma’s elevator falling that day wasn’t connected to the tidal wave. There’s just no way it was a coincidence. Not with all the secrets I’ve learned since then.

      Cassie is crying now, tears spilling over her lashes. “He instigated Levi to take out your dad. Then he went after your grandma,” she says. “She was trying to protect you, trying to keep him from coming for you. She knew that if you didn’t have anyone left in your life—you’d take the invitation. You’d go with him and you’d come to MOA. And once here, you’d be in danger.”

      Cassie falls forward, clearly exhausted.

      “Who killed my grandmother?” I ask desperately. “Who did you see?”

      Cassie looks up at me, circles already under her eyes. “It was Hermes.”

      “Hermes?!” But even as I say his name, I realize how much sense it makes. I should’ve figured it out on my own a long time ago. “Hermes,” I say again, this time accepting it.

      Cassie nods once and mouths the words, I’m sorry.

      “Not as sorry as Hermes will be.”
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      When I get back to my room, I don’t feel like explaining to Tina how I just found out the god who brought me to MOA in the first place wasn’t doing so out of the kindness of his heart—if gods even have those. No, Hermes was keeping tabs on me, and had been for who knows how long. What did he suspect? Did he know I was Mr. Zee’s child?

      There are a million questions in my head, and more in my heart, and Tina can immediately see that something is troubling me.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks when I walk in, wiping tears from my eyes. “You know what? Never mind. I really don’t care. I’ve got bigger problems. Like a dead Stymphalian bird.”

      “Right,” I say, eyeing the feathery corpse, which she’d propped it up in the window, more to have it out of the way than anything else, but the sunlight isn’t doing it any favors. A few feathers fall out even while we’re talking.

      “What am I going to do?” Tina wails. “I can’t go to class without a bird. And I already missed breakfast.”

      “And you can’t report him dead, either,” I remind her. “We talked about this. He kicked the bucket right after drinking from the ambrosia Hepa was about to deliver to Mr. Zee. She’s helping Themis to poison him, and we can’t blow her cover because of your stupid bird.”

      “We don’t know that for sure,” Tina counters. “Mr. Zee is the head of the gods, you know. It could have just been undiluted ambrosia. It might have knocked us dead too, if the bird hadn’t downed it all first.”

      “I guess that’s true,” I say, but inwardly, I don’t agree. I’ve seen Hepa coming and going from Themis’s office too many times to buy into Tina’s simpler explanation. “Regardless, how would we explain a dead Stymphalian bird? Do you want to tell Themis we’ve been stealing ambrosia on the sly? Or face Artemis after she finds out one of her beloved pets is dead?”

      Tina goes a shade paler than she already is, which is saying a lot for a vampire. “No way,” she says. “Themis has no tolerance for drinking on campus. And Artemis...”

      “Is an unforgiving battle ax,” I finish for her. “They’ll just issue you a new bird, anyway,” I say, as I join her on her bed.

      We both look at the dead bird as a fly settles on its beak, then crawls into its mouth.

      “Ugh,” Tina says. “I bet it’s laying maggots in there.”

      “More food for Vee,” I say, trying to find the bright side.

      The Venus fly trap turns its head towards me when it hears its name. It’s bizarre how life-like it is. Even when Tina’s bird was alive, I think Vee was the more sentient of the two. And now…

      I go still, my mind churning. Vee tilting her head, studies me almost like she can read my thoughts.

      “Tina,” I say. “I have an idea. And you’re not going to like it.”
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      “I can try,” Fern says. “But I can’t promise excellent results. Life is an incredibly difficult thing to mimic. That level of magic is way above my abilities.”

      “But you can try,” Tina repeats. “Right?”

      Fern looks at me, unsure.

      I sigh. “Look, I know we’re asking a lot. And I know that I just took your face earlier today, so it’s a big ask on top of a big ask.”

      “Um, her face?” Tina asks, but I wave it away.

      “But we don’t have a good explanation for a dead Stympahlian bird that doesn’t get everybody into a lot of trouble.”

      “So if you’d take a swing at it, we’d really appreciate it,” Tina finishes for me. Unfortunately, she allows her fangs to erupt as she speaks, which makes it come off more like a threat than a favor.

      “Okay,” Fern nods. “Shut the door. This could get loud. And possibly very smelly.”

      She isn’t kidding. It takes most of an hour, three rune stones, five very fresh piles of Stymphalian poop (happily donated by Val’s bird), a little of Tina’s blood, one of Vee’s leaves, some fire and enough chanting that Fern nearly loses her voice.

      “Well,” she says hoarsely, lifting her hair off her neck as the smoke clears. “What do you think?”

      “Um…” Tina watches as her bird performs a bizarre, lurching walk around the room. It runs into her bed, then falls over onto its back, legs still valiantly moving. It’s like a weird mix of a wind-up toy with low batteries and a drunk turtle stuck on its back.

      Fern picks it up, rights it, and the bird takes off again, this time marching into the closed door. It keeps walking in place as its beak repeatedly bounces against the door.

      Thunk.

      “Guys,” Tina says.

      Thunk.

      “I don’t think—”

      Thunk.

      “This will work.”

      Thunk.

      “Oh sons of Zeus, will someone please stop that thing?!”

      Fern goes to the befuddled bird and picks him up, lovingly cradling her new creation in her arms.

      “He can’t help it,” she says. “It’s not his fault I’m not good at this yet. It’s complicated magic. I put a spell on him that should keep him from rotting for a good long while, and you won’t have to worry about him eating—”

      “Or pooping?” Tina asks, hopefully.

      “No, he won’t do that either,” Fern says. “He is dead. I can’t resurrect him—that’s seriously dark magic. All I did was make him seem alive.”

      “Kind of,” Tina says, eyeing the bundle in Fern’s arms as his neck goes completely limp, and he stares at her upside down, unblinking.

      I squint at him. “I don’t know, now that’s he’s not pooping, he’s kind of cute.”

      “Cute?” Tina looks at me like I’m crazy.

      “I think we should name him,” I add, reaching to pet his feathers. They’re slick beneath my fingers and the body beneath them is cold. Even colder than Tina and Val. “Hey, he’s kinda like a vampire,” I say with a grin.

      Tina’s fangs come out for real this time. “I have killed people for lesser insults.”

      I ignore this. Tina threatening to kill me just doesn’t have an effect on me anymore. “I think we should call him Bernie.”

      “Ugh,” Tina sighs. “First of all, we’re not naming him. Second of all, he’s my dead bird and if anyone’s naming him, it will be me. Third, just because you have an old person name, doesn’t mean everyone else should too.”

      I laugh and it feels good to know that I still can...even as Hermes’s name nibbles at the back of my mind. “I actually picked Bernie because of this old movie. My dad loved it and made me and Mavis watch it. This old guy named Bernie—”

      “Ha,” Tina interrupts. “I told you it was an old man name.”

      “Not the point. Anyway, Bernie dies and these two young guys—for reasons—spend a weekend propping him up between them so people think he’s still alive.”

      “That’s horrible,” Fern says. “Why would your father make you watch this horror story?”

      “No, it was a comedy,” I correct.

      “I’m naming him David Bowie. Bowie for short,” Tina declares in a ‘subject closed’ tone. “’Cause I wish Fern could’ve reanimated him instead.”

      “Yeah, I’m definitely not reanimating anyone else,” Fern says. “But I think this one went pretty well, all things considered.” Fern crosses the room to sit next to Tina on her bed. “The good news is that muscle memory is very strong, even in animals. And the anti-decomposition spell means that his muscles will be in good working order for quite some time.”

      “Uh-huh…” Tina eyes Fern warily as she settles in next to her and then raises the bird to Tina’s shoulder. Bowie moves over to Tina with a shuddering step and latches on.

      “See?” Fern exclaims. “Muscle memory!”

      The bird utters a half-hearted squawk and falls forward, claws still embedded in Tina’s shoulder as he does a faceplant into her boobs.

      “Hooray for muscle memory,” she says, dryly.
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      I’m surprised when Fern offers to walk with us to Kratos’s class. “Are you the healer today?” I ask. Kratos’s classes always have a healer on hand since he likes to keep his student demonstrations very realistic.

      “Yep,” she nods, patting the satchel at her side. “Got everything I need in case you set someone on fire again. They actually assigned two of us here for today,” she says, nodding toward another girl.

      “But you permanently fire-proofed Val,” I remind her, smiling to myself at the memory of my first class here at the Academy…and the first time I saw Val.

      “Not everyone here is so lucky,” Fern says, her gaze sweeping the classroom. “I’ll make you a list if you want any recommendations on who you should smoke next.”

      Wow. The anger on campus is bad enough that even kind-hearted Fern has a kill list.

      Fern and I slide into seats on either side of Cassie. On my other side, a Stymphalian bird hovers over his prey—the healer Fern nodded to earlier, whose face is bright red as she tries to act like it’s not there. It’s an attitude that is impossible to maintain, especially when it settles onto her shoulder, talons digging in. She cries out in pain, which only makes some of our classmates titter in amusement.

      “Those absolute a-holes,” I mutter under my breath to Cassie, who nods in agreement. A familiar fire burns in my gut, and I want to let it reach full force, let it erupt from my throat as I shift into a dragon, burn all the birds, and carry the Moggies somewhere they won’t be persecuted simply for having the wrong parents.

      But my heroic daydream is interrupted when Hermes blows through the double doors, sending the four Stymphalian birds in the classrooms into a flutter. Since the Stymphalian response to any sort of stimuli is to shit, they of course, immediately drop most of their lunch onto the students below them.

      All except for Tina’s bird, who tries to take off, but lands unceremoniously on the floor instead. “Easy there, Bowie,” she mutters, picking the bird up and dusting him off.

      “Hello beautiful students,” Hermes croons as he strides into the room. He eyes all of us before him in the usual way—like he’s undressing us and likes what he sees.

      Funny, the first time I met him, I found it almost flattering. He’s so handsome and was so obviously interested in me. Then, later, when it became clear Hermes would bag anyone or anything, it became more of an annoyance. The kind I’ve learned to roll my eyes at along with everybody else.

      But now it pisses me off. The entitlement of this jerk. The way he goes through life using his power to just take and take and take.

      He took me here, to Mount Olympus Academy, feeding me a bunch of lies on the way.

      He took Mavis’s mother and then let her die giving birth to his child. I bet he never even gave her a second thought.

      And he took my grandmother. A badass harpy who disguised herself in human form so she could help raise me.

      “Alright, class,” Hermes says. “I know you’re all expecting Kratos to be your teacher for Torture: The Transition from Lies to Truth class, but he’s been reassigned elsewhere for the time being.”

      There’s some shuffling in the classroom, and Cassie leans into me. “Fern says Kratos has been assigned to guard Mavis in her cell. Apparently, the guards there haven’t been doing a great job. I guess Zeus found out Mavis had paper and pencil, and he threw a hissy fit.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” I sputter, furious with despair.

      Without pencil and paper, our notes will be at an end. They were the only thing keeping me from going crazy with worry. And for Mavis...I can only imagine they were an important lifeline for her as well.

      “She’s got a magical collar that keeps her from shifting,” I add. “And she’s locked inside a cell that has multiple spells reinforcing the bars. Why does she also need a completely ripped jailor?”

      Cassie shrugs. “I think Mr. Zee is super scared, Edie.”

      “Good,” I say quietly, the fire in my belly reigniting as I think of the burns I saw on my sister. “He should be.”

      “So,” Hermes says, glancing around. “Who can tell me what this class is about?”

      We all look at each other, blankly. A vampire slowly raises his hand. “Um…torture?”

      “Yes,” Hermes agrees. “Torture. And when do we employ these techniques?”

      “As sparingly as possible,” Fern cries out, coming to her feet. “Testimony given under torture is highly questionable. A victim will say anything to stop their pain. That doesn’t make those statements reliable!”

      Quite a few applaud her words, but this is an assassin class. Most of the students boo her back down into her seat.

      “Torture is a tried and true method,” Nico says, standing behind his desk. “Believe me. I would know.” There’s a collective gasp as Nico raises his shirt to show off a crisscrossing of silvery, scarred skin.

      There’s also a really decent set of abs under that, so I’m not sure that all of the gasps are purely sympathetic in nature.

      “Wait!” Cassie jumps into the argument. “I was there when the monsters hurt you, Nico. You didn’t share any information. You stood firm against the pain and said nothing. That means torture doesn’t work.”

      “It only means that it doesn’t work on the son of Maddox Tralano,” Nico says, his eyes sweeping the room. Quite a few vampires stare back with equal amounts of antagonism.

      Hermes clears his throat. “I think that’s enough debating about whether or not torture is a viable—”

      “No!” Fern says, coming to her feet again. “Torture is wrong, period. It doesn’t gain any information from our enemies. If anything, it encourages them to make up something, just to end the pain. Then we chase down false leads, all because some bloodthirsty torturers wanted to get their rocks off.”

      Hermes immediately brightens. “On the subject of getting your rocks off, I can certainly say that—”

      “Oh gods,” Cassie says. “I don’t think Kratos gave him any lesson plans.”

      Around us the rest of the class seems to have come to the same conclusion. Hermes has no idea what he’s doing and no idea how to control us.

      Students at my old non-magical high school were the same way when a clueless substitute teacher walked into the room. Once it’s clear that the old rules won’t be enforced—anarchy rules.

      Suddenly the torture discussion gets a lot more heated. Nico and a few shifter friends begin exchanging angry words with vampires. They’re threatening to use each other as a torture example.

      We’re seconds away from a full out brawl and Hermes is sorta half-heartedly calling for everyone to, “Settle down. Nobody is going to be used as an example right now.”

      Suddenly, I have an idea. It comes straight from the churning in my gut. Which probably means it’s the kind of idea best ignored.

      Hermes laughs. “Okay, if you guys are gonna fight each other. I think we should put some money on it, to make things really interesting. It will be like a math lesson too.”

      I stand up so fast my chair falls to the floor.

      “Hermes?” I say, walking over to him with a big wide fake smile. “I have an idea for a project that will take up the entire class period.”

      “You do?” he asks. His gaze swings toward the students ready to fight, then back to me, clearly torn.

      “Absolutely,” I say. “And I’d hate for Kratos to be annoyed if we strayed too far from the lesson plan.”

      This gets Hermes’s attention. I’m not surprised. He’s the silver-tongued type, who’s gotten through his centuries of life floating by on his charm. Kratos, on the other hand, is a man of few words. He’d rather use his fists to express himself. And if he decides that Hermes messed up his class, he will happily communicate that by temporarily separating Hermes’s head from his body.

      “What are you thinking, my pretty girl?” he asks.

      I bite my tongue to keep from telling him I’m not his girl. Instead, I blink up at him as if I’m the Edie of old. A girl who has no idea she has a dragon inside of her. “Well, the other students gave me an idea. Kratos really does like us to have hands-on activities. But in a controlled way, of course. So, I have an idea for us to settle the argument as to whether or not torture is effective.”

      “By all means,” Hermes says, pressing me forward with a hand on my lower—much lower—back. “Please, share with the rest of the class.”

      I make my way to the front of the room and lift a pair of manacles from the wall.

      “May I?” I ask Hermes, one eyebrow raised suggestively.

      “Oh, please do,” he says, giving my legs a sweeping look as I close the first manacle around his wrist. “Is this in relation to getting my rocks off?”

      I only smile and take him by his chained hands, leading him to an empty desk. He takes a seat, looking up at me expectantly.

      I turn to face the class. “What is something we can all agree is true?”

      “Cat-shifters are perverts!” someone yells.

      “Moggies belong in Hades!” comes the suggestion, followed by a muted but angry rumbling from some other students.

      “Stymphalian birds stink!” Val says, reaching up to mock-affectionately give his bird’s nose a boop.

      There’s a smattering of applause, which sends a few of the birds in question into a quick, circular flight pattern around the room, before returning to their captives’ shoulders.

      “Stymphalian birds stink,” I repeat, looking over the room. “This is a true and indisputable fact.”

      All the heads are nodding. This is one thing we can agree on, Moggy-lovers or not. Vampires or werewolves. We’re all being forced to smell these crap-tastic birds in tight quarters.

      “Very well,” I say, turning back to Hermes. “Don’t you think that the aroma of these birds is particularly pleasing?”

      “I…what?” Hermes asks. “No, they smell like a harpy died and ate its own body and crapped it out and then died again.”

      “That’s what you really think?” I ask, leaning towards him.

      “Hades yeah,” he says, nodding emphatically.

      “Okay,” I say, and walk over to the wall where Kratos keeps the class weapons. I turn to the classroom and point to each student with a Stymphalian bird as companion. “Please come up here and select a weapon.”

      Tina is the first up out of her seat, bird reattached to her shoulder, but the rest come as well. If I’m not mistaken, each one of them is almost certainly looking to hit something. Hard.

      After everyone else has chosen a weapon, I select a mace.

      “I’ll go first,” I tell my fellow Moggies. Val’s gaze catches mine and he raises his eyebrows in question. Doubt trickles through my stomach. I’ve been keeping my distance from him because he killed Maddox and now I’m plotting to overthrow Mr. Zee.

      It’s hard to take the high ground with a mace in your hands. And even more difficult as I approach Hermes, who smiles up at me guilelessly.

      “Hello again, my lovely girl,” he says with a bright smile.

      I remind myself of all his sins as I lift the mace.

      “Hey, have you guys ever played mace-ball?” Hermes asked. “It’d be a great way to kill time—er learn about torture and stuff—”

      Whatever else he was going to say is lost. I bring the mace down in a violent arc, obliterating his right hand into a pulpy mess.

      Sick rises in my throat and I quickly swallow it back down. The mace falls from my hands, clattering to the floor.

      “AAAAaaaaaa!” Hermes screams, leaping to his feet. But he doesn’t get far because his legs are tangled in the desk. He falls forward, tipping the desk over and crawling away from me. Students in the back stand to get a better look.

      “Tell me Stymphalian birds smell amazing,” I say to Hermes, my voice calm and low. “And please do not again refer to me as your lovely, pretty, gorgeous, or any other kind of girl.”

      He stares at me wide-eyed and confused, like I’ve suddenly started speaking another language.

      Turning, I gesture to Tina that it’s her turn. She smiles as she steps forward. This time Hermes knows it’s coming.

      “No, no, Tina. Don’t do this, it will upset your bird—”

      Hermes’s ankle explodes, shards of bone flying out towards our fellow classmates.

      “Hey,” Nico says, brushing some of the bone from his shirt as he stands. “This does not seem like the sort of thing Kratos—”

      “Sit down, Nico,” I say, my voice hard.

      My eyes meet his. Cocking his head, he stares at me for a long moment. Then he grins. “You wanna prove a point? Okay. Go ahead.”

      He says it like he’s indulging me. If it wasn’t for Hermes moaning behind me, I’d be tempted to pick up that mace and go after Nico this time.

      I really need to set that boy straight soon and let him know that we are never ever ever getting together.

      But first—I need to get through this lesson.

      Hermes yells, again, frantically trying to heal himself. His hand was already mostly restructured, but now he’s got to redirect his energy to his foot, so his hand hangs in the manacle, muscle and sinew regrown, but not yet covered with skin.

      “They smell like roses!” I yell at Hermes.

      “But they don’t,” he responds, as behind my back I gesture to the red-faced healer from before.

      Being a healer and not even a student in this class, I’d expected her to balk. But she grabbed onto a spear without hesitation and has been holding it tightly, waiting her turn.

      Now, squeezing her eyes shut, she launches her spear. Lucky shot—it pierces Hermes’s midsection and pins him to the classroom floor. Unfortunately, the poor girl doesn’t have any experience at not vomiting in front of one’s peers. She runs out of the classroom with both hands pressed against her face.

      Everyone is on their feet now, some students egging me on, some with pained expressions. It’s possible someone might have stepped in to stop this, except I’ve got the two alphas of the classroom on my side—Nico and Val.

      And now it’s the latter’s turn.

      Val steps forward with a sword in hand. He holds it with casual authority.

      “They smell like ambrosia!” I say.

      Val eyes Hermes and then with one clean move, slices Hermes’s leg right at the knee. Hermes screams and writhes, his hand now recovered, but his foot still a bloody mess. He tries to crawl away, but the spear has him pinioned to the floor. He pulls it out, inching back on his palms as a little owl shifter steps forward, a throwing star clutched in her hand.

      “Like a Hawaiian luau!” I scream, and nod at the girl to send her throwing star.

      She hesitates and it looks like she’s gonna bail entirely, but then a screech comes out of her that sounds like, “It smells like a pumpkin spice latte!”

      The throwing star goes straight into his forehead.

      “Oh gods, it’s true,” Hermes sobs, holding up his manacled hands in clear surrender. “Yes, like Athena’s robes, and Metis’s bedroom, and a moonlit garden of orchids and the strands of a maiden’s hair and all of the honey of all the bees in the world. Stymphalian scent should be captured and bottled and sold and I’ll buy every bottle. Please, please stop making them hurt me, Edie.”

      As he listed the best smells he could think of, Hermes’s severed leg caught up to him and reattached itself, his ankle re-knitted together, as well as his forehead—though the throwing star is still jammed in there.

      “There we have it,” I say, turning to the class as Hermes pulls the star from his head. “Torture does work. If you want to get someone to admit to just about anything.”

      A lot of students applaud me, though others give me a wide berth as they exit the classroom. Val carefully cleans his sword before putting it back into place.

      Our eyes meet again and I expect a wink or even a nod of approval. But instead he looks…concerned.

      A part of me wants to run over and defend myself. The other knows that there is no defense. I am not the sweet little Edie he first met. Maybe he’s not the only one wondering what his crush is capable of.

      Or maybe not. Nico’s hand lands on my shoulder and he gives it a tight squeeze. “Damn, Edie. I love seeing that side of you. Let’s see more of the dragon in the girl and the girl in the dragon,” he growls, low close to my ear in a way that’s supposed to be sexy. I think.

      Before I can finish shuddering, he gives me another squeeze and then bounds out of the room, saying something about rib sandwiches being on the lunch menu and he doesn’t want them to run out.

      Honestly, a sudden buzzing in my ears made it difficult to hear. And now there’s spots in my vision too. I remember feeling this way after the Spring Fling. There was the euphoria of battle and then...the crash, as adrenaline receded and my battered conscience took its place.

      “Edie!” Cassie comes running to my side. “That was…well, I don’t…I can’t decide if I’m proud of you or scared of you.”

      “You don’t have to be either,” I say, pushing my hair out of my eyes with a shaky hand. “I didn’t do it to prove a point.”

      “You didn’t?” Fern asks. “Because it felt very pointed. Well, the parts I was able to watch, anyway.” The same concern that was on Val’s face is in Fern’s too.

      “No,” I say, eyeing a moaning Hermes as he pulls himself up off the floor. Stepping forward, I offer him my hand. He startles then scuttles away.

      He looks at me like I’m a monster.

      Maybe I am.

      My dragon has killed, but I never have. I wondered if I was even capable of it.

      I guess now I know.

      “Edie.” Fern and Cassie lean into me on either side. “Are you okay?”

      “Sometimes we have to do things,” I hear myself say. The room is empty now except for us, so I don’t try to stop the tears as they begin to flow.

      I want to tell them more, but not in an open classroom. It could put us all in danger if I explained that I need Zee to believe he can die. And to do that, I need to create a convincing narrative of his death. Part of that is knowing exactly how fast a god can heal. If I was Mr. Zee hearing that, I’d be very afraid.

      As my legs give way, Cassie’s and Fern’s arms fold around me.

      I did this for Mavis, I add silently. And for Bella Demopoulous.

      And my Grandma.
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      More than a few people from class give me a wide berth as we head to the cafeteria. The only ones that seem to be impressed by my violent side are—of course—members of Nico’sshifters-only war party. One of them claps me on the shoulder as we’re filling our trays.

      “I knew you had it in you,” he says. “Even if we haven’t seen any real fire since the Spring Fling. Once a killer, always a killer.”

      I smile wanly and give him a fist bump, nodding noncommittally when he tells me there’s a stalk and kill practice session planned after classes today, on the green.

      “See you there,” he says, giving me an appraising once-over. He’s about to touch my shoulder, but rethinks it, settling for a wink instead. No doubt Nico has informed his entire army that I’m his intended—at least in his own mind. So hands off.

      I’ve lost my appetite.

      I’m dumping my full tray in the trash when I feel a hand on my elbow. Either Nico’s shifter friend just found his courage or—no wait, this is a cold touch.

      I turn to find Val, his face a mask of worry.

      “Not eating?”

      I shake my head. “Not hungry.”

      There’s a lot of things I’m not lately. Not hungry. Not brave. Not sure. Not confident.

      But the one thing I know that I am, is perhaps maybe slightly possibly—a little bit in love with Val.

      And I just tortured someone in front of him. Which might be a turn off.

      His hand tightens on my elbow. “Walk with me,” he says.

      Quite a few heads turn as we leave the cafeteria together; it probably doesn’t help that Val’s wearing a T-shirt that reads “FOUNDING MEMBER: STYMPHALIAN BIRD LOVERS CLUB.”

      “Tina made you another T-shirt,” I say, with a nod toward Val’s chest. “I like the ambiguity there. Do you love Kevin or is Kevin your…” I stop, realizing that I don’t really want to make a sex joke with Val.

      But it’s too late. “My lover?” Val fills in, his face serious while his eyes laugh at me. “There is definitely chemistry between Kevin and me, but since we’re roommates, we both felt it was best to keep things platonic.”

      I can’t help but laugh as we step outside, amazed at how just being with Val can lift my spirits. Kevin launches off Val’s shoulder, spreading his wings to catch the fresh air. He takes a lazy loop above us, before landing on Val’s shoulder once more. Meanwhile, Val’s hand trails down my arm until it closes around mine.

      “You might want to be a little more subtle,” I tell him, although I don’t pull away. “There’s a werewolf with an anger control problem who wants to marry me.”

      “I can handle Nico,” Val says, so casually that I can’t decide if I’m irritated by his confidence or turned on. “But I don’t want to talk to you about him. How is Mavis doing?”

      We settle in beneath the branches of a willow, its long trailing fingers hiding us from the outside world. I tell him about my trip to the dungeons, how badly my sister is being treated, and how she believes the only way she can be saved is if Mr. Zee dies.

      “And” —I take a deep breath, going all in— “She wants me to do it.”

      Val nods, unsurprised. “And you could, because you’re Zeus’s daughter.”

      I pull back, my thunder stolen. “How did you know that?”

      “Let’s see.” He pretends to think hard, ticking reasons off on his fingers. “You’re the first dragon shifter to ever exist, your parents smuggled you off campus after you were born and raised you in secret—”

      “Wait,” I stop him, and ask again. “How did you know that?”

      He drops his hand, and levels his gaze at me. “Because I’m working with the monsters.”

      “Val!” I instinctively reach for him, clutching his hands. “That’s incredibly dangerous! Nico has an entire army of students on the lookout for spies and traitors. If he suspected you, it would be the perfect excuse for him to come after you.”

      “I know,” Val agrees. “And I’m being very careful.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I wouldn’t say that, exactly. I know there was another Moggy out after curfew the other night. Your bird gave you away.”

      “This guy has more than one use,” Val says, reaching into his pocket for some granola, which the bird gently pecks from his fingers. “Kevin may mark me as a Moggy, but I’ve trained him to run messages as well. There’s a drop not far from here, in the swamp. And a centaur waiting there every evening with treats. Isn’t that right, buddy?”

      Amazingly, Kevin rests his forehead against Val’s for second, and emits something like a low coo. It’s sweet, and almost cute—except now I’m worried that Kevin is going to get Val killed.

      “Val, if anyone catches you…”

      “What about you?” he asks. “You marched straight into the dungeons.”

      “To see my sister!” I counter. “It was worth the risk.”

      “Worth killing Zee?” Val asks, and I drop my gaze.

      “I don’t want to kill anyone, ever again.”

      Val laughs, a short sharp sound. “Does that mean Tina can stop telling me her plan for how she’ll kill you if you win the ‘Most Murderous’ prize at graduation instead of her?”

      I frown at Val, because I’m pretty sure this isn’t a joke. “In this scenario is Tina murdering me because I won instead of her, or to prove that she deserves the ‘Most Murderous’ title?”

      “I think it’s kind of a two birds, one stone type thing.” At this, Kevin squawks in protest at this and Val reassuringly pets his head. “Look, Edie, I think it’s great you want to be a pacifist dragon shifter, although it’s kinda weird to hear that after what you did to Hermes in class today.”

      I can’t help but stiffen. “You disapprove?”

      “Disapprove? No. But...” Val makes a humming sound low in his throat, then he tilts his head to study me for a minute. “Do you know what makes a vampire a vampire? Beyond needing special sunscreen and our hemoglobin heavy diet?”

      “Vampires don’t sleep, they’re cold to the touch, and can sometimes levitate. Remember I’ve been Tina’s roommate for a while now. I know more than you think.” I shrug, not liking the turn this conversation has taken. “But what does that have to do with anything?”

      “It matters because you need to understand how you’re different,” Val answers. He turns to me, his eyes intense. “Vampires that are made, the ones turned from humans, are animals. They can’t think or feel anything beyond their hunger. We kill those vampires, because they give us, the born vamps, a bad name. The only difference between them and us is that we can control our hunger, but we are all killers at heart.”

      “You’re not like that,” I can’t help but protest.

      “I am exactly like that.” Val’s mouth twists into one of its half smiles. “I watched the life fade from Maddox’s eyes. She died at my hands, Edie. And I took pleasure in it.”

      “No.” I turn away from him, not wanting to hear anymore.

      Of course, I’m not an idiot. I know what Val is. I know he’s dangerous. And I’ve been fairly certain he was responsible for Maddox’s death. But when I’m with him, none of those things seem true.

      “Why are you telling me this?” I ask.

      “Because I can’t make my heart start beating, any more than you can make yours stop. You’re not like most of the students here and that’s a good thing. But the way you were with Hermes today...it scared me.”

      I scoff. “You—the big bad vampire—were scared?”

      Val’s hand closes around my chin, forcing me to look at him as he tells me, “I was scared for you. Of what this place is doing to you. You should leave Mount Olympus and never look back.”

      Val makes it sound so simple. But this has become my home. I don’t know where else I would go. Also there’s the small matter of, “Mavis.” I say her name aloud, reminding Val of why I can’t leave even if I wanted to.

      “I know.” Releasing me, he sits back. “The monsters are putting together a rescue mission. They haven’t forgotten everything Mavis did for them—or you, Edie. The family of the monster baby you saved has vowed to return the favor by freeing Mavis.”

      “That’s…” I feel tears pricking my eyes. “That’s so sweet.”

      But Val shakes his head. “It’s not sweet. It’s war, and this is an alliance.” Suddenly, he’s not the Val who never takes anything seriously. Instead, he’s all business. “I need to know everything you can remember about the dungeons. Where is Mavis being held? How many guards are there? What kind of protective spells are on the bars?”

      “She’s in the—” I begin, but Val stops me.

      “Tell it to the bird,” he says.

      “Um… what?”

      Val reaches into his pocket, retrieves a little bit of pink powder, and gently blows it into the bird’s face. Its eyes go wide and staring, and its beak falls open.

      “Tell him,” Val says.

      Feeling awkward, I turn to the bird and reveal everything I know about the dungeons, adding that Mavis is wearing a collar that prevents her from shifting, and that Kratos is now personally guarding her cell.

      I nod to Val when I’m finished, and he reaches into his other pocket, this time producing a blue powder. One whiff of it and the bird cocks its head the other direction, beak still open as my voice comes out of its throat, repeating everything I’d just said, word for word.

      “Oh gods, make it stop,” I say, burying my face in Val’s shoulder.

      “I know, it’s a little bizarre,” he says, tapping the bird between the eyes. It stops talking, then looks to Val for a treat. He hands over the granola, and the bird happily chomps away.

      “But wait,” I say. “When I told you about Mavis getting a trial, you basically said it was hopeless.”

      “I know, and I shouldn’t have said that. Ever since Larissa died, optimism has not been my first response.” Val shakes his head. “And I won’t lie to you—it is a long shot. Maddox’s last attack on the monsters was a brutal one. They weren’t wiped out, exactly, but a lot of them lost the will to fight. You were there, Edie, you saw it. Maddox didn’t fight with honor; she was killing non-combatants. The monsters are just like us. They have families and children, and people that they love. A lot of them don’t want to risk the lives of their loved ones against an enemy that will stoop that low.”

      “I used to have a family, too,” I say, my chin raised high. “And now all I have is Mavis. You’re right, I’m not a stone cold killer. But I will fight for those I love. So what can I do to help the monsters?”

      Val hesitates and I wonder if he’s not going to answer. But then with a shake of his head, he says, “We’re still gathering information, trying to see if there’s even a way to get her out of there. Anything you know, any possible weakness could be used to our advantage. But Edie…right now everyone believes that you’re a patriot, a true supporter of Mr. Zee. I’ve been outed as a Moggy and the entire campus knows vampires killed Nico’s mom. I’m not risking anything more by spying for the monsters.” He pauses before adding, “But you are.”

      “I accept that,” I say. “Now put this bird on record again, I’ve got a lot to say.”

      I tell Val—well, his bird—everything. I spill the beans about the weapon in three pieces, how I believe there’s a piece at each Academy, and how I’ve already located the one at MOA. I don’t say where I found it, though. I would trust Val with the information, but I still can’t forget that a monster killed my father. Each side has its share of good and bad guys.

      “And,” I add, finishing up, “I’m pretty sure Themis is poisoning Mr. Zee.”

      “What do you mean?” Val asks, eyebrows raised.

      “Haven’t you notice that Mr. Zee has been a little…off?”

      “He’s been like that for a while now.”

      “That’s because of Themis,” I tell him. “Although she’s not doing it directly. Hepa helps by delivering the poisoned ambrosia to him every evening. By itself it won’t kill him—”

      “No,” he says, understanding, “but it can wither his powers. Possibly to the point where he can be killed. And there’s a sword out there strong enough to do that, along with a prophecy saying you must be the one to swing it.”

      “But I’m not going to,” I assure him. “I meant what I said about no more killing. I’ve done enough.”

      I think back to the night of the Spring Fling, and the monsters I slaughtered, including Ocypete, my harpy flying instructor who’d tried to bring me over to their side. I ended up allied with the monsters after all, but not before I charred her to ash.

      I shake my head again. “I won’t kill anyone. Not even if they deserve it. But I need the sword as leverage against Mr. Zee.”

      Val stands and then holds out a hand to me. I take it and he pulls me up...and then into his arms. I lay my head against his chest, no longer minding the silence that would normally be filled with the beating of his heart.

      “Edie, I can get us into Underworld Academy. And I’ll do everything I can to help you find another piece of that sword,” he says softly. “But this is not a place where weapons are used as bluffs. If you put that sword together, you best be prepared to use it.”

      He kisses the top of my head. Gently. And then releases me and leaves.

      Alone beneath the tree, I hug myself, chilled more by Val’s words than his touch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, I can’t sleep. I feel like I’m being torn in half with conflicting advice.

      Themis and Metis want me to get the sword and use it to threaten Mr. Zee.

      Mavis wants me to kill him.

      And Val just thinks I should leave this place and never look back. I wonder if he wants me to leave him too...or if he’d offer to come along with me.

      Not that it matters. I’m not going anywhere.

      Not without Mavis at my side.

      But I don’t want her in a body bag.

      And I don’t want blood on my hands.

      Which leaves me...where?

      “Stop sighing,” Tina snaps at me on her way to the bathroom in the morning. Even though she doesn’t use the toilet, Tina spends at least an hour in the bathroom. I think it’s time spent primping, applying sunscreen, and just standing around in order to make me wait longer.

      Normally, it drives me crazy. But since I’m not yet ready to face the day. As I snuggle deeper into my bed. I can’t help but wish my dad was here. Or mom.

      Not my biological parents, but the ones who raised me. They always listened when I had problems. And even when they didn’t have answers, it helped to have them there, knowing they’d back me up.

      But they’re both gone now.

      Instead I have...Mr. Zee.

      I can’t really see him as the heart-to-heart type. Also, it would be awkward having a chat with him about how I should probably kill him, but I really don’t want to.

      That leaves Adrianna. I could, I suppose, go to the Hall of the Dead and pour out my sorrows to her portrait. But she wouldn’t answer back.

      Flinging my covers off, I jump out of bed, suddenly remembering the letter I got from Metis. I put it in my desk drawer intending to read it when I was ready. Some part of me imagined lit candles and soft classical music playing, as I finally opened the scroll. Like it was a scene in a movie.

      But all that is forgotten now as I grab the letter and crawl back beneath my covers to stay warm.

      “Okay, Adrianna,” I say while untying the ribbon holding the scroll closed. “I know we never got a chance to have any mother/daughter moments, and I’m kinda putting a lot of pressure on a letter that wasn’t even written to me, but please give me sort of direction here.”

      “Stop talking to yourself, weirdo,” Tina yells from the bathroom.

      Ignoring her, I slowly unroll the letter and start to read.

      
        
        Dear Metis,

        I am writing to ask for your help. In approximately five months’ time I will be giving birth. As the child’s father is a god, your help will be necessary if I want any chance of surviving the baby’s birthday. I know that I am not the first student to come to you with such a request.

        I hope you will not withhold your help on account of my waiting three months before sharing this news with you. I feared you would encourage me to abort the child. In truth, when I first realized my condition, this option was my own preference. However, as you know, I am close friends with a seer of no small talent. She sensed what I had brewing in my belly and after laying hands on me, told me the child would be a girl. A girl with the power to destroy the world as we know it. I’m aware that carrying such a fearsome creature within me should have frightened me. But I actually believe the world could do with a bit of destroying. And why shouldn’t a girl get to try her hand at it?

        So I held this secret and the child has grown. The woman in my family carry small, and my magic uniform has adjusted to the few pounds I have put on. I meant her to be my own little seed of rebellion, even if I never lived to see it. You see, I was willing to risk dying in childbirth to bring her into the world. Perhaps I even wished to bring an end to my own existence. It is a foolish mortal who tangles with gods. Though at the start it was exciting, over time it’s become clear I am not special in any way. That this god has an endless thirst and I was but a cup of water pressed into his hand.

        He swallowed me up and pissed me out.

        Ah, sorry to be crude. The bitterness bubbles up, although less so these days. You see, in the last few weeks something has changed. My little Edie—for that is what I have come to call her—moves within me. I imagine her face and her laugh and...her life.

        I no longer wish to bring a destroyer into the world. And I no longer wish to push her out into a cold world without her mother at her side. I want to live, Metis. I need to live. I will teach my little girl that not all gods can be trusted. I will teach her to see the foolishness of this endless unwinnable war. I will teach her that there is a difference between justice and vengeance.

        But mostly, I will teach her love. For I love her already, almost more than I can bear. I will endure anything to bring her safely into this world and to keep her in it.

        Please help me and my little Edie.

        

        With the greatest of hopes,

        Adrianna Aspostolos

        

      

      Tears course down my cheeks as I press the letter to my chest. I didn’t find the answers I wanted here. Instead I found something better.

      My mother loved me. She wanted to live. Tried to live. For me.

      Carefully, I roll the letter up once more and place it at the back of my wardrobe. I get dressed for the day and by the time I’m ready, I’ve made up my mind.

      I will ask Val to help me get the next piece of the sword. My mother trusted in me, even while knowing the destruction I might be capable of. Maybe I need to trust myself a little more too.

      Tina finally comes out of the bathroom and must immediately sense the change in me, because she sighs and says, “Awww, no more gloom and doom face? And I was just about to lend you my black nail polish.”

      “You’re all heart, Tina,” I respond, just as there’s a knock on the door.

      “That’s probably Val,” she says. “Kevin likes playing with Bowie.” Before reaching to open the door, Tina removes Bowie from the box she keeps him in at night. Popping him on her shoulder, she flings the door open.

      My back is turned as I gather my books for the day, but there’s no mistaking Tina’s hiss. I spin around to see her in full fangs out mode as Nico stands in the hallway.

      “Go away,” she says, pushing the door closed once more.

      With a growl, Nico shoulders his way in. “I’m not here to see you, Moggy.”

      Normally Tina lets my friends come and go, but well...Nico isn’t exactly a friend. And there’s so much tension between him and the vamps that I can see why she doesn’t want him in her personal space.

      It’s no surprise when she moves in front of him, blocking his way. “You take another step into this room and we’re gonna have a problem.”

      Nico puffs up as hair sprouts all over his body. He purposely pushes forward, leading with his shoulder. Tina leans forward too.

      Hiss.

      Growl.

      Thunk.

      Somehow poor Bowie gets in the middle and falls to the ground.

      We all stare down at him. He looks dead. Very very dead.

      “What the…” Nico starts to say as he leans down toward the bird. Before he can get any closer, Vee attaches herself to his face.

      It happens so quick that I didn’t even see her growing a long tendril until she was stretched across the room trying to devour Nico’s nose.

      “Gah!” He grabs hold of Vee’s “throat” and squeezes. I swear Vee moans.

      “Nico, no!” I rush forward just as Tina’s hands close around Nico’s ruined face.

      I shove her away with one talon and Nico with the other. Then I reach down toward Vee.

      “Don’t!” Tina exclaims, nudging me aside. “You’ll hurt her more, you big clumsy dragon.”

      I didn’t even realize I’d shifted. It’s the first time that’s happened. Usually there’s a moment where I give way, but this time—it was seamless. Maybe someday I’ll actually reach a point that most shifters begin at: being at one with my other half. For Nico, Jordan, and Greg—they are their animal and their animal is them. It all fits under the big “me” umbrella. I’m not quite there yet.

      With the tip of a wing, I scoop up Vee’s now crushed tendril and drape it over Tina’s shoulder. She glances up at me in surprise, as I shift back, having proven my point. Although, as usual, she doesn’t seem to care.

      Tina gathers up Vee and her pot, then stalks toward the door. She pauses in front of Nico and leans in close, “If you ever invade my room again, I will kill you.”

      He starts his growling nonsense again, but this time I’ve had enough.

      “Nico, we’ve got the whole campus. Do you really need to be here?”

      He turns to me wide-eyed and almost hurt. “I can’t come to my girlfriend’s room then?”

      “Girlfriend?” Tina laughs. “Okay then.” She glances back at me. “I’m gonna go meet Val. He doesn’t need to start his morning being part of this mess.” With that she sweeps out into the hallway. “Bowie, c’mon,” she calls as an after-thought.

      Somewhere in all the chaos Bowie found his feet again, and he totters out the door.

      Nico frowns, watching it, then turns to me. “I could’ve sworn that bird was dead.”

      I shrug and force a smile. “Tina taught it to play dead. Convincing, right?” Nico doesn’t look convinced, but I’m not really in the mood to appease him right now, so I cut to the chase. “Nico, what are you doing here?”

      “Sorry. Next time I want to surprise you with a gift, I guess I’ll schedule it with Tina first.” With angry, jerky movements, Nico takes off his pack and unzips it. Just barely I keep myself from rolling my eyes at this passive aggressive display. “Here,” he says, shoving a bouquet of red roses in my face. “These are for you.”

      My eyes widen in surprise. Nico never really struck me as the giving flowers type. “Okay,” I say, taking the crushed roses. “Thank you?”

      Nico nods as if whatever this is has gotten back on track. I’m still confused when he takes my hand in both of his and places it over his heart.

      “When my father first met my mother, he wanted to prove he could be useful to her. So he killed a satyr, cut it into pieces, and gifted her different parts for five days—ending on the last day with the head.” Nico has a dreamy look in his eyes, like this is what happens in epic romances or something. “My mom always said she was pretty sure she I was conceived on that fifth night.”

      “Ew.” I don’t mean to say it out loud, but it’s hard to keep that level of disgust bottled inside.

      “I know,” Nico says, nodding like we’re on the same wavelength. “Parents having sex is gross, but it’s important because it’s where my life began and...it’s where I want to begin with you.”

      Releasing my hand, Nico gets down on one knee. The way a person does when they’re getting ready to propose marriage.

      Since I’m at the point where I don’t even want to share a turkey sandwich with Nico, I really hope he’s not gonna suggest we pledge to share the rest of our lives together.

      He pulls something out of his pocket. I breathe a sigh of relief when it’s only a piece of paper and not a ring box.

      “Edie, I’ve noticed you’ve been a little distant lately. And I realized it’s because I haven’t proven myself to you the way my father did with my mom. So I want you to have this.” He stretches his arm up to me.

      After a moment of hesitation, I take it from his hand.

      “Read it,” he urges.

      Slowly, I unfold the piece of paper and then read the words written upon it.

      Leviathan. Bay of Biscay.

      Nico stands, a grin on his face. “I’ve got a portal key, so we can leave right away. Mr. Zee gave us permission to miss classes.”

      My head is pounding and my mouth has gone dry. Leviathan killed my father. I came to Mount Olympus Academy with the goal of killing him. But that seems like a million years ago.

      “I…” No words come to me, until finally, “How did you even know about Levi and what he did?”

      “Your sister told me.”

      “What?” My hands clench, crushing that paper. “Is this when you were torturing her?”

      “No, of course not!” I’m slightly mollified when he seems offended by the very thought. But then he adds, “It was when I was threatening to torture her. She told me you loved red roses and then when I told her that I needed more than that, she gave me the whole ugly story of your parents’ love triangle with Levi.”

      “It wasn’t a love triangle!” I respond angrily. “Levi fell for my mom and she wanted nothing to do with him.”

      Nico shakes his head, “That’s not what Hermes told me. I went to him for the key and he said your mom was a bit of a tease. Hermes says she flirted with Levi, encouraged him—”

      I am so mad that I can’t see straight. “What does Hermes know about it?”

      Nico responds with something about my mom coming on to Hermes too...but it’s lost behind a buzzing in my ears as the pieces fall into place.

      “Is Hermes the one who gave you Leviathan’s current location?” I ask, interrupting Nico mid-sentence.

      “Yes. As a personal favor to me,” Nico says, as if making sure he gets the credit instead of Hermes is the important thing here.

      But that really couldn’t matter less to me, because suddenly I’m seeing the big picture.

      Hermes killed my grandma. He was there that day at the same time as Leviathan—almost like he knew the monster was coming. Hermes is the one who first focused my attention on Levi too. Using him as proof that the monsters are bad. And that I needed to come with him to Mount Olympus Academy.

      But I have a strong suspicion that Levi was just as much a pawn as I was.

      I can easily imagine Hermes, pushing him to go after my mom, encouraging him, even. Telling Levi she was a sure thing. And then after mom rejected him, Hermes would be in his ear again, this time with an idea for revenge.

      Of course, that’s no excuse for Levi killing my dad.

      “How would we kill Leviathan?” I ask Nico. My voice is soft and seems to come from a long distance away.

      Nico grins. “Don’t worry, it’ll be easy. He’s big and strong, but also kind of an idiot. Between the two of us, we should be able to take him down with no problems.” Nico hesitates, concern clouding his face, “Unless you want to do it alone and just have me there as backup. But you know I like to be there in the middle of the action.”

      “And you don’t mind getting blood on your hands,” I add.

      Nico nods, although less enthusiastically. It’s possible he’s finally understanding that I’m not feeling the same way as he is about this.

      “Look, Edie—” he starts to say.

      I cut him off. “Why would I kill someone if he only acted because my mother was toying with his affections?”

      “Well, that doesn’t excuse what he—”

      “So did she flirt with him? Or was it more?” I demand. “Did Hermes say she and Levi were having an affair?”

      Nico frowns. “He might’ve implied it... But, Edie, that’s all in the past. And we both know that sometimes our parents—”

      “It doesn't matter if my mother slept with a thousand guys, that doesn't excuse what Levi did,” I break in again as my anger reaches a boiling point. “And did you ever think that Hermes might be lying to you?”

      Both my biological mother and adopted mom were used by the gods. I’m starting to understand why Adrianna was excited at the idea of giving birth to a daughter who could destroy everything. The gods see all humans as lesser, but women are especially vulnerable. Gods messed with both of my mothers’ lives.

      Nico isn’t a god, of course. But he certainly seems to share their philosophy of see it, want it, take it.

      He’s not having me, though. Not today. And not ever.

      “Do you ever think at all? ’Cause if you did, maybe you’d realize that I will never marry you or even date you. You imprisoned and tortured my sister.”

      Confusion sparks in Nico’s eyes too. “I told you before, we’d have to work past that.”

      “No, we don’t. Because that’s only one problem. The other is that I. Don’t. Like. You. Maybe you could’ve been a decent guy, but your mother twisted you, she wanted so bad to make you into her little mini me.”

      “Don’t you bring my mother into his,” he growls, angry now.

      “So you can slut-shame my mom, but you can’t hear the truth about your own mother? She was a monster, Nico. Worse than any monster she ever hunted. I think it’s terrible the vampires killed her the way they did, but honestly, I’m glad she’s dead. The world is better without her in it. And if you keep on going with the idea that you’re gonna be just like her, then maybe it would be better off without you too.”

      Nico gapes at me. Shock, hurt, and rage are all evident on his face.

      Normally this is the point where I’d feel bad for him.

      But not anymore. I pick up the roses and shove them into his arms.

      “Get out, Nico. We’re not killing Levi or anyone else. Because, thank the gods, I am not a blood-thirsty alphahole who wants to hurt everyone to cover up my own hurt.”

      I push his chest and he stumbles backward out into the hallway.

      Right before I slam the door, I watch as Nico’s face contorts, fangs pushing his lips grotesquely outwards. “You’ll regret this.”

      “No, I won’t.” I sit on my bed and let out a shaky laugh.

      For the first time in a long time, I am absolutely sure that I have done the right thing.
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      I feel strangely free as I walk the campus, on my way to Advanced History of the Gods.

      Fern jogs up behind me with Greg at her side. “Edie, you look…happy?”

      I grin. “I just told Nico that we are not and will never be a thing.” We spot Marguerite with a bunch of vampires, including Val and Tina, and change course to meet them.

      “Good for you!” she tells me. Then frowns.

      “Bummer,” Greg unexpectedly adds.

      “What?” Fern and I both exclaim at once.

      “Well, if it’s between Vedie or Nedie, I think Nedie sounds more interesting,” Greg explains with a twinkle in his eye.

      I laugh and nudge him. “What about Grassie? Is that a thing?”

      “Oooh, oooh,” Fern jumps in. “Marguerite and I can be Ferguerite. Fergie for short.”

      It feels good to laugh and be silly after the tension of this morning. It helps cool some of the lingering anger still simmering in my belly.

      We’re still giggling over Fergie as we reach the group of vamps.

      “What’s so funny?” Marguerite asks.

      Fern hurries to Marguerite’s side and gives her a sweet kiss. “We’re Fergie,” she announces.

      “Gross. Boring,” Tina says dismissively. “Let’s talk about something more interesting...like how the whole campus is buzzing with the news that Edie kicked Nico’s doggy ass to the curb.”

      I glance at Val, who looks majorly amused.

      “He wasn’t the one for me,” I say, meeting his eyes.

      “Blood traitor!” someone yells and I whirl in time to receive an apple to the forehead.

      “What the Hades?” Did someone just throw fruit at me?

      There are a group of shifters—Nico’s crew, standing with their breakfast trays. They look beyond pissed.

      “Nico told us what you’ve become, traitor,” one of them yells.

      “Because I don’t want to marry that psycho?” I ask. How did me dumping Nico turn into treason?

      “She doesn’t owe him anything,” Fern agrees.

      “Yeah, it looks like you both prefer necrophilia,” another shifter says. The same one that slapped me on the back when I’d tortured Hermes. Clearly, they’re itching for a fight.

      Marguerite puts a hand on Fern’s elbow and tries to pull her away.

      Val steps forward. “You’d better quit while you’re ahead,” he says, his voice soft, but threatening nonetheless.

      “Or what, Moggy?”

      “Or you’re gonna get a bat up your ass.” Greg flies in, darting at the boy’s face, before zipping back toward Val and hovering over his shoulder. Leaning close to Val’s ear, he says softly, “I think that might’ve come out wrong…”

      “You’re a traitor, little shifter,” Nico’s friend replies. “I would care, if you weren’t so useless.”

      “What’s going on here?” Nico’s voice rings out. He elbows his way through the crowd of shifters and stops when he spots me with Val and the other vampires.

      “Oh,” he says, his voice deadly serious. “I see now.” He focuses on me. “I know you have a kind heart, Edie. I know you pity the Moggies but you don’t have to screw a vampire just so you don’t feel bad about their pathetic little lives.”

      There’s a change in the air. A strong breeze comes through, ruffling everyone’s hair. And then a slight drizzle begins to fall.

      I look to Val. His mother was a magical mutt. Somewhere in his genes is a water nymph, just like Tina received the tree nymph powers. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen him change the weather.

      Beside me Tina hisses. Bowie, sitting on her shoulder, imitates this sound. I feel fire bloom in my belly.

      But I know repeating my feelings will only embarrass him in front of his friends and make things worse. “Nico,” I say, keeping my voice steady. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

      “Oh, right,” Nico sneers. “Should we just be friends then? Like you are with Val and Jordan and Greg, and I don’t know who else. Everyone on campus already knows, Edie’s the friendliest girl around.”

      Thunder rumbles in the distance as Val steps forward until he’s only inches away from Nico.

      So quick, I can’t even see the movement, Val slaps Nico. There’s the sound of his hand connecting and then Nico’s head snaps back. Kevin swoops down, but Val waves him away.

      With a snarl, Nico half-shifts, canines once again erupting from his mouth. “Or maybe I should make your little dead boyfriend dead for real.”

      “Like we did to your mom?” Tina asks, stepping up to Val’s side.

      The moment that follows feels like it lasts a million years. Nico’s face changes from anger to pure hatred. He and his friends all shift into a variety of animals, mostly werewolves.

      Val, Tina, Marguerite, and all the other vamps bare their fangs, ready for battle. Tina sets Bowie on the ground and Kevin lands beside him, guiding him away to safety. Greg flutters above it all, shouting about how he’s going to tear Nico to pieces.

      “Edie,” Fern grabs hold of my arm. “People are going to get killed here.”

      I’d been fighting the urge to shift and jump into the action as well. I could easily make Nico pay for smearing my reputation on campus. But with Fern’s words, my fire extinguishes.

      Why did I let this get so out of hand? It felt so good to have my friends line up in front of me, ready to fight. I know it’s not all about me, either; this fight has been coming for a long time.

      “Guys, let’s just calm down,” I say.

      But it’s way too little. Way too late.

      Nico launches himself at Tina, with a howl that raises every hair on my body. The other werewolves howl back at him.

      Val stops Nico mid-leap and they tumble to the ground. Another werewolf joins them, but Tina isn’t going to stand by and allow the werewolves to gang up on her twin. She snags the wolf by the scruff of her neck, dragging her away from Val. Tina gets both of her hands around the wolf’s head and guessing what comes next, I run forward.

      “Tina, no!”

      There is a sickening crunch. Tina releases the wolf who falls to the ground—dead. I watch as the wolf shifts back into a girl who I sometimes said hi to in the library.

      “Sorry,” Tina says to me. “Did you want that one?”

      “No,” I shout, but it comes out as more like a whisper.

      Vampires and shifters are at each other’s throats.

      Val and Nico are fighting faster than I can even see. They’re both trained assassins, top of their class, and neither of them gains the upper hand on the other.

      Meanwhile, Tina has backed a werewolf into a bush. She uses her tree nymph powers to make the branches snake around the wolf’s chest and neck. As it hangs there helplessly she steps forward and in one smooth motion, punches through his chest and pulls out his heart. In triumph, she squeezes it, letting the blood drip down her arm as she raises it overhead.  With an outraged howl a werewolf leaps at her. Laughing, Tina meets him mid-air.

      She’s having fun, I realize.

      To my left Marguerite is fighting off two cat shifters, a lion and a tiger, who are trying to surround her. Her expression is also one of intense concentration mixed with enjoyment.

      What was it Val said about vampires? “We are all killers at heart.” I don’t think I quite believed him. But I do now. I see Fern on her knees trying to help a werewolf whose arm has been ripped off. Blood spurts from his shoulder and Fern frantically ties a tourniquet with her school tie.

      Everywhere I look, I want to jump into the fight to help my friends. But these aren’t like the monsters that attacked us during the Spring Fling. Or the ones who kidnapped Cassie. There are students I’ve had classes with. I could shift and reduce them all to ashes. Being the destroyer my mother’s seer friend foresaw.

      Suddenly Fern cries out, as she gets trampled beneath the feet of a werewolf fighting one of the vamps.

      With a giant roar I change into my dragon form. Taking to the air, I stay low so I can easily pluck Fern out of the action. I set her down outside the circle of carnage.

      “Edie, don’t—” Fern starts to say as I rise once more. I realize that she thinks I’m joining the fight.

      “I’m stopping this,” I call back to her.

      Fern’s expression turns to one of horror and I realize that she only heard my dragon screech. Only shifters understand other shifters when we’re not in our human form. Clearly, she’s expecting me to char everyone.

      There’s no time to shift back and explain to her that I’m understanding something new about my power. It doesn’t have to be used to fight. Or to kill. Or to maim.

      I can end the fighting.

      I start by separating the vamps from the werewolves, tossing the vampires onto the green and the werewolves on top of the dining hall building. I hope it will take them a second to find their way down.

      Finally, I spot Val and Nico. I know to stop this, I must first stop them.

      I land next to them and try to get in between them. Nico bites me on the arm, but my thick dragonhide barely feels the pressure. Val backs off, so as not to place me in the middle, which Nico uses as a chance to press his attack. He grabs Val by the ankle and crunches it between his teeth.

      Greg swoops down from out of nowhere and in sync, both Val and Nico shoo him away.

      “I’m helping,” he squeaks.

      “No,” I tell Greg plucking him out of the air with one of my talons. “You’re getting in the way.”

      I launch him, the same way I would a paper airplane, toward a bank of trees, hoping he has the sense to steer around them.

      I turn back to Val and Nico in time to see Val shove a thumb in Nico’s remaining good eye. Nico whimpers but refuses to release Val. Val takes a deep breath and suddenly the water from a nearby fountain surrounds Nico’s head in a great roiling ball.

      Val is going to drown him.

      “ENOUGH!” a voice booms through the fight.

      For a moment, I am powerless.

      Me, and everyone else who has shifted, return to their human forms. The bubble of water that surrounds Nico splashes to the ground. He gasps for air, glaring at Val.

      Suddenly I lose feeling in my whole body. I crash to the ground, barely managing to keep myself from falling right on my face. Other students are not as lucky. All around me, the whole field of fighters are on the ground, flopping around like fish plucked from the water.

      In the air above us is Mr. Zee. Except right now he seems more like what he’s always been—the mighty Zeus, king of the gods, strong and tall and shining. As he looks down at us the sky lights up with a bolt of electricity.

      “By gods, I love a fight, but there is a place and time for such things!” As he speaks, he seems to deflate a bit, looking more like his withered Mr. Zee self.

      I flex my fingers and curl my toes as I regain power over my extremities.

      Mr. Zee floats back down to the ground, landing between Themis and Kratos.

      “Nico,” Kratos barks. “You gotta do a better job of watching the whole field. And Val, you’re not fully guarding your left flank.”

      Themis whirls toward Kratos. “This isn’t a lesson! Students aren’t allowed to rumble in the middle of the afternoon like they’re the Sharks and Jets.” She scans the field. Everyone able to has gotten up once Mr. Zee released us. But that only makes the people who aren’t able to get up more obvious. “There are dead students here. Which means I will need to call their parents and deliver the shameful news that their child died, not fighting monsters, but rather, fighting each other.”

      “I’ll make the calls,” Mr. Zee announces. “I’ll tell them their children were taken down by murdering Moggies.”

      “You will do no such thing,” Themis snaps. “This”—she gestures to all of us— “is the result of your Moggy discrimination nonsense. Your experiment has failed, Zee. And now it’s over.”

      “Woman! Thou shalt not—cough. Cough!” Zee starts strong, his voice booming in his proclamation voice that in the past seems binding in a way that Themis is unable to overrule. But this time before he can lay down his law, he’s overtaken by a coughing fit.

      “Oh dear, Zee,” Themis says, and I could swear she’s holding back a gleeful smirk. “You aren’t well.” She looks to Kratos. “Get him to his rooms.” She pats Zee’s arm. “And I’ll have Hepa bring you some warm ambrosia just the way you like it later this evening.”

      He looks like an old man as he nods and shuffles off beside Kratos.

      Themis turns back to survey us students. “Now for the rest of you…” Her gaze lands on me. “Edie. I am mistaken or are you somehow at the center of all this?”

      Nico barks out a sharp laugh and coughs up some water. Val seethes.

      “That bitch started this all,” Nico sputters, getting to his feet. “She’s as bad as her slut mom.”

      “Edie wasn’t involved,” Val says and all eyes are on him. “She was trying to stop us.”

      “We'll see,” Themis says. “Every student here will come to my office and be judged. Moggy or pureblood, the scales will decide your fate. You will tell me all you know. If you are found lacking, you will be expelled.” She surveys the scene. “There has never been a darker moment at Mount Olympus Academy than right now.”

      “Anyone who needs the infirmary, go. Otherwise wait in your rooms. Kratos will come and fetch you to receive your judgement. If you can't be found, Artemis will hunt you down and drag you back.” Kratos returns and she turns to him with a nod.

      “Let's start with Mr. Tralano, shall we?"

      “This is unfair!” Nico yells. “Where is Mr. Zee?” Nico backs away but Kratos grabs him and carries him away.

      “I am nothing if not fair, Mr. Tralano,” Themis tells him. She turns to address us again. “Disperse,” she commands, and we rush to obey.
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      I rush to Val and slip under his arm, helping him walk on his ruined ankle. I know he’s hurting, but right now my heart is breaking too. Val was a ringleader. He is definitely getting expelled.

      “You’re going to have to leave MOA.”

      “Don’t worry, Edie. It’ll be fine,” he assures me. Grabbing onto my arm, he steers me toward the infirmary.

      We pass Tina who looks more cheerful than I’ve ever seen her before. So cheerful that she’s whistling, despite the jagged slash on her arm and puncture in her cheek.

      “I’m so sorry,” I tell her...and Val too.

      “I’m not,” Tina says. “This place has sucked since we were outed. I’m fine with getting kicked out.”

      “Yeah,” Val says. “There’s always UWA.”

      I take a deep shuddering breath, fighting tears. Val doesn’t even seem to care that we’ll be at different schools with no way to communicate. That we might in fact never see each other again.

      “We’re going to the infirmary,” I tell Tina. “You should probably come with.”

      “Nope,” she says, veering off in the other direction. “I want to gloat over their dead and make sure our own are treated with the respect they deserve.”

      I have no idea how to respond to this, and luckily I don’t have to as Val tugs me away. As we walk along one of the beautifully landscaped paths, I can’t help but think how every part of being on campus will be less enjoyable without Val. I never left my room without hoping I might run into him. And those times when I did and we had a few moments alone together…

      Even when he was engaged to Larissa, I couldn’t fight the spark between us.

      But on Val’s side it seems to have gone out.

      I’m so lost in my own feelings, that I don’t even notice we’re not anywhere near the infirmary until Val comes to a stop. Blinking, I look around.

      “Why are we at the lagoon?”

      Without answering Val pulls his shirt over his head and drops it onto the sand at our feet.

      I swallow audibly and he looks at me with a smile and then reaches for the waistband of his pants. Without any warning, I find out that Val is definitely a boxer briefs guy. And they look good on him.

      Turning, he hops toward the water on his good foot. He should look ridiculous, but I’m not anywhere near laughing. We’re in the middle of a beautiful lush lagoon and yet my mouth is dry like we just trekked into the desert.

      At the edge of the water, Val uses his injured leg to squat low and then leaps, flipping in the air before diving beneath the water.

      I laugh as he comes up for air. “Show off.”

      Wading in the deep end, he gestures. “Come on in, the water’s warm.”

      “No thanks.” I hug my arms around myself. “I’m a little chilled from that unexpected rainstorm we had earlier.”

      With long strokes Val swims toward me. “Come closer.”

      “Are you going to pull me in?”

      “Nope. I’m going to convince you to get in of your own free will.”

      I walk nearer to the water’s edge. It feels like something bigger is at play right now between us, but I can’t quite figure out what it is. “All right. Convince me.”

      Flipping onto his back, Val puts his hands behind his head and floats. “There’s an old story,” he begins. “About a bet between the wind and the sun. They saw a man walking along a beach much like this one, wearing a long coat. The sun boasted that she could get him to remove it first. The wind, not to be outdone, said he could do it much quicker than the sun. The sun, confident of her abilities, allowed the wind to get first.

      “So, the wind, as expected, blew against the man. Tugging and pulling at his coat. The man, of course, pulled his coat tighter against his body. The wind blew again, even harder. The coat flapped against the man’s legs, but he did up every button and huddled deeper inside it. Finally, the wind blew as hard as it could. The man was pushed backwards and then even flew up into the air, but his coat stayed on. Defeated, the wind grumbled to the sun, ‘Fine, you try, but that man must love that coat more than he loves his life.’ With a silvery little laugh, the sun beamed down on the man. Softly at first. He relaxed, no longer holding his coat tight. She blazed brighter, warming him further.”

      Suddenly, sweat drips down my face and realize the sun in real life is imitating the one in Val’s story. Toeing off my shoes and socks, I let the water lap over my feet.

      Meanwhile, Val continues, “The man unbuttoned his coat, letting it fly open. Encouraged, the sun covered him with her rays. She was burning him, blistering his skin, but the man no longer cared. He threw off his coat and all the rest of his clothes, then jumped into the water.”

      As Val says this, I follow suit, pulling off my uniform and tossing it over my shoulder. No longer floating, Val stands in the water. Wearing only my bra and underwear, I run into the water and then into his arms.

      We fall into the water together. Our limbs tangle as the water covers our heads. Every inch of my skin feels alive. The water is like a warm caress. But it’s Val’s cold skin that I crave. Even here in the warm water, beneath the hot sun, he remains icy to the touch.

      We come up for air and then descend again, becoming otters. We play tag, taking turns chasing each other. His cold hand slides the length of my leg before closing around my ankle in capture. Then it’s my turn. My hands travel the length of his muscled back before locking around his middle.

      The unspoken words with each capture: I got you. I got you. I got you.

      Finally we collapse on a small island of soft grass at the far corner of the lagoon. It’s just barely big enough for the two of us to lie side by side. But we don’t need much space as we grab hold of one another, our mouths meeting hungry and hot. We help each other shed the last bit of clothing separating us from each other, and then—

      Well, maybe Val’s Moggy past means he has a witch in his family too.

      Because what happens next is magical.

      I curl into Val when it’s over, wishing we could stay here forever.

      “So in that story,” I say with a yawn. “Am I the sun, or are you?”

      Val chuckles softly. “We’re both the sun and the world revolves around us both.”

      “You should get Tina to put that on a T-shirt,” I laugh. But the mention of Tina pulls me back into the real world. “Oh gods, I hope Artemis doesn’t show up to drag you away!”

      “I already know I'm getting expelled. Let them work for it.” Val stretches lazily, obviously no longer concerned with what Themis wants now that he’s on his way out.

      “I’ll miss you,” I say in a small voice, trying not to feel pathetic. And naked. Although I am in every way.

      Reaching over, Val pulls me close again. “No, you won’t. Because there are ways around the rules and I will find all of them. It seems like Tina and I are probably going to end up at UWA. So you sneak into the underworld and I’ll sneak back here. And when we can’t get away, we’ll use Kevin.” Val holds up a hand and almost immediately Kevin lands on it. “I’ll send him here. Tomorrow night. And you can return him when you come visit me at UWA.”

      “When I come visit?”

      Val gives me a lopsided smile. “I’ll tell them you’re thinking about joining the non-living so we can be together. They’ll give you a day pass. Then we can find the next piece of your sword.”

      I frown, studying Val. “I thought you didn’t want me to put the sword together?”

      “No, I wanted you to be fully aware of what having that sword means.” He shakes his head. “I was being an ass. I’ve been at your side in several battles. You do what needs to be done. You’re a merciful killer.” Running a hand through his hair, Val sighs. “We both saw Mr. Zee this afternoon. He’s looking more and more like a dog that needs to be put down. If it comes down to it, you’re the one I trust to do it.”

      His belief in me feels like an almost physical thing that I can carry around with me and call on when I’m uncertain. But I also think it’s misplaced.

      “Val, I don’t think I can—”

      He jumps up and as I struggle not to ogle his below the waist parts, he pulls me up beside him. “One last swim,” he demands, tugging me toward the water once more.

      The clouds, that Val had formed above, shielding us from the sun, part, and it beams down once more.

      “What about Themis?” I ask.

      Val throws me over his shoulder and jumps high into the air. Right before we hit the water and go under, he answers, “Let Themis wait.”
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      Missing Tina is weird. Missing David Bowie is even weirder.

      Every time I walk into our dorm room I’m ready for an insult or an attack about something I did wrong (or forgot to do), or even just Tina being in a pissy mood for no reason whatsoever.

      I never thought I would miss my bitchy vampire roommate. But her bare mattress, and the empty spot on the windowsill where Vee sat, makes me super depressed when I come home. Even the dirty spot on the wall where David Bowie kept knocking himself senseless bums me out.

      It’s not just my dorm room that’s different. The whole campus has changed.

      Themis ended up expelling Nico and two of his friends, and seven vampires—including Val, Tina, and Marguerite.

      The rest of the vamps on campus saw it as pure bias...although to be fair, most of the deaths were from them. But the vampires argued that by pissing them off, the shifters got what was coming to them. In the week after the expulsions, more and more vampires left MOA for UWA.

      Since all the vampires were in the Assassination class, the sudden drop in the vampire population was immediately obvious for me. In a way, it was kinda good, because it forced me to look around and realize I didn’t belong there anymore either.

      Themis was right from the very start. I never should’ve been in the assassination class. I transferred that same day to the spy class. It seemed like the best choice for the moment, and I figured I might also pick up some tips that could help me  work with the monsters to free Mavis.

      Cassie was devastated by my switch, even while she admitted it was a good choice. She tried to switch with me, but none of the other classes would let her in. So now she mostly just cuts classes, hanging out in the quad or with her mom in the archives. Because Merilee carries all the details of MOA in her head, and has a magic spell to transfer everything to Cassie upon her death, no one here is gonna flunk her out.

      Now most of my classes are with Jordan, who is always entertaining. And I’ve gotten to know Nico’s old roommate, the little chicken shifter, better too. He is, of course, thrilled with Nico’s expulsion and no longer having to share a room with someone who regularly terrified him. For some reason I keep finding myself telling him stories of when I first met Nico. Even after everything, I can’t stop a small part of myself from hoping that he’ll one day figure out how to be a better man.

      Now two weeks later, as I prepare to visit Val at Underworld Academy on a visitation pass just like he’d promised, Fern is at my side once more. She came straight to my room after checking on Mavis. With the trial now only one week away, we’re all growing increasingly anxious about how it will all shake out.

      Seeing my agitation, Fern changes the subject.

      “If you see Marguerite, tell her I miss her. Tell her I’m doing great. Better than great.” Fern paces. “Okay, wait. Don’t lie. Tell her I’m having a hard time, but don’t mention the crying or that day I couldn’t get out of bed.”

      “Fern.” I give her a big hug. “If I see Marguerite, I will tell her you miss her.”

      This sets off a fresh round of tears. But she gets past them relatively quickly and walks with me to the portal fountain.

      Metis is waiting there when we arrive.

      The majority of the portals have been sealed off due to Mr. Zee’s growing paranoia about one of his bastard children coming to kill him. Metis, though, talked to Hades and arranged for me to take a “campus visit day” to Underworld Academy, something Hades had been more than willing to accommodate.

      “He thinks he’s on a roll now that he’s taken most of our vampires,” Metis explains, rolling her eyes as she hands me a day pass. “Convincing the only dragon shifter ever to die for a place at UWA would be quite a feather in his cap.”

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” I say.

      “I’m sure Themis has big plans for you once you graduate,” Metis replies crisply. “With you at the helm of our intimidation team, I think we could make the monsters sign a peace agreement giving in to all our demands. Gods, it must’ve been at least seventy centuries past or more since we last got them so fully under our boots. And then we made the monsters lick them.” She smiles at me, her eyes cold. “Edie, would you like to have a monster lick your boots clean every day? Their spit adds a special sort of polish. They positively gleam.”

      She says this so seriously, like this is the plan. I try to swallow, but my mouth has gone dry. “I don’t really wear boots,” I finally say.

      Totally lame, I know. But I don’t want to cross swords with Metis right now about the gods’ treatment of monsters. Still, not setting her straight right here on the spot makes me nervous. Like I’m agreeing to that future for myself.

      Or maybe it’s just because I’ve been thinking about what I’m going to do after Mount Olympus Academy, and drawing a big blank.

      Even though I believe in the monsters’ cause, I don’t want to be drawn into their never-ending war with the gods. On either side.

      But what else is there for a dragon shifter to do?

      I’m still pondering this question as I step into the freezing cold of the black nothing that magically takes me from one place to another.

      One more step and I’m standing in the middle of a dry fountain with yet another naked Hermes statue. My teeth chatter from the cold of the portal and now from the snow swirling down around me.

      I put a shivering hand out to catch a flake. Mid-October seems a little early for snow.

      “I thought it would be romantic,” says a low voice in my ear. “Snow. New York City.” He holds a hot cocoa up beneath my nose. “Warm drinks in mittened hands.”

      I take the cocoa. “Have you been reading my diary or watching too much of the Hallmark Channel?”

      Val keeps a straight face but his eyes twinkle at me. “The second one, actually. I never knew such a thing existed, but last week I was one of the losers of the school-wide limbo contest—”

      “School-wide?” I echo.

      “Uh-huh. Apparently, they’re held regularly and there are some intense rivalries to see how low can you go. The losers have to watch twelve hours of television of Hades’s choosing.” He leans in close, his breath colder than the chilly New York air. “Don’t tell anyone, but I sorta liked it.”

      I laugh, ignoring the pang in my heart at the realization that Val is happy at his new school. Quickly, I push that feeling down. I want Val to be happy. Of course I do. It’s just difficult when I feel less and less certain about where I belong.

      But I refuse to spend this brief time with Val worried and moping.

      Giving him a kiss on the cheek, I slip my hand into his.

      “I assume you know where you’re going?” I ask Val.

      “Of course. Right now we’re in a quiet section of Central Park, but around the corner is a lovely subway station. And that’s our destination.”

      We chat as we talk. I catch him up on all the Mount Olympus news. Val tells me that the monsters found all my inside information about the prison helpful and the plan to save Mavis is coming along. Abruptly we stop.

      “Where now?” I ask.

      Val points at steps leading to the underground subway station. “Down.”

      We head into the subway tunnels, where Val confidently unlocks a keypad-protected door by swiping his Underworld Academy student pass. Seeing that in his hand, even more so than the limbo story, reminds me that he now belongs to this other place.

      The light on the door turns green and Val wrenches the door—four inches of solid steel—open. It clicks shut behind us, and we’re left standing on a metal staircase that leads down into darkness.

      “Don’t we have a tour guide, or something?” I ask Val. “Where’s the welcoming committee?”

      “Do you really want to meet the welcoming committee at a school where the first requirement for enrollment is that you are dead?” Val asks, and I huff.

      “No, I just…” The truth is, going to Hades is a little scary.

      “Remember the lotus stream?” Val asks me, and I nod.

      In order to gain admission to Mount Olympus Academy, I’d been dropped—literally—by Hermes into a swamp, where I’d had to find a stream of lotus flowers which led me to the entrance of MOA. It was a test to see if I had what it took to be admitted.

      “So it’s like that?” I ask. “Except…” I look at the rust on the stairs, the darkness welling at our feet. “More depressing?”

      “Well, my test for actual enrollment was a bit different than whatever this is. Right here is actually the visitors’ entrance, which is usually easier...but in this instance…” Val shrugs. “Maybe not.”

      I glare at him knowing there’s something he’s not telling me. “Just spill it, Val. Ignorance won’t make it easier.”

      He sighs. “I don’t know anything for certain. I was just told that having parents on campus puts on the damper on the fun-loving atmosphere and so Hades might’ve made the visitors’ entrance a little more intimidating than the actual student entrance exam.”

      “And what was the entrance test?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Oh gods. Did you have to kiss another girl or even—”

      “Edie, no!” Val puts his arms around me and pulls me close. “It was nothing like that. We had to play beer pong with ambrosia.”

      “Beer pong!” I explode, unable to believe that can be a test to get into a supernatural academy.

      “Well the ambrosia was barely watered down and we all had horrible hangovers the next day, so…”

      “Whatever,” I say, more annoyed than I should be, though I can’t pin down why. Actually, I know why. It’s because Val is having all these adventures without me. When I first arrived at MOA it all felt a bit like a game, too—not a game of beer pong—but still, it was all shiny and new and full of possibility.

      But the bloom is way off that rose now. And I’m still stuck with it.

      For now.

      Soon though, Mavis will be free. And then I too can find new adventures beyond Mount Olympus Academy. I need to stop thinking about the possibilities my dragon shifting has closed off for me and think about the ones it will open up.

      Feeling better about the future just for having decided that it’s my own to make, I put my chin up and head down the steps, while Val’s footsteps sound on the stairs behind me.

      We lose the light entirely after we’ve descended to the third platform. Val bumps into my back, then grabs my waist to keep me from falling.

      “Sorry,” he says, his cold breath in my ear. He doesn’t drop his hands from my waist.

      It’s distracting. And it’s dark. The sort of dark that feels like you’re drowning in black ink. And while I certainly don’t mind our situation, I am not entirely sure there isn’t a fatal fall waiting for me in the next few steps. It kind of takes the heat out of my blood.

      Speaking of heat…

      “Val, how confident are you in Fern’s fireproofing spell?”

      “Pretty confident. Why?”

      I don’t explain, just raise his hand next to my face and expel a stream of dragon’s fire at it. He jumps, but doesn’t react otherwise. My fire burns, endlessly looking for something to devour, while his skin refuses to catch, providing us with an unending light source.

      “Does it hurt?” I ask.

      “It’s not exactly comfortable,” Val says. “But I’ll manage. Onward.”

      We descend, continually edging forward. I test each step with one foot before trusting it to hold my weight. Val hovers behind me—literally—his lit hand raised to light the way, the other clutching my arm in case the stairs give out. I wish I could unfurl my wings and fly, but there's not enough room.

      We finally reach the bottom, a layer of concrete with something fuzzy growing about an inch thick on top of it. There’s also a bundle of rags resting at the bottom of the steps, a stench emanating from it that I also choose to let remain a mystery. Val lifts his lit arm, glancing both ways down the passage.

      “Password?” The bundle of rags says, and I scream. Val spins, ready to set the thing on fire, when he spots a pair of eyes looking out.

      “Password?” It says again, and I lean in closer, covering my mouth and nose. It’s human, I’m pretty sure.

      “Sir?” I ask, then to decide to cover all my bases. “Ma’am? Do you need help? Are you in need of medical attention?”

      “I need the godsdamned password,” it says.

      “Saturday night dance fever,” Val says, and I give him a solid smack.

      “This isn’t funny,” I say. “A demented homeless person has found their way down here, and we need to get them out. Who knows how long—”

      “Saturday night dance fever,” Val says again, and the bundle of rags raises an arm, pointing to the left.

      “Proceed.”

      Val leads the way, fire held aloft.

      Wanting to stay close, I clutch the back of his shirt. “They really take the whole party school thing seriously,” I can’t help but observe.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty much the only thing they take seriously,” Val replies. “Tina’s going crazy. Nothing here challenges her. She might transfer to a vamp school.”

      “And what about you?” I can’t help but ask. “You seem to like it.”

      “Do I?” Val voice is laced with amusement. “Honestly, I refuse to take any of these academies seriously. We act like they’re different, but really they’re just variations on the same bullshit.”

      I knew Val wasn’t into the whole school thing, but there’s a bitterness in his voice that I’ve never heard before. “You don’t believe in education.”

      He makes a scoffing noise. “This isn’t education, it’s propaganda.”

      Before I can ask more about that, I see something glowing up ahead. “Look.” I point a finger over Val’s shoulder. “Is that the entrance?”

      “I don’t think so,” Val answers as we get closer.

      It turns out to be graffitti, the letters taller than us and spelling out EXISTENCE IS FLAWED.

      A flickering light ahead catches our attention and we aim for it, the hall growing thinner as we go. It’s squeezing my shoulders by the time we reach the light. I slip out of the passageway into a circular room, where Val stands before an elevator door.

      It only has one button—down. He pushes it, and the doors slide open, a Muzak version of “Stairway to Heaven” playing for our benefit.

      “Charming,” Val says, shaking out the fire on his hand, since the elevator has lighting.

      On the inside of the car, there is just a single button, pointing down.

      “How far below do you think we already are?” I ask with a shiver.

      “Not at the bottom yet,” Val says. “But at least it’s all downhill from here.”

      "Great dad joke," I tell him, humorlessly.

      He shrugs and pushes the button. We begin to sink.

      It feels like it takes forever. I hold Val’s hand. It’s the one that had been on fire, so it’s still slightly warm. I don’t usually give much thought to the fact that he’s a vampire, and his cold touch sometimes takes me by surprise. To feel his hand warm in mine is even more weird, but I don’t mind it.

      Finally, the elevator rumbles to a halt, and the doors slide open to reveal a large, attractive man in a toga, a puff of very dark hair erupting from the folds at his chest. “Edie,” he says, holding his arms out wide, to reveal that he’s hairy everywhere.

      “I am Hades, and welcome to Underworld Academy.”
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      Hades’s gaze drops to Val’s and my entwined fingers, and I immediately let go of Val’s hand. “Don’t be shy on account of me,” Hades says, pulling us both forward, out of the elevator car. “Down here, we don’t believe in the interspecies dating ban. In fact, down here…” He nudges Val like they’re best buddies. “Anything goes.” He winks at me.

      “Sounds like MOA, circa my mother’s time,” I say under my breath, and Hades shoots me a glance.

      “What’s that?”

      “I said it sounds like a circus, and a good time,” I say, raising my voice.

      “Definitely, definitely,” Hades agrees, rubbing his hands together as he leads us out onto what looks like a subway platform decorated in rotting high-end Victorian style.

      “What is this place?” I ask, taking in the length of the vaulted ceiling, where cherubs and satyrs are carved into filth covered marble.

      “This is the Vanderbilt station,” Hades says. “At the turn of the century the old money families wanted all the best of the modern amenities…but not if they came with the unpleasantness of rubbing shoulders with anyone who could buy a subway ticket. So, they built their own subway below the public one. Lavishly decorated, of course. Everything down here is the best of the best,” Hades says, slapping a marble pillar. A rat scurries out from under his feet, somewhat detracting from his point.

      “This extends how far?” I ask, wowed by what I’m seeing.

      “Oh, all the original stops are included,” Hermes says. “But the trains don’t run anymore. All the rich folks bought automobiles and left this to rot. Which is where I came in. Underworld Academy is the newest of the supernatural academies, and if I may say so myself, the most legendary. We have quite a reputation.”

      “As a party school,” I said.

      “What’s that?” Hades asks.

      “I said that’s cool,” I repeat.

      Val gives me a little nudge with his elbow.  I can’t tell if it’s meant as a warning or a secret sorta high-five.

      Hades leads us to a shredded velvet curtain that pulls back to reveal yet another door. We walk through in front of him and descend down a last set of stairs. Beneath us, everything glows, and there’s a constant thrumming under our feet.

      “It’s Black Light Friday Night,” Hades says, raising his voice to be heard as we get closer to the music.

      “But it’s one in the afternoon!” I yell back.

      “They don’t know that,” he says. “We don’t have any windows.”

      We get to the bottom of the steps and someone hands me a cup full of ambrosia. I can see the room—a mass of young shifters, vampires, and witches—all vibrating along with the music, their bodies outlined in glow paint. Dozens of bats flit above their heads, which seems like a nice atmospheric touch, until I see a few of them dip into the crowd and shift into human form.

      Greg once told me he was the first of his family to attend Mount Olympus Academy. He said it like this was a big deal and I assumed it was the first academy anyone in his family had gone to at all. But now I suspect that what he really meant was that the rest of his family chose UWA.

      Hades clamps a meaty hand onto my shoulder.

      “Bar is over there,” he says, waving toward the corner. “Your pass will get you two free drinks. Don’t get pregnant, and don’t get killed, okay? Those are my only two rules for visitors from the other campuses. I’m sure the pleasures of our school will be more than enough to tempt you to the dark side. Have fun, kids.”

      And with that, he’s gone, slipping away to bump and grind along with his students.

      Val steers me over to what at first I think is a punch bowl. Upon closer inspection, though, it’s filled with condoms. Reaching in, Val hands me one.

      “I’m here on important business,” I tell him with a grin.

      “So, no fun?” he asks me.

      “Maybe…” I look into his dark eyes and all thoughts of my “important business” are gone. I shake my head. Between the flashing blacklights and the booming music and Val’s closeness I’m finding it hard to focus.

      “Can we go somewhere else?” I shout.

      “What?” he asks.

      “IT’S SO LOUD,” I say.

      “What?” he repeats.

      I put my hand over my ears and give him a pouty face. I swear he says, “Adorable,” as he takes my hand and leads me out of the rave into a dark, brick hallway.

      As we walk and the party sounds lessen behind us, I lean into his shoulder. “Is there any actual learning at this school?”

      “Sure, if that’s what you’re here for. My father was not happy about my expulsion from MOA, but when we came here to visit, Hades was all ‘best place for the undead’ and ‘state of the art lecture hall.’ He didn’t tell my dad that attendance was optional. Like I said, Tina is thinking of transferring to a vamp school. Somewhere they don’t know we’re Moggies.”

      “And Marguerite?” I ask.

      “She’s been really mopey.”

      “Fern too! Anyone who would break those two up is a terrible person. They belong together.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to let Marguerite use Kevin to send messages.” We take a right, then a left. I’m lost but Val seems to know where we’re going.

      “They should both just drop out…I mean, MOA is going to shit and UWA seems pointless,” I say.

      “Well, it’s not that easy. Marguerite has her vampire family obligations and Fern has…” he looks around, “other concerns.”

      I nod. Fern is working for the monsters and so is Val. “Speaking of which…did you get the information on the sword?”

      “Yes, I’m taking you to—” He stops abruptly and pulls me close, kissing me as a drunk student stumbles behind us.

      “Niiiiice,” the student says to Val.

      I pull away. “Was that kiss just a cover?” I ask in a teasingly upset voice.

      “That one was. This one is for me,” he says as he leans in again. This time the kiss leaves my legs shaky.

      I put my head on his chest. I wish we could stay this way forever, but I have to finish what I came here for. Regretfully, I take a full step back.

      “Time to get down to business?” he asks.

      I nod and sigh. “Unfortunately.”

      “Okay,” he continues down the hall while he explains. “In the underworld there are six rivers, each dealing with a different aspect of the afterlife. Hatred, Pain, Forgetfulness, Fire, Wailing.

      “That’s…unpleasant,” I say. “And only five.”

      “The last one is a river that encircles the world…but that’s not important. The one we need, according to my contacts, is the Phlegothon. The river of fire. The blade is hidden in the middle of the river where it crosses paths with the mortal realm.”

      “Well, that’s perfect!” I say. “I’m a dragon and you’re fireproof! So, we’re going there now?”

      “No,” he admits. “The problem is, I can’t get us there. Only a few gods know the way.”

      “Okay, so…?”

      “While here I’ve made friends with the goddess Hecate.”

      “You’ve made friends with a goddess?” I ask. All the deities I know are super attractive and extra horny. “Should I be jealous?”

      “Always,” he says. “But no, not really. Hecate is different. Misunderstood, really. She’s the goddess of many things, including the moon, witchcraft, dogs and…and crossroads and entrance ways.”

      “Hecate can get us to the crossroads where the sword blade is hidden!” I say.

      “Exactly, and I’ve been leading us to her office, though it’s more like a cave. I just want to warn you about her appearance.”

      “Too hot for words?” I ask.

      “Not exactly. Just don’t make a big deal.” He pushes open the door and we enter an office like none at Mount Olympus Academy. The place is covered in books and scrolls and potion bottles and random trinkets. It’s a sharp contrast to Metis’s tidy room.

      “Hecate,” Val calls out and an old woman appears, shuffling toward us. I gasp but try to cover it up with a cough. She’s not tall or fit or gorgeous. She looks like a withered old woman. I’m surprised she’s at UWA; it’s not what I would expect from a party school. She also appears as homeless as the lump of rags we gave the password to, but she has a sparkle in her eyes.

      “Val, my boy!” she calls.

      She looks me up and down with her wizened face. “You’re the one. huh?” There’s a squawk and a Stymphalian bird lands on her shoulder.

      “Is that…Bowie?” I ask. He’s looking good. “Did you resurrect him?”

      Val shakes his head. “Hecate is adept at necromancy,” he explains. “Bowie isn’t living but neither is he dead.”

      “Just like his vampire mistress. She left him here, but comes to visit. That one pretends not to care, but she’s a good girl at heart.”

      I nod, missing Tina even more.

      “Hecate, we’ve come for the blade. We need to reach the river of fire.”

      “Phlegothon. Yes. I will send you there now.” She puts a clawed, bony hand on each of our shoulders. “Children, be careful. You are on a noble quest, but even the most worthy actions can have dire consequences. And remember the living cannot enter any river in the underworld.” She turns to me.

      “If you play with fire, you will get burned.”

      One moment we are standing in front of her and the next we are standing on the banks of a river of pure fire. The heat blasts my face and I stumble back.

      “Holy Hades,” Val says as he stares at the river of molten liquid fire. Flames dance on the surface.

      “Do you see the blade?” I ask, my eyes watering.

      He walks forward, stripping off his clothes.

      “Wait,” I cry out, but he ignores me and puts a foot into the river. I rush toward him, but can’t stand the heat and have to walk away.

      “Hecate said the living can’t enter the river,” he calls back to me. “I am neither living nor dead.”

      My heart jumps but amazingly, the fire doesn’t burn him. He is completely unfazed as he makes his way to the middle of the river, the lava up to his chest.

      “I see it!” he shouts. Trudging back, he carries the blade in his hands, careful not to cut himself. He holds it out to me and when I take it, it is cold to the touch. It weighs next to nothing.

      “One step closer,” he tells me.

      “I thought it would be bigger,” I admit. It’s more like a long knife. It fits easily in my backpack.

      “The words every man fears,” Val observes wryly.

      I nudge him. “If you’re fishing for a compliment, Val, then let me say I found you completely satisfactory in size.”

      He clutches at his stomach as if I just stabbed him with the blade. Then he straightens and takes a step closer. “There was a lot going on that day, maybe you’re not recalling—”

      “Some of the smaller details?” I ask, making my eyes wide and innocent.

      “I walked into that one. I’ll admit it.” Laughing, Val playfully nips at my shoulder before adding, “Hecate said that if we leave through the doorway we’ll be back in New York. Do you have to rush off?”.

      “Hmm…” I pretend to consider the question as I carefully set the blade down on the ground. When I straighten back up, Val stands before me, naked, perfect, and definitely more than satisfactory in size.

      “I can stay a while longer,” I tell him with a wicked grin.
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      I’m waiting to see Metis in her office when I notice that all my arm hair is singed off.

      It’s the side of my body that was closest to the Phlegothon, so I’m not entirely surprised. I mean, I had sex next to a river of fire in literal hell. I guess I can’t expect to climb out of the Underworld completely unscathed.

      I’m thinking about this, thinking about how seeing Val wade into flames up to his chest made my own body burn with something close to utter panic, when Metis’s door opens.

      “Oh, Edie,” she says, feigning surprise. “Did you want to see me about your…” She eyes the healer who had been ensconced with her, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Condition?”

      “Yes, my…condition,” I dutifully repeat, making the healer give me the side-eye as she slips past me to her next class. “Great, thanks,” I tell Metis, once her door closes behind us. “Nico called me a slut and now half the campus will think I have an STD.”

      “But you can’t have, can you?” Metis asks slyly. “Not when you’re a shifter, your lover is a vampire, and there’s been a ban on interspecies dating.”

      My cheeks are as hot as the Phlegothon had been. “Val and I are...it’s complicated. Didn't Themis lift the ban?” I ask.

      She only shrugs. “It’s not official. Once Zeus is gone this silly ban will be just a bad memory, anyway. Now…did you get the second piece?”

      “Yes,” I say, taking the seat opposite her desk. She remains standing, leaning in toward me. She reminds me of a scavenger, about to peck to see if its meal is still alive, or if it just needs to wait a little longer.

      “Well?” She leans closer, her hair swinging down from one shoulder to brush the top of her desk. “Where is it?”

      “Somewhere safe,” I say.

      Metis seems to accept that. She pulls back, resettles her skirts before taking her seat. When she looks back up at me, her eyes are soft again, the little feral curl gone from her lips. “We’re almost there, Edie,” she says. “The last piece should be simple enough.”

      “The one at Amazon Academy?” I ask. “What is it?”

      I already have a blade, and a hilt. One is heavy, the other sharp. What else do I need?

      “It’s a gemstone,” Metis says. “But not an ordinary one. I drew ichor from Zeus while he slept off a drunken rout and infused it into the stone.”

      “Ichor. Blood of the gods,” I automatically translate. “Mr. Zee’s blood.”

      “Precisely,” Metis nods. “Once it’s fitted into the hilt, the blade will click into place, and you’ll wield a weapon capable of slaying the king of the gods.”

      “If I wanted to kill him,” I remind her. “Which I don’t. I’m just going to Amazon Academy to retrieve the last piece so that we have the bargaining power to encourage him to step down.”

      “Forcefully encourage,” Metis prompts. But I only narrow my eyes.

      “Yes,” Metis says after a beat, continuing on lightly. “Athena runs Amazon Academy, and Zeus trusts her to keep the gemstone safe. I always did say he spoiled her a little, but I wasn’t much involved with her rearing. I mean, I didn’t even give birth to her—she’s that much her father’s child. She popped right out of his head, instead of coming out of my womb. How do you like that?”

      “I…don’t?” This seems to be the best response. I don’t like the idea of a baby popping out of me anywhere, top or bottom. “But wait—Athena is your daughter? With Zeus?”

      “Yes, yes,” Metis waves a hand. “Don’t you know our family trees by now?”

      “Does anyone?”

      “Well, I have to admit, even we get confused sometimes. Which is why so many of us end up sleeping with our cousins.”

      “Right,” I say, but I try not to sound too judgmental.

      “Regardless,” Metis continues. “That was thousands of years ago. Water under the bridge. But whether I gave birth to her or not, I know my daughter. And she does have her weaknesses.”

      “Such as?” I ask.

      Metis smiles at me, slowly. “Heroes. The prettier the better.”

      “I’m not giving her Val!” I stand up suddenly, my knees hitting her desk, the chair smacking into the wall behind me.

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Metis chuckles, coming around the desk to reach out, cupping my chin in one hand. “It’s not your vampire she’s interested in. Athena wants to meet you.”
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      Traveling through another portal when I haven’t fully gotten the chill from the last one out of my veins leaves me colder than ever.

      I’m shivering, running my hands up and down my arms to try to create some friction in the heavy mist that surrounds me the second I come out of the other end of the portal—on Maiden Sky Island—where Amazon Academy is hidden from the outside world.

      Athena was supposed to meet me here. But I don’t see anyone…and yet, I don’t feel precisely alone, either.

      There’s a feeling in the air around me, something heavier than the mist. It clings to me, almost like fingertips fluttering over my skin. There’s a breath in my ear, and I jump, spinning to face whoever is behind me. But there’s no one.

      A strand of my hair lifts, as if being inspected, and I snatch it back from mid-air, popping my dragon wings out. They’re a bright magenta at the moment—a warning. I’m not ready to incinerate…whatever this might be. But I’m letting it know that I’m willing to.

      “Hippolyta, she is not for you!” a voice cuts through the mist, and the feeling of a presence immediately vanishes, though the fog surrounds me still.

      A woman emerges—more accurately a goddess, and easily identifiable as one. Athena is tall, gorgeous, gray-eyed with light hair, a sword strapped across her back. Her face is serious as she approaches me, and I leave my wings out, letting her know I have my own weapons, too.

      “Edie,” she says. “Welcome to Amazon Academy.” At her words, the mists lift, and I see that we are standing on a green, next to a white marble building, very Grecian in style.

      “So the mist is like your gate?” I ask, remembering the iron bars that stand in the swamp, guarding the entrance to Mount Olympus Academy.

      “In a way,” Athena says, leading me to walk with her around the campus. “We’re on an island, and so putting a gate around the campus seems unnecessary. The mist keeps any uninvited—or uninitiated—guests away until they have been approved.”

      “Approved by who?” I ask, thinking of the light fingers that grazed my skin.

      “Hippolyta, the first Amazon, mother of all Amazons,” Athena answers. “I run this academy, but she chooses who may enter. Applicants come to our island hoping to be trained in our ways. But to truly be an Amazon you must have an inner spirit, a spark, that cannot be taught. Hippolyta recognizes that in all who are allowed to enter, dubbing them Amazons the moment they receive her approval.”

      “And if they don’t?” I ask.

      Athena shrugs. “They leave. Some choose Underworld Academy as an appropriate alternative.”

      I remember the raging party, the black lights, the loose atmosphere in the Underworld. That’s nothing like this campus, with its pristine white marble buildings, and the carefully manicured greens.

      “It might be an alternative,” I tell Athena. “But appropriate is definitely stretching it. Nothing about Underworld Academy is appropriate. Anyone who aimed for this, and found themselves there…”

      I let my words trail off, sad for the girls who come here, only to be rejected.

      But Athena shrugs. “My Amazons are my world. My only interest is in the girls who remain.”

      “And me,” I remind her. “Metis said that you wanted to meet me.”

      “Yes.” She pauses on the green, turning to face me and run one long, white finger over my wings, which are a calmer shade of pink now. “I’m interested in you, Edie. A dragon shifter. A warrior, by all accounts.”

      “A reluctant one,” I tell her. “I do not enjoy killing.”

      “Not enjoy killing?” she asks. “Why not?”

      “I…” There’s no good way for me to answer that question. I guess killing is kind of like pistachio ice cream. You either like it, or you don’t.

      “Never mind,” Athena says, waving her hand in the air, no longer interested in me. “Metis sent you here to gather something?”

      “Yes,” I say carefully.

      I’m not sure how much I’m supposed to trust Athena. Metis only said that gathering the gemstone from Amazon Academy would be easy, but I’m realizing now that she never actually told me where it was. And I don’t know if Athena is going to be totally open to the idea of me dethroning her father. Metis did say Athena was always Zee’s favorite daughter. That makes this woman, this goddess, my sister.

      The thought makes me falter. “It’s uh…like a gemstone, I think?”

      “When will my father learn?” Athena says, her temper suddenly flaring. “I’ve told him over and over that I’m never going to be into accessories! I’m just not that kind of girl.”

      “No, of course not,” I say quickly, because it’s true. Athena is wearing some type of leather skirt, and body armor across her chest. Her hair is braided close to her head, showing off her unpierced ears.

      “Again and again, I’ve told him—no, I won’t wear the necklace. Do you know how easy it is for someone to choke you with your own jewelry? Just come up behind you and—”

      She grabs my collar to illustrate and my oxygen is immediately cut off. I try to nod as enthusiastically as possible before I die, hoping that just being agreeable is all it takes to make her stop throttling me.

      “But oh no,” she goes on, releasing me. I gasp for air as her tirade against Zeus continues. “It will set off your eyes so well,” she mimics him, in a weirdly high-pitched voice. “A pretty girl needs pretty things. Ugh…I could just…”

      She shakes her fist at the sky, then turns back to me. “Men!” she huffs, and spits on the ground.

      I spit too, then stamp on it, grinding my foot into the ground like she is. She nods her approval.

      “So Metis wants the necklace now?” Athena asks. “Trying to crawl back into his bed? Get into his good graces? Does she think a pretty bauble will make him forget what a lying, two-faced manipulator she is?”

      “Um,” is all I manage to squeak out, but it’s pretty obvious that Athena really doesn’t need me to answer her anyway. Seems like most of her questions are rhetorical.

      “Well she’s welcome to it,” she announces.

      “Great.” I smile, relieved. “Where can I find it?”

      “No idea,” Athena says, and my spirits plummet. “I gave it to some pretty little thing that was trying to impress one of the warriors. I don’t know where it got to after that. Taylor!”

      She says this last in a shout, and a woman comes running across the green, a clipboard clutched to her chest. “Yes, Athena?”

      “Edie is here to retrieve that hideous necklace my father sent a while back. Any idea where it might be?”

      Taylor consults her clipboard, but I know she’s only buying time. There was a flicker of panic on her face at the word necklace. Athena saw it too.

      “Who was that girl? The one who had a thing for Rada last semester?”

      “One of the kitchen workers, Athena. Your kindness to her was—”

      Clearly irritated, Athena waves away this compliment. “Yes, yes, she introduced me to avocado toast and I quite enjoyed it. I was grateful. Now, what do you know?”

      Taylor swallows. “I don’t believe she had much luck gaining Rada’s attention. And, uh, she didn’t end up coming back this semester.”

      “Rada may know something then,” Athena says, her eyes roaming the campus as classes let out, girls streaming out of the buildings. “Rada!” she shouts, her voice booming over the green.

      A tall girl with red, curly hair breaks free from a group, jogging over to where we stand. She’s well-muscled, with a freckled face and a serious expression.

      “Yes, Athena?” she asks, and the goddess merely points at me to redirect Rada’s attention, then stalks off across the campus, all interest in me gone. It’s pretty obvious that once I made my pacifist stance clear  any interest Athena might’ve had in me vanished. Taylor scurries after her, clutching the clipboard.

      “Um, hi?” I say, and the Amazon raises her eyebrows at me quizzically.

      “Yes?” She’s not being rude, exactly, but it’s clear she was on her way somewhere else. And while running an errand for Athena has captured her attention, she’s now stuck with an outsider.

      “Metis sent me to get a gemstone, or well…” I retrace my steps, trying to remember what Athena had said. “I guess it was set into a necklace.”

      “Oh.” Rada’s voice remains clear, but her skin goes a shade more pale under the freckles.

      “Athena thought you might know something about it?” I ask.

      “Was this necklace…important? To…anyone important?”

      Now it’s my turn to raise my eyebrows. This is not sounding good. Metis had it in her head that his would be the easiest retrieval of the three pieces, but it’s not looking that way, at all. Rada is positively white now.

      “Yes. No,” I say, then trying to sound like I know what I’m talking about, add, “Look, Metis would very much like the gemstone from the necklace back.”

      “Oh, okay,” Rada immediately brightens, an audible sigh escaping. “That I can do. C’mon.”

      I follow the redhead across campus, heading towards a white columned building that appears to be where she lives. We pass Amazons sparring in the fields with swords, staffs, and in simple hand-to-hand combat.

      “What class is that?” I ask.

      Rada smiles. “That’s not a class. Just some girls having a bit of fun.” While I’m absorbing this interesting definition of fun—one that’s so very different from Underworld Academy—Rada waves to one of the few girls standing alone. Without a partner she still seems well-occupied as she casually twirls a sword with a blade on both ends like it’s a parade baton. “Hey, Lilliana, I’ll be out in a bit and we’ll see how well your new weapon fares against my pole arms.”

      “No worries, I can wait to kick your ass,” Lilliana replies cheerfully.

      “In your dreams," Rada retorts and looks back longingly.

      I can’t help but feel bad. “Sorry I’m taking you away from your fun sparring time.”

      Rada levels me with a very direct and serious look. “Sparring is not fun time for me. I’m sorry you misunderstood, but Lilliana and I are testing out newly constructed weapons. We have the world’s best armorers here at Amazon Academy and take great pride in their work. Although my personal weapon of choice—like that of most Amazons—is the bow and arrow, it’s my goal to be proficient in all weapon categories by the time I graduate.”

      “Oh, wow,” I say, wishing that Rada would crack a smile. Her gravity makes me feel like I’m on the verge of being scolded. Trying to find a topic of mutual interest, I turn to the dorms.

      “So, this is your dorm?” I ask. “Is it co-ed?”

      Rada wrinkles her nose and I immediately realize my mistake. At MOA, the dorms are determined by your course of study—assassin, tracker, healer, spy—and the floors separated by gender. But here, it’s even simpler. They’re all Amazons. And they’re all female.

      “Sorry, dumb question,” I say, as I trail Rada down the hall.

      “No problem. Some girls struggle to get used to it. But a world without men? I don’t want to ever leave.”

      We come to a stop next to the communal bathroom, where the door is propped open.

      “I guess there’s not a huge need for privacy without any boys,” I say.

      “Nope,” Rada agrees. “And this door is so noisy. If you had to pee in the night, you woke up half the hallway. So we propped it.”

      A blush creeps up her cheek at the mention of propping open the door, and when I look down, I see why. There, jammed under the dented corner of the bathroom door and the faded marble tile, is a blood red ruby about the size of a tennis ball.

      “Oh my gods!” I cry, dropping to my knees, and trying to wedge it out from under the door.

      “Please don’t tell Metis!” Rada says, pushing against the door as I pull on the ruby. “We didn’t know it was of any real value.”

      “Any real value?” I repeat. “It’s a huge gemstone!”

      “Right, but…well, that doesn’t matter much here. When you live on the island long enough, your values change.”

      “I bet if it was a weapon it wouldn’t be used as a doorstop,” I say, falling backwards as the jewel comes loose.

      “Sorry,” Rada says, letting go of the door to pull me to my feet. “We just thought the necklace was pointless. No one here wants anything like that. And the stone was the perfect size so we just…”

      “Put it to use,” I tell her, slipping the ruby into my pocket. “It’s okay. I won’t tell Metis.”

      Rada lets out a breath, visibly relieved. “Thanks. I mean, I’d hate to see Athena get in trouble with her mom because of something we did.”

      It’s touching, how much she cares about Athena. I wonder what that’s like, to have someone running your school who you actually look up to. Someone you respect.

      Must be nice.
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      It’s sad when the highlight of my day is listening to my boyfriend’s voice come out of an ugly bird’s mouth.

      At least Kevin was delivering good news. An entire army’s worth of volunteers will be coming on the day of Mavis’s trial. If they can free her…

      I stop that thought. If the monsters come through, I will cheer them on. But the only person I can truly count on saving Mavis is myself.

      With the sword.

      If only I could get it into one piece.

      “This sword is killing me,” I cry out in frustration.

      “At least it's not literally killing you,” Cassie replies.

      It just doesn't make sense. It doesn’t even look like if should fit together, the teeny blade and the massive gem.

      “I don’t know, Edie,” Cassie says, her eyes roving over the three pieces—hilt, blade and jewel. “It just won’t… stay.”

      She’s right. Cassie’s wearing a pair of heavy duty gloves, borrowed from Fern and the healing ward. Apparently they use them to work on porcupine shifters. Cassie is holding the blade cautiously, trying not to get sliced while pushing the other end into the hilt, me pushing back, both of us red in the face. It falls out when we let go, both of us jumping back for fear of getting cut when the blade slips.

      “Any ideas?” I ask Cassie.

      “Maybe try putting the gem in the hilt first?” she says. “Like there’s an order of operations. If the gem is in the hilt maybe it’ll hold the blade in place?”

      “Worth a try,” I shrug, pulling the gem from my pocket. It’s impressive, large and blood red in my palm. It should be beautiful. It should take my breath away. It doesn’t. There’s no sparkle inside of it, even though it’s infused with ichor, the blood of the gods. And not just any god—Zeus himself.

      Even so, it doesn’t catch the light. Doesn’t shine with any life at all.

      Still, it does fit inside the hilt perfectly, falling into place with a click. The blade then slides in easily, catching under the ruby and staying solidly mounted when Cassie takes her hands away.

      “Got it!” Cassie says, relief in her voice, but nothing like the victorious tones that should be there. We just re-constructed a blade that can kill a god. But I don’t feel anything other than tired as I lift the weapon.

      It’s small but heavy, the weight of it difficult to wield. How is a person supposed to fight with something like this? It would take both my arms and all my strength just to take a single swing.

      Something is wrong. Something isn’t working. I just don’t know what.

      Cassie feels it too, her brows coming together as she watches me take an experimental stab at an invisible foe. The weight throws my balance off and I stumble forward, falling to the floor with a thud. The sword flies from my hands, stabbing the wooden floor where it sticks for a second before slowly falling over.

      Cassie pulls me up, and I retrieve the sword. Holding it up again, it feels awkward, heavy and oddly…dead. Or like a willful toddler playing dead.

      The summer after eighth grade I ended up babysitting a monstrous two-year-old neighbor who had a constant runny nose, liked to bite, and threw temper tantrums loud enough to make his whole house shake. But the worst part was his parents’ insistence that all naughty behavior be followed by a trip to the thinking chair. Most of the time I had to carry him there. And every time he would go limp, letting his weight sag in my arms. It was a relief when I got fired after accidentally dropping him on his head.

      I can see my own misgivings on Cassie’s face.

      “Well…” she says, eyeing the sword dubiously. “It might look nice hanging on the wall.”
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      “Nonsense,” Metis says, eyeing me over her desk with something close to disgust on her face.  “What do you mean it’s not working? It’s a sword. It doesn’t have to work, only the hand that holds it does.”

      “See for yourself,” I say, pulling the blade out of my bag.

      I put the sword on her desk where it rests, heavy and cold as it was yesterday in my room. Metis takes one glance, her confidence slipping when her instinct tells her the same thing mine does; this is no weapon. It’s only ornamental. But her face changes as she looks down at it, a flicker of understanding lighting up her eyes.

      “Watch this, girl,” she says, and closes her hand over the hilt.

      Everything changes.

      The gem sparks, a fiery light taking hold deep inside of it that continues to grow, its life spreading out into the metal of the blade and hilt, suffusing it with a warmth I can feel even from where I stand. The blade grows, lengthening into a broadsword. Metis lifts it deftly, and I somehow know it’s not her goddess’s strength that lets her do it. With the ruby alight, the blade is lighter, easier to wield.

      Almost like it wants to kill.

      Metis swirls the sword around her, slicing the air with practiced moves that whip too close for comfort. I back away, stumbling into my chair as she lowers the weapon, her eyes as bright as the ruby.

      “What happened?” I ask. “What changed?”

      Metis lays the sword back down on her desk, where it falls dead again, light diffused, once more a piece of heavy, unwieldy metal.

      “It’s like I said,” Metis answers me. “It’s not the sword that has a job, it’s the hand that holds it. Zeus was a horrible husband, and Hephaestus forged this sword for vengeance. It comes alive to my touch because I have a grudge, the will to see Zeus struck down. You…”

      Her eyes go to mine, clearly disappointed.

      “You do not.”

      “I told you that from the beginning,” I say. “I don’t want to kill anyone, ever again. I got all the pieces, just as you asked. I put them together. It’s not my fault I’m not a cold-blooded murderer.”

      Metis shrugs. “Then it was pointless. Where there’s a will, there’s a way. You lack the first.”

      “It’s not pointless,” I insist, reaching for the sword. It falls heavy in my hand, dragging down my shoulder as I pull it off her desk. It shortens back to its stubby knife form. “I wanted to have this blade so that we could use it as a tool, not a weapon. I can still take it to Mr. Zee, tell him that I am his Moggy child, and convince him to leave the school.”

      Metis’s gaze goes to my hand, where the sword hangs, its ruby dead and dull.

      “Of course, you may try,” she says, emphasis on the last word. “But remember, though these days Zee comes off as a doddering old fool, he still remains the king of the gods. You might want to let a sleeping bear lie, unless you know exactly what you’re going to do with him once he wakes up, and how you’re going to protect yourself.”

      “It’s not me who needs protection,” I tell Metis, my hand on the door. “It’s Mavis. Everything I’ve done, I’ve done for my sister.”

      “Oh yes,” she says. “The trial starts tomorrow, doesn’t it?” Her eyes go to the sword once again, a barely concealed glint of mocking humor in them. “Best of luck.”
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      I didn’t need the reminder from Metis that my sister’s trial starts tomorrow. I haven’t seen her since I wore Fern’s face, and Mavis told me that I’d have to choose between killing Zee or letting her die.

      She’d been down then, and I can’t imagine what she feels like now.

      My own optimism is flagging; can the ragtag remnant of the monsters’ resistance army really help my sister? Can I?

      Even though I lack the resolve to kill Zee, I’ve tried to stick with the plan of showing him the sword and telling the truth about my bloodline. I wasn’t even going to ask him to leave MOA anymore, just to give me my sister and let us leave quietly.

      But fear has a deep grip on Mr. Zee now; he never leaves his office and won’t allow anyone to see him—other than Themis and Hepa, who is continuing to bring him his tainted ambrosia.

      Themis managed to convince Zee that the trial must have some semblance of seriousness, given the seriousness of Mavis's crimes, and that she could be sentenced to death. Apparently Themis had bargained with Zee—he could have his Hawaiian luau theme, but only if the jury was comprised of Mavis’s peers. If students filled the benches instead of gods, it might at least appear to be something less than the celebration of murdering a teenage girl, traitor or not.

      Zee agreed.

      And that, unfortunately, puts Cassie on the spot. As in, the stand.

      “I want to help,” Cassie tells me now, as we sit huddled together on my bed, an extra blanket across our legs for warmth. “But if I lie, I don’t think I could hold up to Zee’s questioning.”

      “No one is asking you to lie,” I say. “Besides, I don’t even know if you can, if Themis has her scales of justice.”

      The first time I’d seen the scales on Themis’s desk, she’d been using them to track the progress of the gods’ war against the monsters. When they make their appearance tomorrow at the trial, they’ll be doing something altogether different—deciding the fate of my sister, along with the students selected for the jury.

      As Mavis’s former roommate, Cassie is coming forward both as a character witness, and to be examined by the prosecutor—Zee himself, of course. And Cassie’s right; she won’t be able to lie. While she might not have outright known that Mavis had been spying for the monsters, she’d had her suspicions. And those will all come out into the light tomorrow.

      “Try not to worry,” I say, wrapping an arm around Cassie’s shoulders. “Remember we’re not going to be able to prove her innocent; everyone knows what Mavis did, and I hear that Nico is even returning to testify. With that empty eye socket, he’ll make a compelling witness. She doesn’t stand a chance of not being convicted; we’re just trying to get the jury to agree not to kill her.”

      “Fire or flood,” Cassie whispers, her voice thick with tears.

      My own eyes fill as well. If the jury decides against her, Zee will kill Mavis on the spot. I press my palms over my eyes, knowing I’d rather rip them out than watch Mavis die. “By the end of the day tomorrow, it will be all over,” I say. “No matter what happens, nothing will be the same.”

      Cassie grabs hold of both my hands. “Edie! Ever since touching the Seer Stone my visions have been stronger and more focused. Do you want me to try and see some of tomorrow? Nothing is set in stone—if we know it will go badly—”

      “Then we can maybe change it,” I finish for her. “Yes, if you think you can handle it.”

      I grab the Seer Stone from where I stashed it in my underwear drawer. Getting down on the floor, Cassie sits in lotus position. Her chin sinks to her chest as she takes deep breaths and then slowly releases them. I hand her the stone.

      I wait, quietly, watching her and resisting the urge to ask her “Anything yet?”

      Suddenly she gasps. Her eyes pop open and meet mine. She looks...horrified.

      “Cassie, is it Mavis—?” I ask, as she shoots to her feet.

      She shakes her head wildly, like she’s trying to get something out of it. “No, no, no.”

      I put a hand on her arm. “What is it? Please, tell me!” She jerks away from me so hard that she stumbles into the wall. It seems to knock some sense back into her, because she looks at me this time as if she actually remembers who I am. The stone drops from her hands and shatters on the floor.

      “It wasn’t Mavis. Or it had to do with her, but I’m not sure. I think she’ll survive. Maybe. I don’t know.” She is weeping now, but when I again try to reach for her she scuttles sideways until the door is at her back. “There’s nothing you can change. You wouldn’t want to anyway. It’s all how it has to be.” The door flies open and Cassie slips out in the hallway. “I’ll see you tomorrow!”

      And with that she’s gone.

      I sink onto the floor, not bothering to hold back my sobs.

      Whatever’s gonna happen tomorrow—it’s definitely gonna be bad.
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      When I wake up the next morning, I feel like even the weather is being contrary.

      It’s a beautiful day. The smell of roasting pork filters across the campus, slipping into the window while I get dressed. The day when my sister's fate is sealed should be gloomy.

      Normally my magical uniform makes getting ready easy, but today I have to figure out the best way to hide the small, dense sword. Under my skirt, it hangs at my thigh, so heavy that I have to practice walking, adjusting my gait to allow for its weight.

      It reminds me of Mavis trying to teach me how to walk in heels when I was fourteen, me fumbling and falling all over the place, Mavis laughing from her bed, ducking when I finally gave up and threw the shoes at her.

      The memory pierces me like a knife.

      I shake my head, trying to clear it, just as the sounds of a steel drum band warming up joins the scent of the pork.

      “Utter bullshit,” I say under my breath, slamming the window shut.

      If it looks like things are going badly for Mavis at the trial, I will announce myself from the crowd, claim my bloodline, and let Zeus know that I’ve got the sword that can bring him down. Hopefully he’ll overlook the fact that without the burn of vengeance in my blood, the sword couldn’t slice an apple, much less a god.

      Students are streaming out across the green and I join them, Cassie and Greg at my side, as we all make our way to the amphitheater.

      I try to get a moment alone with Cassie to ask if she’s okay, but she deliberately deflects, turning away each time.

      “Something’s up with her,” Greg whispers to me. “She came to my room last night all freaked out. And then…” His words trail off, as he blushes bright red.

      “And then what?” I demand.

      He pulls me in closes and lowers his voice even further. Straining to hear, I lean in more, his lips nearly at my ear as he tells me, “She asked if I was a virgin. And I told her sort of yes, and well, long story short, this morning I am definitely not a virgin anymore.”

      I jerk back my eyes wide. Of course, I knew that Cassie and Greg had a thing going on, but what did she see that made her decide to go and jump his bones?

      My hands go cold as the only possible answer occurs to me. Cassie’s going to get hurt. Maybe even die today. Oh gods.

      Pulling Greg close again, I quickly explain about Cassie’s vision and then my suspicions about what she saw.

      He frowns at me when I finish. “You’re kinda guessing a lot there, Edie. Maybe she saw bloodshed in general. You know she still has PTSD from when you and Nico broke her out of prison last summer; it might’ve triggered her.”

      “Maybe,” I say doubtfully. I glance over my shoulder where Cassie has fallen behind us. “It felt more specific than that, though. I’m afraid for her.”

      Greg nods. “Don’t worry, I’ll watch her.”

      “Good.” I squeeze his arm. “And if anything happens, get her to me. I’ll make sure she’s protected.”

      “Gods!” Greg glares at me. “She’s my girlfriend. I’ll protect her!”

      “This is Cassie’s life we’re talking about. Don’t be stupid,” I shout whisper at him.

      “I know you think I’m totally useless, Edie. But I’m not.” And with that, Greg turns on his heel and stalks off in the other direction.

      Which means that I enter my sister’s trial alone.

      The benches are all full—Mr. Zee has made attendance at the trial mandatory.

      Whole pigs are roasting on spits, and we’re all handed leis as we filter into our seats. I pull the flower necklace over my head, wishing this were just one of those trippy dreams I used to have as a kid when my fever got too high. It seems that way. The atmosphere here feels like a carnival mixed with a funeral mixed with...bacon.

      I’m already sweating under the cloak, and am glad to sit down. Cassie goes to the front to be seated with the other witnesses, Greg finding a seat in the row behind her. I take a seat next to Jordan and Hepa, who both look at me solemnly. They’re holding hands and Hepa gives me a “I gave in” shrug.

      "It will be okay, Edie," Jordan assures me, but he doesn’t sound like he actually believes it. Not even light-hearted Jordan can find the silver lining in this cloud.

      Zeus sits on a throne in the middle of the stage, presiding as judge at a trial he cannot be impartial to. He wants Mavis dead, and has made that clear from the beginning. Hades is there and I try not to make eye contact. I don't want to deal with his party bro shit right now. Themis, Metis, Hermes, and a handful of other gods are on the left side of the stage, and I see the glint of Themis’s scales under her chair when she arranges her robes.

      She catches my eye and gives me a nod. Her scales are divinely inspired to weigh the truth. If the monsters don’t make it, we can always ask that the scales decide Mavis’s fate. The downside is that Mavis is a spy; that’s the truth. And she’s done some pretty horrible things in the service of the monsters…like gouging out Nico’s eye.

      He’s here, despite being expelled from campus. I expected it, but my stomach still gives a lurch when I see him in the front row, with the other witnesses who will be called. He’s alongside Cassie, and a few other students, most of whom I recognize as shifters from his little army, ones who weren't expelled. Somehow I doubt they’re going to be called as character witnesses.

      On the right-hand side of the stage sits the jury, a gathering of Mavis’s peers. They’re all students, a good mix of shifters, healers, and vampires. I don’t know any of them personally, so I have no idea which way the wind is blowing…other than not at all.

      Fern joins us, pushing past Jordan and Hepa to squeeze in beside me.

      “Watch it,” Hepa says as she scoots down a seat.

      Fern ignores her and leans in to whisper, “I've had a message from Marguerite.” Jealousy, then fear flares in me. Val hadn’t sent Kevin to me this morning. Why?

      “The rescue is on,” she tells me. “Unless—”

      “Fern!” Kratos calls. “Come attend to the prisoner!”

      Oh Gods. Unless what!? But I can't ask with Kratos’s eyes on Fern. She shoots me a look then scrambles back past Jordan and Hepa.

      I wipe a sheen of sweat from my brow as Themis rises, clearing her throat. “Students of Mount Olympus Academy, we are gathered here today to hear testimony regarding the actions of Mavis Evans, a.k.a. Emmie Jenkins, former student, shifter, and spy.”

      “And traitor,” Mr. Zee says, rising to his feet to grip both sides of his throne, his face already flush with ambrosia.

      “That’s for the jury to decide,” Themis says easily, waving for Kratos to bring Mavis in.

      I haven’t seen her since my visit to the dungeons, and my sister hasn’t improved in the meantime. She holds her head up when she walks onto the stage, but I can tell it takes real effort. She’s tired and underfed, the manacles on her ankles and wrists dragging with every step. The magical collar to prevent her from shifting has worn sore spots on the skin of her neck, some of which ooze blood. Her clothes are a tattered mess, and—judging by the reaction from the front row—she doesn’t smell very good.

      But she keeps her head high as she is led to her chair; a plain wooden one next to Zee’s golden throne. Fern stands behind her, ready to attend her if the strain of the trial becomes too much. Fern’s eyes keep flitting to the sky and I can’t help looking up as well, wondering what she’s seeing. But there’s nothing there except a brilliant blue dotted with fluffy white clouds.

      Once Mavis is seated Themis explains that she is expected to sit quietly and listen to all the witnesses before being given a chance to speak. Themis doesn’t add “if we get that far,” but I can see her thinking it as she slants a narrow look in Zee’s direction.

      He’s already had one outburst. It wouldn’t be surprising at all if he decided to forgo any semblance of a fair trial and simply incinerate my sister with a lightning bolt on the spot. He could. And no one could stop him.

      The idea makes my skin prickle, goosebumps breaking out under the sweat. I rub the sword strapped to my leg. I could stop him.

      The first person called to testify is Nico.

      It’s painful seeing his smug smile as he watches Mavis, while she strains to stay upright in her chair. But it’s even worse when he starts to tell his story of how she took his eye. The worst part is that even though the story is horribly one-sided, painting him as ceaselessly loyal to the gods and Mavis as the conniving backstabber, it’s also clear that Nico believes all of it.

      Jordan leans over. “You should have let him die in the desert.” I nod my agreement.

      There’s only one moment where I’m reminded of why I once considered Nico a friend.

      It’s when Themis asks him, “I believe you once had a romantic relationship with Mavis as well. What did you see in her?”

      “Nothing!” Nico insists, his single eye narrowed to a slit. “She tricked me.”

      “Yes, that’s well established,” Themis says, her voice lightly mocking. “So she simply played you for the entirety of your relationship as well.”

      “No…” Nico pauses, obviously thrown off. Again his eyes go to Mavis, but this time there’s no glee. He stares for a long moment with something almost like heartbreak. “She was smart,” he says at last. “We talked about our families. Although most of what she said was lies—”

      “It wasn’t,” Mavis softly protests. She turns to meet Nico’s eyes. “I lied about the details of their lives. But how I felt about them, that was all true.”

      The moment stretches out and it feels for a moment like Nico might flip and ask for leniency. But then he jerks his gaze away from Mavis. “Look, it doesn’t matter how I felt about Mavis then. The facts are the facts. Even if she’d given me steak and BJs every day, I would still say she’s a traitor and there’s no need for this trial. Because that’s the truth and it’s all that matters.”

      As Nico leans back in his chair, there’s a lot of agreement and whispers from the jury and my stomach drops.

      Themis stands then. “Nico, we appreciate your testimony and require no further comments.” She addresses the jury. “I think that the focus of this trial should not be on Mavis’s guilt or innocence. She betrayed the Academy. That is a fact.”

      “Then let’s kill her,” Zee yells.

      “Yes, kill her!” Hades calls out. “I could use her at UWA!” He takes a big bite of pork.

      “No, brother,” Zee wags a finger. “This one gets eternal torture. No further schooling parties, or boyfriends. No afterlife.”

      “Oooh, torture.” Hades rubs his hands together. “You know I’m up for that, brother.”

      Themis closes her eyes, takes a deep breath. “Let’s focus on what an acceptable punishment would be. Does Mavis deserve to have her soul extinguished for her crimes?”

      “An eye for an eye!” someone shouts.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Hepa says, her tone thoughtful.

      I look at her aghast. Jordan pipes up, “What? Hepa’s right. If she gets off with only having to give up her eye!? That’s, like, best case scenario right now.”

      “It’s sad when losing an eye seems like the best option,” I tell them.

      Themis calls Cassie to the stand. Cassie looks terrified as she goes up the stairs of the stage, her eyes on Mavis. Mavis gives her a nod.

      She’s asked to relay her time as Mavis’s roommate and what her suspicions were. “She was always out late, and hardly ever in bed at night. I thought she was…you know…with Nico or Derrick. It can’t be easy juggling two boys like that. Especially werewolves, who are totally the jealous type.”

      “Did you know she was a spy?” Zee asks.

      “Well yeah. She was in the spy class,” Cassie says and I hand it to her for her sass.

      “For. The. Monsters,” Zee clarifies.

      “Did I know that Mavis was a femme fatale double agent? No. I can honestly say I didn’t.”

      “Thank you for your testimony,” Themis tells her. “You can leave.”

      “No.”

      “No?” Zee booms.

      “This is quite good fun,” Hades says, chugging another cup of ambrosia.

      “I’m not done saying what I have to say,” Cassie explains.

      “Then by all means, continue,” Themis allows.

      “I don’t think that Mavis should be put to death.” There’s an outraged response, including boos from Hades and a thunderclap from Zee. “No, listen. Maddox Tralano killed a student, murdered her in cold blood, and was banished. Why should Mavis have a harsher treatment? She didn’t even kill Nico. Just took his eye. If anything, she should be stripped of her powers and banished. That’s what makes the most sense.”

      My heart is full to bursting as Cassie stands and retakes her seat in the front row.

      Zee seems to be considering this, his chin resting in his palm, eyes on Mavis. The mood of the court has shifted; earlier he could have smote her where she stood and even asked for a drumroll without much pushback from the crowd.

      But after hearing Cassie’s testimony, it’s clear that the pendulum has swung in the other direction. The jury might not vote for death, even though Zee has made it no secret it’s what he wants.

      The suggestion that Mavis be given the same punishment as Maddox is a good one. Mavis will never be seen again, an embarrassment that will fade with time. Being stripped of the ability to shift is a horrible thought for most shifters…almost worse than death. It means living life as a human, which to many of them is inconceivable. Any holdouts among Nico’s friends would definitely think Mavis had suffered enough, and those who take her side won’t be enraged by her death.

      It’s a master stroke. Everyone wins. For once.

      “Please,” I say under my breath, fingers clenched on my sword hilt at my thigh, eyes locked on Zeus. “Please do the smart thing.”

      A shadow passes over the amphitheater, and the rush of wings fills the air as a Stymphalian bird swoops low, landing on an arm of Mr. Zee’s throne. He gives it an inquisitive look, and it cocks its head back at him, in perfect mimicry. The bird opens its mouth and Val’s voice comes out.

      “Narcissistic asshole says what?” Kevin asks.

      “What?” Mr. Zee says.

      And then all hell breaks loose.
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      Val promised me an army, and it’s here.

      Monsters descend upon the amphitheater in a rush, minotaurs, satyrs, harpies, and centaurs all charging toward the stage. Students are on their feet in a moment, ready to fight.

      Nico is already in werewolf form, claws out, teeth bared. All around me vampires are flashing their fangs, ready to fight. My own wings erupt, and I take to the sky along with other winged shifters for a better view.

      But this isn’t the Spring Fling, and these monsters aren’t here for blood. I see Jordan take a running leap at a minotaur, who bounces him off his shield, sending the panther rolling. But the minotaur doesn’t follow through with a killing swing; instead he keeps his distance while Jordan gains his feet, prowling around the monster in a confused circle. His teeth are bared, and a deep growl emanates from his chest, but he’s not advancing. He knows that the minotaur could have killed him while he was down, and chose not to.

      Similar things are happening all around me. Vampires are hissing, showing their fangs and lunging at monsters who refuse to fight back. A few blood-minded shifters are going all out, elbow deep in brawls that are drawing blood, but even when monsters gain the upper hand, they won’t kill. They are on defense only, and that approach has thrown off the entire student body.

      I’m glad to see it, but also worried. The no-kill approach isn’t helping them gain ground on where Mavis sits huddled in her chair. Even worse, after the gods initially did their typical duck and cover move, they seemed to quickly realize this wasn’t an attack. Even as I watch, Kratos comes out from where he was hiding behind the witness stand to take position beside Mavis, arms crossed over his chest.

      I want to scream with frustration. The longer this fight goes on, the more likely it is that people will get hurt—on both sides. You can only fight defensively for so long. Plus Mr. Zee could postpone the trial and lock Mavis away once more. Or worse—he could cancel the trial and execute her without any further discussion.

      I look his way and am relieved to see that right now he looks...delighted. There’s a large glass of ambrosia in his hand and he’s watching the fight like a little kid sitting in the stands of a three-ring circus. He can’t seem to decide where to focus his attention, because delightful sights are everywhere.

      With a sigh, I settle back to the ground, finding a quiet spot away from the action.

      There’s a cool breeze next to me, lifting the edges of my skirt, and bringing relief from the oppressive heat with it.

      I turn to find Val at my elbow.

      “Hi,” he says, casual as all get out.

      I can’t help it. I weakly smile back. “Hi.”

      “Nice weather we’re having,” Val adds, as a vampire charges one of the pig roasting fires. The vamp tears the pig off the spit, then launches it toward a minotaur, who blocks the improvised spear with his shield…yet still refuses to hit back.

      “Works great with the luau theme,” Val adds, and I give him a shove.

      “What in all Hades is going on?” I demand, but Val only shrugs.

      “I decided to crash the party,” he says, as clouds start to form all around us, a spray of rain beginning to fall. I look up into the steadily increasing downpour.

      “This sudden change of weather is you, right?” I ask, but Val’s already headed toward the stage, where Zeus and the other gods are now surrounded by a phalanx of loyal MOA students, taking orders from Nico.

      There’s a mix of shifters and vamps, and a few healers too. They’re all ready to die for the gods, like they’ve been taught. But not everyone has joined them.

      Fern stands by Mavis, trying to keep her out of harm. Marguerite appears and she and Fern embrace. “I told you to stay away,” Fern tells her. “I didn't want you in danger.”

      “I had to come,” Marguerite tells her. “I never want to leave your side again.” They kiss deeply, but quickly, and Marguerite crouches and hisses at the gods. Kratos picks her up and throws her off the stage.

      Mavis says quietly but sternly, “Go to her.” And Fern leaves my sister’s side.

      Jordan, Greg, Cassie, Hepa, and quite a few others have reached a cautious impasse with the monsters, both sides on high alert, but no one making any threatening moves. There are similar face-offs scattered throughout the amphitheater, small bands of monsters and students eyeing each other carefully while slipping glances toward the stage.

      Kratos remains near Mavis’s chair, guarding her and looking like he’s itching for a fight. I honestly don’t think Kratos has ever been too into the whole ‘hide behind the students’ thing.

      Val jumps up on the stage and holds out his arm. Kevin comes to him immediately, pulling a treat from his fingers.

      “Vile traitor!” Mr. Zee shrieks, pointing over the shoulders of two students who stand in front of him. I’m not sure if it’s Kevin or Val or both of them together, but Mr. Zee’s no longer entertained. His moods have always changed quickly, but they seem more intense these days. From the highest of highs to the lowest of lows.

      Right now his rage actually comes off of him in waves, making the entire stage tremble.

      Not wanting to leave Val alone up there, taking the full brunt of it—especially when this is my fight—I take to the air.

      “A traitor?” Val is nodding as I land softly beside him. “Yes. Vile…that depends. Should we ask the jury?”

      He turns to them, still sitting in their box, hunched tightly together. “Is it vile to revolt against a tyrant?” They look at one another, stealing glances at Zee as well. Even now, they don’t want to speak against him. But Val doesn’t really need an answer.

      “That’s what she did,” he points at Mavis, who raises her head a little higher, looking down her nose at the jury. “She did what she thought was right.”

      “And took my eye!” Nico, back in human form, leaps onto the stage, anger turning his handsome face into something horrible. “She is a traitor, a spy, a deceiver! In my mother’s time she would’ve been put to death immediately. There wouldn’t even be a trial!”

      “Yes,” Val says, his voice suddenly cold. “And look what happened to your mother.”

      Nico growls low in his throat, his back arching as he shifts again, his rage forcing him into werewolf form. Monsters pour on to the stage, more coming to flank Val, facing down Nico. I stand in between them, soaked to the skin as rain continues to fall around us.

      “Stop,” I say, my hands out to both sides, imploring. “Just…stop.”

      My voice breaks, a sob coming from deep inside me to crack open on the last word. My hands are shaking, my heart hammering in my chest. Cassie climbs onto the stage, running to my side.

      “Edie,” she says, wrapping her arm around my waist. It brushes against the sword, and she looks at me, questioning.

      I shake my head. I don’t want to swing it. Don’t even know if I have the strength. All of my time at Mount Olympus Academy, all of the friends gained and lives lost have come down to this—me standing in between Val and Nico in the middle of a stage, my sister in chains.

      I’ve fought so hard, and so much. I’ve killed. I’ve broken bones and spilled blood and turned living things into ash.

      And none of it got me anywhere.

      It just brought more violence, more questions, and I’m just as lost and scared now as I was the first day I came here, the day Cassie greeted me at the gates and welcomed me to this school.

      I don’t want to be at MOA anymore. Val is expelled, Tina is gone. And half the people here want to kill my sister. After everything I’ve been through, it comes down to something incredibly simple.

      I just want to go home. And Mavis is my home.

      “Please,” I spin, turning to Zeus, my hands clasped. “Please,” I beg. “Let my sister go. Let us go. She’s my family.”

      The amphitheater is utterly silent, everyone watching the drama unfold on stage.

      Zeus steps out from behind the students guarding him.

      His gait is ragged; he’s favoring one knee like a linebacker who played five seasons too long. His bulk, while all muscle, teeters as he comes toward me, the smell of ambrosia following him.

      And yet, despite all that, the power he carries within his withered frame is undeniable. There’s a charge in the air; static electricity rolls off him, leaving everyone’s hair standing on end.

      “Your sister?” Zee sneers. “Do you really think that appealing to familial bonds is the best way to win me over?”

      From the corner of my eye I see Themis give a quick shake of her head, which might’ve been a helpful hint if she’d given it before I opened my mouth.

      “Do you know what my sister did to me?” Zeus asks, his voice rising. “She sent snakes to kill my son Hercules in his crib when he was only an infant. She turned my lovers into animals—a cow, and a bear—so that I could not touch them!”

      “But you did anyway.” Val interrupts. “You also married your sister so that’s kind of on you.”

      “SILENCE,” Zeus roars, and Val goes quiet. Eerily quiet. I turn to see him touching his lips, a concerned expression on his face. His eyes go to mine, stunned.

      “What?” I ask, concern rising in me like a balloon, filling my throat.

      He shakes his head and I realize he can’t answer me. Zeus has taken his voice.

      “Edie…” Themis steps forward, as if to come to my side but Zeus spins on her.

      “Stop!” he commands, and Themis does, faltering in her steps. “Have you all forgotten who I am?” Zeus asks, turning to direct his question to everyone on stage, sweeping me, Val, the jury, Mavis, the monsters, and his fellow gods.

      All of us, without exception, are terrified.

      Because we did. We did forget.

      The bumbling, doddering, vaguely creepy guy I thought of as Mr. Zee is gone.

      This is Zeus, king of the gods. And we have royally pissed him off.

      He chuckles again, enjoying himself as he paces the stage.

      “You know better,” he says, almost quietly, as he approaches his fellow gods. Themis falls back, and the students form ranks again, but they’re confused now. Are they protecting the gods from the monsters, or the gods from Zeus?

      “You know me,” Zeus sneers at Themis. “You know what I can do. And you.” He turns to Metis, who holds his gaze, her own burning just as intently. “You know more than most what I’m capable of.” He spins on his heel to take in us, the students, staring at him. “But they don’t know. And they should. So who wants to tell them?”

      Hades takes a step forward, “Brother, I’d be happy to deliver a history lesson on your behalf.”

      Zee chuckles jovially, though the sound is still full of menace. Walking over to Hades’s side, he puts an arm around his brother’s shoulders. “It was a rhetorical question. Maybe you didn’t notice, but I’m having a moment here. If you step on it again, I’ll rip your head from your shoulders, lock it in a box, and hide it at the furthest reaches of this world so you’ll never be reunited with your body again.”

      Hades smiles tremulously and then silently pulls away from Zee.

      With a satisfied nod, Zee turns back to his audience, spreading his arms out wide, encompassing the rest of us, students and monsters alike. “Who wants to tell the youngsters what I can do?”

      No one says anything. Beside me, Cassie grips my wrist, squeezing hard.

      “Nobody?” Zeus asks, scanning the crowd as if for a volunteer. “Well, then, I guess I’ll just show them.”

      He lifts an arm, and points it at my sister.

      “No,” I screech, the word angry and guttural from my dragon mouth.

      My heart catches in my throat as I leap forward.

      Time seems to slow.

      My wings are spread wide, my talons outstretched, but the air around me might as well be made of molasses. I cannot move fast enough.

      Kratos dives out of the way as a bolt of lightning flies from Zeus’s outstretched hand.

      Mavis’s mouth is a wide O of surprise as the bolt catches her directly in the chest. She flies upward and back, cracking into the arched marble that spans the top of the amphitheater.

      It shatters like glass with the force and Mavis falls, her limp body hitting the stage floor as a mountain of rubble lands on top of her.

      Everyone is screaming. Fights have broken out anew in the aisles, students attacking monsters, who look to Val for the order to fight back. He can’t give it, his hands are on his throat, the muscles working madly as he tries to find a way to speak. Cassie shoves me to the side as more of the ceiling collapses and we skid to a halt together, at Zeus’s feet. A bat flutters over our heads, darting this way and that in agitation. Greg, of course.

      With a casual backhand, Mr. Zee bats Greg away. Then he bends down, inspecting me as if I were a bug.

      “You just want to take your sister and go?” he asks. “Go ahead. She’s all yours.”
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      There’s blood pooling out from under the rubble where Mavis fell. I scramble to it, Cassie grabbing my ankle as I go.

      “Wait, Edie,” she calls. “There’s nothing you can do.”

      I know that. My sister was dead the moment the lightning bolt hit her. But I don’t care. My father disappeared after his death, swept out to sea., My mother I could speak to, but not make her recognize me. I’m going to say goodbye to my sister, even if I have to crawl through her blood to do it.

      I start shifting rocks, Cassie at my side. She’s joined by Greg, Jordan, Fern, and Hepa, but Val and Marguerite’s freakish vampire strength is needed to move some of the larger boulders. Zeus has taken command of the students, instructing them to attack at all costs, but confusion still reigns. Most of the monsters have fled, now that the goal—getting Mavis out alive—is impossible.

      The first thing I see is her hand, still manacled, fingers broken and wrist bent at an awkward angle. I cry out at the sight, digging more frantically until only last piece of stone covers her.

      I reach for it, but someone else beats me to it.

      Nico.

      He lifts it away and then stares down at Mavis, now fully visible…and utterly broken.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, his voice hoarse. There is a look of confusion on his face as he continues to stare, all while hugging that final stone in his arms. “I thought this would be different. Feel different.” Shaking his head, he stumbles back a few steps and then wanders away, all the anger and passion gone from him.

      I watch him until he’s out of sight, his back slumped in regret. It’s easier to look at him than what’s left of my sister.

      It’s cowardly and I know were it me, Mavis would do better. So I force myself to look at her once more, my beautiful bossy older sister.

      I pull her into my arms and she sags oddly, all of her bones reduced to dust inside of her skin.

      She’s like a rag doll in my arms; there is nothing left here of my sister.

      Unlike Val, I still have my voice. But there are no words. Nothing to say that can fix it. Nothing that will bring back chasing fireflies in the backyard or splashing in the baby pool. Nothing that can retrieve the good moments or make the bad ones go away…

      Like the last time we spoke.

      When she told me it was either her, or Zeus.

      “You were right,” I say, cradling her head in my arms, her bloodied hair leaving streaks on my skin. “I should have listened to you.”

      Hepa and Fern are moving their hands over Mavis’s skin but I already know what’s in their eyes before they tell me—there’s no hope here. My sister has gone to the Underworld.

      “You were right,” I say again, a heat rising in my gut. “I should have killed him when I had the chance.”

      “Edie,” Greg settles on my shoulder. “Let me do something. Cassie told me about the sword. Let me distract Zee while you get stabby—”

      “Shut up,” I answer softly, furious with him for reasons too complicated to sort out at the moment. Or maybe it’s not that complicated. Maybe it’s the same as when Nico was bullying his little rooster roommate out of jealousy over his big loving family while Nico had no one.

      Or maybe it’s even more simple. Greg always wants to be at the center of the action, but the only thing that ever seems at stake for him—is his pride.

      He’s not in the middle of a prophecy.

      He doesn’t lose sleep at night because of all the lives he’s taken.

      He hasn’t woken up every morning for weeks on end, fearing the last of his family would die that day.

      Nothing in his life is deep and dark and complicated. For him this all might as well be a godsdamned game.

      “Go away, Greg,” I snap. “Unless you want to get yourself killed, which is pretty much the only thing you can do at this point.”

      Cassie clutches my arm. “Edie,” she says softly. “Oh, you said it. You really said it.”

      I shake her off too. Distantly, I hear her calling for Greg, begging him to stay.

      All my attention is on Zee as his shadow casts me in his darkness. He stands over me, a smile on his face. “I see you’ve found her. My, my, my. She doesn’t look well, does she?” A chuckle that seems to start from deep within him, rolls out of his mouth.

      My blood boils hot, as I realize something—I can kill this bastard.

      It won’t bring my sister back. It won’t save her.

      I know that.

      And yes, I was done with killing. Because I was sick of destruction. And violence that only leads to more violence.

      But killing Zee would mean an end to violence. An end to his destruction.

      In many ways it would be a kindness. A righting of so many wrongs.

      I am his daughter, the one able to wield the sword. The one prophesied to kill him with it.

      Not doing it isn’t courage. It’s encouragement. To Mr. Zee. For him to continue on as he’s done all these centuries past. Without remorse. Without any check on his power. Without ever having to answer for what he’s done.

      I let Mavis’s broken body fall to the ground.

      He is a cancer. Letting it continue to grow would kill more than simply cutting it out.

      I stand tall in the pool of my sister’s blood, wrath and justice mixed, one giving strength to the other.

      And still, the chuckle continues to rumble from him.

      “You killed my sister,” I say, my voice hollow and dark.

      “Edie…” Fern, still on her knees, looks up at me. “There’s something on your leg…”

      I glance down to see the sword has lengthened. I pull it from its binding at my leg. The ruby in the hilt glows blood-red, my righteous vengeance infusing it with the ability to kill.

      It’s not a toy anymore, not a weight to be swung with great effort. This is a weapon, a blade that wants to kill.

      And so do I.

      My voice rises to fill the entire theater. “We did forget who you are,” I yell at Mr. Zee. “King of the gods, wielder of lightning. But you’re also a liar and a deceiver, a tyrant and a bully, a lascivious old fornicator.”

      There are some nods of agreement from the students. While Metis smiles slightly, her eyes alight with vicious glee.

      “We forgot,” I repeat as Zeus eyes me, his gaze dropping to the sword. “But you never figured out who I was. Who I am. All this time under your nose. The only dragon shifter ever in existence. How odd. How strange. How could such a thing happen?”

      “Edie,” Themis says, a warning in her voice.

      Ignoring her, I draw the sword, the entire theater gasping as it dazzles brightly, the god’s blood at the heart of the ruby pulsing with light as my rage infuses it.

      “I’m your Moggy bastard child,” I say to Zeus. “And I’m here to kill you, Father.”

      All confidence falls from Zee’s face and he backpedals, pulling students in front of him as a shield. “Where did you get that?” he screams.

      “From Amazon Academy. And from the Underworld,” I tell him, stalking his steps. The students part, making a path. “And from behind my mother’s portrait. Adrianna  Aspostolos.”

      “What? I…” Mr. Zee is confused, looking from Hermes to Themis, and back again. “Who?” he finally asks, turning to me.

      I bring the sword up and it sings through the air, landing with it’s tip at Zee’s throat like it was made to fit there. “Think hard,” I growl. “It wasn’t too long ago.”

      “Yes, yes! I remember!” he cries out, his desperation clear. “Of course, I do. Dear Adrianna, I loved her. I did!”

      I shift my hand slightly, so the sword nicks the soft skin of his throat and blood begins to flow. “Describe her to me.”

      “Uhh…” His chin trembles. “She had eyes, two of them. Lovely, lovely eyes. Like yours I believe. And she was a buxom girl. I mean a man has a type so it stands to reason...and uh, blonde! She was a true blonde, the curtains matched the drapes—”

      His description ends in a shriek as I pull the blade back and then tilt it down, preparing to drive it into his heart.

      Zee dives out of the way as a strong arm stops me. I whirl, expecting to find Kratos, or Hermes, loyal to the end. But it’s Themis who holds me by the shoulder.

      “Let me go!” I yell at her. “Let me take my revenge.”

      “I cannot,” Themis shakes her head. “If we kill Zeus the world will be thrown into chaos.”

      “You don’t know that!” Metis yells, stepping out from behind the healers who had crowded around her. “It’s only what you fear; you don’t know what will happen. All we know for sure is that Zeus deserves to die, and here stands one capable of doing it.”

      Themis scowls, her gaze moving between me and Metis. “You did this? You gathered these pieces?”

      “Yes, you told me to…” My words die off as I watch Themis’s brow cloud, her eyes darken as she looks at Metis. “You didn’t know, did you?” I ask. “You didn’t know I went after the sword?”

      Themis shakes her head. “No, I would never sanction a weapon so powerful in the hands of anyone, let alone a student. We wish for Zee to step down, that is all. His death would be catastrophic.”

      “That’s right,” Zee yells from behind Hermes and Kratos. “My death would suck big time.”

      I look down at the blade in my hands, and the bloodied footprints—my own—trailing after me, leading back to Mavis’s broken body. “No,” I shake my head. I’m past believing that Zeus can simply be sent off to early retirement.

      “Edie…” Themis leans in, dropping her voice. “Think.”

      It’s what Ocypete said to me, right before I incinerated her. She begged me to rethink my loyalty to the gods. To question everything they had been telling me.

      Now I know she was right. She was the one I should have trusted.

      None of the gods at Mount Olympus Academy have had anything but their own best interest at heart. Zeus wants only blood and women, Metis revenge on an errant husband, Kratos to spread violence, Hermes to live his never-ending life to the utmost pleasure.

      We’re their pawns, and I’m done with that.

      I don’t know what Themis’s agenda is, but I doubt the suffering of humankind keeps her up at night. This is about some ongoing power struggle she has with Mr. Zee. Mavis. Me. Maybe even all the way back to when she raised my father. We were nothing but pawns in her endless game of chess with an overpowered idiot who beat her every time.

      “All your gallons of drugged ambrosia and he is still capable of destruction. You have no idea how to keep him on his leash. Though my guess is you’ve been trying for millennia. Your way didn’t work and now it’s time to try it my way,” I say, drawing myself up under her gaze, my wings unfurling into a deep, dark red to match the stains on my feet. “Let me kill him.”

      There’s a rumble of agreement from the students aligning with me. Cassie comes to my side, shaken, but still with me. One by one, my other friends join her. Jordan. Hepa. Val. Fern. Marguerite. All of them staring down Zeus, Hermes, and Kratos. No sign of Greg; he must have flown off to lick his wounds. Regret for my harsh words flickers through me and is then gone. I simply don’t have the bandwidth to deal with that right now.

      Metis turns to Themis. “Let your scales decide.”

      Themis immediately brightens. Her scales are never wrong and it is impossible to argue with any verdict they deliver.

      Themis goes to her chair, bringing out the scales as a light rain continues to fall. Kneeling, she sets them on an uncracked portion of the stage, where it’s perfectly level. She kicks aside some rubble, finally deciding on two smaller pieces of cracked marble.

      “Edie,” she proclaims, raising one piece. “Is it your wish to fight Zeus, king of the gods, in combat until one of you is dead?”

      “Yes,” I say, without hesitation. Metis places the stone on one side of her scales, which remain balanced despite the lack of a counterweight. She holds the second piece of marble aloft.

      “Zeus,” she calls. “Is it your desire to fight Edie, the first dragon-shifter, your Moggy-born bastard child in combat until one of you is dead?”

      “No,” Mr. Zee says. He slips out from behind Hermes and Kratos, coming toward me with outstretched hands. “Who would want to kill such a beautiful young thing? Daughter!” He cries, warily eyeing my blade as he approaches. “Of course I remember your mother, Adrianna Poopadoopalous.”

      “You disgusting snake,” I seethe.

      Themis puts Zee’s rock onto the scale, which holds a perfect balance for a few seconds. The amphitheater is utterly still, everyone’s eyes locked on the scales, as the side with my rock comes crashing down, resonating throughout the hall.

      “Very well,” Themis sighs. “It is just. You shall fight.”
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      Once it’s decided, Themis is all business.

      “This is a death match,” she announces. “There will be no interference.” She casts a dark look at Hermes and Hades, but I’m more worried about Val. He doesn’t have a voice, but he doesn’t need one; his emotions are plain on his face. He would happily kill Zee for me...if he could.

      But only I can do this.

      “Contestants.” Themis beckons to us, bringing me and Mr. Zee within reaching distance of one another. We face off, my cheeks still hot with rage, his red with ambrosia. “Acknowledge each other,” Themis commands.

      I spit at Zeus, and he flicks me off. Apparently, this is enough to cover the bare minimum of “acknowledging” each other. Themis backs away, edging to the side of the stage.

      “To prevent any aid being given to either opponent, the fighting arena will be sealed off,” Themis announces, and a thin line of fire creeps from her fingertip. She points at the stage floor, and the fire runs in a perfect circle around me and Zee, meeting itself with a snap. Smoke rises, thick and oily, creating a dome around us.

      “Good luck, Edie,” Themis says, and then the smoke rises past her face, blotting out everyone.

      There are no onlookers. No well-wishers. No one to cheer or jeer. No one to help or hinder. It’s just me and Zeus, staring each other down in this encapsulated world that only one of us will leave alive.

      “I don’t remember your mother,” Mr. Zee says, all pretense at civility dropped. “How could I? There have been so many.”

      He’s trying to rile me, trying to get me to make a foolish lunge like I did before. Only this time he’s ready.

      I don’t fall for it.

      Instead I circle him, the sword light and lithe in my grip, ready to perform its duty. Hopeful for a kill. I don’t rise to his bait, instead watching, waiting for Zee to make a move.

      “Although it’s a good thing you unmasked yourself, in the end,” Zeus continues, turning with me as I make my circle. “You’re a pretty little thing, and I do have my weaknesses. What’s one more relative, anyway?”

      He feints to the left and I fall for it, side-stepping in the wrong direction. I recover quickly, but he laughs, the sound rolling across the little arena we have to fight in. “Oh, little Edie,” he sighs. “We could’ve had some fun.”

      He makes another grab, this one not a fake, and I take to the air, wings snapping out. There’s a split second when I’m above him, his massive shoulders turned away that I see the chance to drop like a rock and bury the sword between his shoulder blades. I lunge downward, but too late. Zeus senses my movement and spins, one arm up defensively.

      The sword slides through his arm like butter and blood sprays, catching the light as it flows down his wounded arm.

      It takes me by surprise and I don’t adjust my trajectory well, bouncing off Zee’s arm and hitting the side of the dome.

      It looks like smoke but feels like stone, and I hit hard, my arm going numb with the impact. The sword clatters to the ground and I fall after it, a crumpled heap.

      “Oh please,” Zeus says, striding toward me. “Don’t tell me it’s that easy. Or maybe you are just like your mother, after all.”

      “You bastard,” I spit, grabbing the sword and coming back to my feet. Something caves in my side and I’m pretty sure a rib is broken. I switch sword hands, clutching my side with the free one.

      “No, you’re the bastard,” Zeus says, conversationally. “In the true sense of the word. You and your trash Moggy boyfriend.”

      I rush him, sword out, blind rage sending me at a run.

      Zeus grabs my arm at the elbow, almost casually, and sends me flying through the air, headed for another bone-crushing impact with the smokescreen.

      I pump my wings, gain some altitude and spin away from the wall, putting some distance between us as well. I’ve got to do what Ocypete told me so long ago—THINK! I’ve got to get his smug voice out of my head and come up with a plan other than blind rage.

      “Can’t shift, can you? No, no, no,” Zeus wags a finger at me. “Shift into a dragon and you won’t be able to hold the sword. Damndest things, talons. Good for slashing, bad for fine motor skills.”

      “Shut up,” I say, landing a few feet away from him, trying to get my bearings.

      “What?” Zeus shrugs. “I’m just trying to help you out, save some time. Think about it, Edie. Shift into a dragon and you can burn me, tear me, bite me…it’s an attractive option.”

      It is. Just looking at the drops of his blood on the stage floor has my dragon-self salivating, wanting to know the taste of ichor.

      “But…” Zeus forehead crinkles, like he’s actually thinking this out. “It won’t do you much good will it? I mean, I’m the king of the gods. You’ve seen my healing powers, right, Edie? Right?”

      His voice shifts on the last word, anger getting into his tone. Mr. Zee twists to show me his arm, open to the bone. It morphs and twists as I watch, muscles knitting themselves back together, tendons reconnecting as the skin seals over it, bright and new as a baby’s.

      “See?” Zeus asks, running a hand over the healed arm, and I take a step back, alarmed at how quickly he can rejuvenate when he turns his attention to it. That was nothing like Hermes, who would barely have one wound begun before I struck the next. Even with this sword, I don’t stand a chance of striking a killing blow, not when his wounds close so fast.

      I’m still backing away, and my heel slips in a splash of ichor. I go down on one knee, the sword heavy again in my hand as my rage weakens into doubt.

      “What’s the point, really?” Zeus asks, still advancing on me. “You shift, you try to burn me, you try to slice me, you try to kill me, and I just keep healing, over and over again. You’ll get tired, and you will get tired, Edie, so you’ll shift back into a human girl, try the sword again, but you’re worn out. You’re exhausted. You don’t have any strength left…and do you know why?”

      I’m shrinking away from his leer as he bends over me, pressed against the barrier, tears streaming down my face as the broken rib grinds against my lungs.

      “Because you are just a human girl,” Zee whispers in my ear, his mouth pressed against it. “And I am a god. Turn into a dragon, and you drop the sword. It’ll be mine, and you can’t kill me without it.”

      He pulls back, smirking. “You’re either a dragon, or you’re a girl, Edie. You can’t be both. So, all that’s left is for you to decide which form you want to die in. I’ll give you ten seconds.”

      Zeus walks to the middle of the arena, and cracks his knuckles, ready to use his lightning again. Ready to send me to the underworld with my Mavis.

      “Ten… Nine…”

      You can’t be both.

      It rings in my head, Zeus accidentally giving a voice to everything that has plagued me during my time at Mount Olympus Academy. I’ve been struggling with my dragon self, trying to separate it from Edie, the nice girl who never knew she was anything else. Anything different. Anything more. I’d pushed back against my rage, scared of what it could do. And now, here I am, paying for drawing that line.

      “Eight… Seven…Six...”

      Zeus is right. I can’t hold the sword while I’m a dragon, and I can’t strike fast enough to counteract his healing powers as a human. But there is one thing a selfish coward like Zeus would never think of, a trick up my sleeve that would never occur to someone who uses students as human shields in order to avoid any harm to himself.

      “Five… Four… Three…”

      I zip into the air, Zeus’s eyes tracking my movement as he prepares to throw a bolt. “So you want to die as a human with wings? Weird choice, but okay.”

      “Two… One.”

      I do the one thing Zeus doesn’t expect, the one thing he would never do himself. I raise the sword, and drive it through my own shoulder. The pain is sharp and immediate, the blade parting flesh and grating over bone. But I don’t have time to consider it as I shift in midair, the blade still stuck in my dragon flesh as I ascend, this time with a ball of fire growing in my belly.

      Zeus throws lightning, but it meets my fire, causing an enormous explosion that knocks him off his feet. I advance, fire flowing like lava, lighting his robes, his skin crackling black, his hair catching immediately.

      He might be able to heal himself, but he feels the pain. His screams say as much. Ichor flows where the skin cracks open, ragged streaks rapidly repairing him as he gets back to his feet, burning and healing at the same time.

      I shift back to a human, pull the sword from my own shoulder and drive it home, right through his black and rotten heart.
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      Immediately the smoke disperses.

      Everyone is still standing where they had been. There are gasps, and cries, and even a few cheers when everyone sees Zee lying at my feet, his hands wrapped around the blade of the sword as he tries in vain to remove it from his chest.

      The earth beneath my feet trembles and a rough wind picks up, strong enough to blow up anything not bolted to the stage.

      “It’s begun,” Themis says.

      “Edie, I knew you could do it.” The voice in my ear sounds like Mavis. A hallucination brought on by my overwhelmed senses. Except she keeps talking. “You have the sword still, press the gods for concessions. Free the monsters from them once and for all.”

      Am I truly having a vision of my dead sister bossing me around?

      A hand wraps around my uninjured arm. My head turns slowly, afraid of what I’ll see.

      Mavis. No longer broken. Not even bruised.

      Alive. And breathing.

      “Mavis…” I can’t get out more than that as the tears start to flow.

      “Shhh. Edie. Don’t fall apart on me now. Don’t let your friend’s sacrifice be for nothing.”

      I still can’t believe she’s beside me. I reach out to touch her. My fingers trail down her cheek, the skin warm against mine. Slowly, slowly, her words penetrate the fog in my brain.

      “What friend? What do you mean about a sacrifice?”

      “The little bat boy. He flew down to the Underworld. Made some sort of deal with Hecate down there. I didn’t get all the details, just that his family were UWA legacies and they owed him a favor. He cashed it in for me.”

      “Greg,” I say, a smile stretching my mouth, as I look around for him. What an idiot I was to underestimate him. “Where is he?”

      Mavis frowns. “Edie...he traded his life for mine. It had to be that way.”

      “No…” I shake my head wildly at the same moment that my eyes meet Cassie’s. She doesn’t look surprised at all. “You saw it,” I say to her. “You knew.”

      Cassie nods. “It had to be,” she says softly.

      My own words come back to me. “Go away unless you want to get yourself killed, which is pretty much the only thing you can do at this point.”

      Cassie had known I would say it. And she knew how Greg would react.

      Oh gods.

      And then Themis is in front of me. “Edie, Zee will draw his last breath if you don’t remove that sword immediately. Your sister has been restored to you Now is the time to show the same mercy that was granted to her—”

      “Mercy! It was a transaction!” I have to shout over the wind which has picked up once more. “Her life purchased with Greg’s.” The ground beneath us shakes and then the stage begins to roll as if a huge wave is surging up beneath it. I fall to my knees beside Zee.

      But my eyes aren’t on him. It’s Themis’s scales I watch as they spin wildly, like a carnival ride, moving faster and faster. The weighing plates fly out while the chains that connect them rattle ominously. With a crack, the plates fly off, whooshing right over our heads. Abruptly the scales stop spinning and what’s left of them crumbles to dust.

      Sooo...it’s possible maybe Themis wasn’t bluffing about that whole end of the world thing.

      Grasping the sword with two hands, I look up at the gods arrayed before me. “The war against the monsters is over. They will live freely and never be bothered by any of you again.”

      “They must vow,” Mavis adds in, and then leaning in to me she says in a softer voice, “For gods, vowing to something is magically binding. They’d give up their own immortality if they tried to go back on something they vowed to.”

      I nod. This is good information to have. And for the first time, instead of seeing Mavis as bossy, I realize what our relationship could be going forward. Sisters, working as a team, together.

      Sometimes I’ll hold the sword. Sometimes she will. Sometimes I’ll know the words and at other times Mavis will supply them.

      “You heard her,” I say. “Make your vow.”

      Hermes, Kratos, Themis, Hades—all the gods—they stare back at me dumbly.

      “Now!”

      Hand to heart, they each make a solemn promise to make peace with the monsters.

      I look down at Zee and his watery eyes meet mine. “You too.”

      He nods and his mouth moves but no words come out.

      “Try harder,” I tell him.

      “I vow,” he whispers, his voice hoarse. I make him say the whole thing, then have them vow to not hurt myself, my friends gathered here, or my family. They swear it.

      I do the whole thing again, but this time making them all swear.

      Satisfied and knowing Zee is running out of time, I grasp the hilt, ready to pull it from his heart, hoping that I am not making the wrong choice.

      With a horrible crash, the earth trembles once more and then with a deep groan, it splits open wide. The sword slips from my hands as I fall, deep into an endless darkness. Mavis’s scream is at my ear as she falls beside me. My wings pop out and I snatch Mavis with a single talon. A quick glance below shows me the ruby stone, growing smaller as it travels further—Zee presumably still with it.

      “Edie,” I hear Val yell from above. A moment later Cassie’s and then Fern’s voice echoes his.

      I let Mr. Zee and the sword go, all the way down to Hades if that’s where this darkness ends. My heart clenches as I think of Greg down there with him.

      “Give him hell, Greg,” I screech into the black, wishing and hoping that he somehow hears.

      Then, holding my sister tight, I fly up toward the light.

      I’m pretty sure it’s the end of the world up there.

      But I feel fairly certain of something else too.

      I’ve got Mavis. Val. And my friends. So long as we stick together—we’ll be fine.
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      I burst from the bowels of the earth with Mavis clutched in a talon.

      Above, on steadier ground, Val and Cassie standby, wearing near identical expressions of concern. They don’t wait for me to shift back before throwing their arms around me and Mavis. 

      Needing to hug them all back, I shift. 

      Seconds later, I hear Fern say, “Group hug,” and then she and Marguerite join us.

      We stay that way for a long time, all of our arms wrapped around one another. It’s the happiest and saddest moment of my life.

      I have Mavis back. But lost Greg. 

      Zeus is dead. But I had to kill him. 

      And also, we maybe sorta broke the world.

      I look at my friends. “Did I do the right thing?” my voice catches on that last word.

      Val laces his fingers through mine and tugs me close. “You did what had to be done.”

      I nod, feeling a little better. 

      Although...Val is my boyfriend so he has to say that. Also, he’s not exactly a softie himself. Plus, he didn’t exactly say I did the right thing. But I guess maybe what’s true is that I did the hard thing. The thing no one else could do.

      I look over at Cassie and Fern, my moral compasses. They meet my eyes, straight on.

      “The world isn’t ending,” Fern assures me. “It’s just shaking a bit.”

      “No, it’s definitely the apocalypse,” Cassie says. 

      Fern elbows her and I can’t help but let a little moan of despair escape. “Oh gods!”

      Realizing her mistake, Cassie quickly backtracks. “It’s okay, though. I mean, Zeus would’ve caused way worse stuff if you hadn’t stopped him. Apocalypse now or Apocalypse later, it’s sorta like ripping off a band-aid.”

      “Oh, please,” Marguerite scoffs as she loops an arm around Fern’s shoulder. “Vampires have caused the end of civilization as we know it, countless times. Everyone gets all upset and then eventually they sort it out and civilization starts itself up again.”

      I nod, feeling slightly better. “So probably by this time next year things will be back to normal?”

      “Next year!” Marguerite laughs. “Not hardly! Maybe next cent—OOF!”

      Fern’s sharp elbow finds her girlfriend’s spleen.

      “Ouch, easy baby,” Marguerite throws a hurt look at Fern, who gives her a stern one  in return. With a sigh, Marguerite turns to me. “Look, the world never had a dragon shifter on its side before. Who knows what you can make happen?”

      “Especially with all of us at your side,” Fern quickly adds. 

      “Cassie!” Merilee runs toward us, leaping over wreckage with surprising athleticism. As she reaches Cassie, they fall into each other’s arms. 

      Quickly Cassie fills her mother in on what she missed—with an emphasis on Greg’s role. 

      “Oh, darling,” Merilee pulls Cassie closer. “I’m so sorry. If only someone had stopped him.” Realizing that Mavis and I are both nearby, Merilee quickly adds, “I mean, there must have been another way.”

      “There wasn’t,” Mavis says. Stepping close to Cassie, she holds her hands out, almost as if in supplication. “I would never have accepted if I had a choice, but Greg made the deal with Hecate before I knew anything about it. A life for a life. If I hadn’t taken the offer to have mine returned, it would’ve gone to someone else.” 

      Cassie places both of her hands inside of Mavis’s. “I understand. Actually, I understood even before he did. Greg did what had to be done. For him. For you. For Edie. And for the world.”

      Mavis’s eyes fill with tears. “But that because he switched me with me, Greg won’t be at Underworld Academy. I was…” She gulps and shudders. “Some giant worm thing ate me and was slowly digest—”

      I gasp, and even though I want Cassie and Mavis to have this moment without getting involved, I can’t stop myself from pulling Mavis into a strangling hug.

      “Greg isn’t being eaten by a worm,” Cassie assures both of us. “His family has been students at UWA for generations. All the bat shifters would riot if that happened to him.”

      Mavis wipes her sleeve across her eyes as I release her. “And Hecate is known for having a soft spot for bat boys.” She rubs Cassie’s back. “You’re right. I’m sure he’s not getting the giant worm treatment.”

      We all share watery small and then go in for yet another group hug. It’s that kind of night, I guess.  

      Hepa joins us with Jordan’s arm slung over her shoulder. He looks a bit dazed. 

      “A building fell on my head, but I’m okay,” he says.

      “He doesn’t use it often anyway,” Hepa says, though her voice carries a lot of affection. “Can we cut the group cheer short and start tending the wounded?” She demands as the earth trembles once more.  

      Mavis, having recovered from her tears, takes charge. “We’re also in the middle of a major seismic event and below sea level. Let’s start evacuating. Val and Marguerite, gather any remaining monsters and return through the same portal that brought you here. Fern and Hepa, identify the wounded, so we can get them out first.”

      “I’ll help them,” I say, “In case anyone needs to be airlifted.”

      “You’re among the injured,” Mavis counters, hands on her hips. “You need to find a safe spot, sit, and wait.”

      “Not gonna happen,” I say. 

      Mavis’s eyes narrow in her ‘how dare you question my older sibling authority’ sort of way. Luckily, Themis appears and steps between us before we can get into a full-blown sister-on-sister argument. 

      “Mavis, I am glad you have returned from Hades. It was not the place for you. Yet.”

      Even now Themis cannot admit how much she loves us, her onetime daughters. Mavis must know it too, because she throws her arms around the woman. After a moment, Themis extricates herself.

      “Mount Olympus Academy is closed for the foreseeable future.” She holds out a handful of portal keys. “These should help with your evacuation plans.”

      Mavis takes them. “What about you?”

      “I will, of course, stay here,” Themis says as if it’s obvious.

      “I’m staying with her,” Merilee adds. She pats Cassie, “But you will evacuate, daughter. The end of the world probably isn’t the best time for you to explore the gates beyond Mount Olympus, but there is nothing left her for you.”

      “Except for you!” Cassie protests.

      Merilee smiles. “You can still visit, darling. And I’ll come see you as well. And I’ll help you get settled. I’m sure Edie wouldn’t mind a roommate…”

      “Cassie will have a home wherever I am,” I assure her.

      “Oh! I forget…” Merilee fumbles through the many pockets of the long drapey sweater, finally extracting a scroll. “Themis came to me when the prophecy about Zee first surfaced. She wanted to be prepared in case the worst actually happened.”

      “I’m standing right here,” I remind Merilee.

      “Right! Sorry.” Merilee gives me an absent smile. “Sorry, Edie. I’m not saying, what you did was not the worst. Arguably, there are worse things than the end of the world.”

      “Um, Mom,” Cassie interrupts, before this can get more depressing. “What’s on that scroll?”

      Merilee looks down as if surprised to see it in her hand. “Oh yes. I came across this earlier today, right when I was getting ready to come to the trial. I didn’t want to miss your performance, Cassie.”

      “Testimony,” Themis corrects dryly.

      “I’m sure it got quite testy,” Merilee agrees, only half paying attention to everyone else as she unrolls the scroll. “Unfortunately, once I came across this beauty, all else was forgotten. It explains that when a god dies, their powers don’t die with them. Instead, they go out into the world and find a worthy soul. Well, one hopes the soul is worthy. That’s a bit worrisome, isn’t it?” Merilee’s brow furrows, but then she brightens again as she points at a different part of the scroll. “It also says, if a god is very powerful, like Zee, the powers can sometimes be divided among two or even three individuals.”

      “They will need to be found,” Themis says, taking the scroll from Merilee. Or trying to. The pair engage in a brief tug of war before Themis wins. “Zee’s powers in the wrong hands, or even the right ones...we will have to find this person and train them, make sure they understand the grave responsibility they’ve inherited—” 

      “Wait,” I interrupt. “We need to find one, two, or maybe even three people who suddenly inherited Zeus’s powers?” Something else occurs to me, and I wonder if this might be the light at the end of the tunnel. “And then they can be the new Zeus and everything will be better?”

      “Possibly,” Themis says, as she studies the scroll. “In the meantime, Merilee and I will look for more answers and watch over what’s left here at MOA. Especially the archives. It holds treasures that Zeus has guarded for centuries, without him here…”

      “It’ll be open season,” I finish for her. “And what of the other gods?”

      Themis holds out both hands, indicating the chaotic amphitheater. Students are everywhere, panicked, crying, some cheering and reveling in the chaos. But there are no gods, our teachers, anywhere. “As you can see, they have left. They will all be forming new alliances and rivalries among themselves. Humans will suffer terribly.”

      Cassie suddenly stumbles and her eyes go cloudy. “Things will be bad, but if closed hearts cannot open, they will be worse still. In time civilization can be set to rights or completely shattered.” 

      “Oh sweetheart,” Merilee pulls her daughter close as Cassie blinks her eyes back to normal.

      Her prophecy is followed by the worst quake yet. The land rolls in waves. Smoke and dust fills the air as every structure around us crumbles. When the earth settles once more, everything has been flattened. The dorms, the amphitheater, even the archives. It looks like Themis and Merilee will be busy digging out all those precious treasures before they can start guarding them.  

      Cries of pain and others pleading for help, come from every direction. We jump into action. It takes hours to evacuate but at the end of it Val and I are the last ones left. The tremors have stopped for now.

      Val pulls me close. “What now?” he asks.

      “Well, you go back to Underworld Academy and keep an eye on Hades. And tell Greg…” I pause as I get choked up once more “Tell him I’m sorry and thank you and…” I shake my head. And look at Val, needing help. “Words seem so inadequate. Should I send him a cookie bouquet or something? How do I tell my friend, ‘thank you for trading your life for my sister’s?”

      Val kisses the top of my head. “He did it for you, Edie. And for Mavis. But I think he did it for himself too. He needed to prove something. In the story of Zeus’s death, Greg is almost as legendary as you.”

      “I don’t want to be legendary.”

      The right side of Val’s mouth slides up into its customary smirk. “Too late. Tina’s already making you a t-shirt. Dragon, Slayer of Gods. And mine will say: I’m With Her.”

      I laugh. “Can we go on a real date together someday and definitely not wear those?”

      “What does one wear on a real date?”

      I brush my hands down Val’s chest. “Well, I’d love to see you in a suit and tie. We could have a fancy dinner somewhere. There was this seafood place my parents used to—”

      I stop. My parent’s loss bubbles up, the pain still surprisingly fresh. And then there’s another pain, the realization that the seafood place is probably gone. Along with most of the Florida coastline.

      I swallow. “Maybe we should put the dinner plans on hold until I clean up the mess I created.” 

      We’ve reached the fountain portal and together step through. The icy coldness surrounds us and then we emerge onto a street in the middle of New York City. It’s not exactly the best place to be. Alarms sound from every corner. And ocean water surges up the street. 

      “You’re gonna need scuba gear to get down to UWA,” I say to Val, feeling overwhelmed by seeing firsthand the evidence of my actions.

      Val takes my face in his hands, so I only see him. “You will find the new Zeus. I know it. And in the end, the whole world will be better off.”

      I smile. “Do you have second sight now too?”

      “No,” Val kisses my nose. “Just faith in you. Legendary, remember?”

      “I love you, Val. Is it too soon to say that?”

      He kisses me again, but this time his mouth meets mine. The whole broken world melts away for several long moments. He pulls away too soon. “If I wasn’t such a tough guy, I’d tell you that I love you too.”

      “Maybe Tina can put that on a T-shirt for you too.” Val’s eyes light up and I groan. “You’re totally gonna have her do that, aren’t you?”

      “I wear my heart on my sleeve,” Val says with his trademark smirk.

      We share one more long kiss, before pulling apart.

      “Time to unbreak the world,” I say.

      Shifting into dragon mode, I launch into the sky, and then circle the city. 

      I came to Mount Olympus for revenge. And to find out who I am.

      As it turns out, I’m more into rescue than revenge.

      I swoop down, ready to fix what I can for now. 

      And then later, I’ll find new Zeus and repair the rest.

      It’s just what us legendary heroes do. 
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      Maddox was dead, to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that.

      Pulling your mother’s bloated and battered body from a swamp tends to stick with a guy.

      I did a DIY cremation afterwards, the way she’d always told me to...although, that was usually when we were out raiding monster sites.

      “Burial takes too long,” she’d say. “Burn me and go. Save yourself, Nico.”

      Save yourself.

      My mom wasn’t the affectionate type. Not with words. Not with kisses or hugs or crap like that. Telling me to save myself was her way of saying she cared.

      In the end, I was the only one to watch her burn, my one good eye streaming tears in the smoke.

      Burning her was my way of showing that I cared, too, without words or affection. It was the way she would’ve wanted it. Clean and simple. Reduce her to ash so none of her enemies could mess with her remains.

      And Maddox Tralano had plenty of enemies.

      I watched the fire until there was nothing left but embers and then stomped those into the ground. Shifting into my werewolf form, I howled goodbye and left to find vengeance.

      That didn’t work out so well.

      When I took on the vampires who killed my mom, I ended up getting expelled from school.

      But that wasn’t my only score to settle.

      Maddox always believed that “an eye for an eye” was too merciful. And weak. If someone takes your eye, you go after them until they’ve been removed from the Earth.

      In theory, it makes sense.

      In reality, I saw the body of a girl I’d once loved broken beyond repair. Sure, she’d taken my eye. A chunk of pride too.

      But in the end, bringing her down had brought me nothing but grief.

      Pursuing revenge felt a lot like chasing my own tail. It didn’t bring back my lost eye. Or Maddox.

      So I put all that aside. Not clearing the debts, but not pursuing them either.

      Instead, I’m focusing on saving myself.

      And doing things a little differently than my mother did.

      I live in a big old house in a neighborhood that must’ve been nice at one time. Once half of Florida disappeared under water, most people who could afford to scram, did.

      Cowards.

      But their loss is my gain. I had my pick of houses, no down-payment required. There was one that had all these statues. Greek gods, of course. Zeus and Hermes and Artemis. All my old teachers at Mount Olympus Academy from before I was expelled. And before the whole school—and then the whole world—fell apart with the death of Zeus.

      Of course I picked the house with the statues. Figured it was what Mom would’ve wanted me to do. I guess it doesn’t matter if she’s gone and burnt or not…she’s still with me. Still in my head.

      Maddox wasn’t religious in the way most people think of it, but she sure did believe in the gods. If the gods wanted centaurs and harpies and minotaurs dead, then Maddox wanted those monsters dead too. She didn’t ask what was in it for her. The joy of the kill was all the reward she needed.

      As a kid, I had all the fresh venison I could eat, but no fresh fruit or cookies hot from the oven.

      No cookies at all actually.

      In the winter when Maddox couldn’t afford a new coat, she’d shift into her wolf and tell me to do the same.

      “These fur coats are warmer than anything at the store,” she’d bark at me.

      Practicality was always a strength of hers. Except when it came to killing. It could depend on her mood, and the timing. If there was a little bit of leeway, she might play with her prey, like a cat shifter would. Not that any cat shifter I ever met had instincts like my mother. Not at Mount Olympus Academy, anyway.

      But the world is different than it was then. Apocalypses have a way of shaking things up. Suddenly it becomes real clear where everyone falls on the food chain.

      And me...I’m at the top.

      I even started my own business—assassin for hire. I’d never really thought of myself as the CEO type, but there was clearly a market need for someone willing to get their hands bloody. Humans haven’t adjusted very well to this new world, one where paranormals walk among them freely.

      But it’s not always vampires or monsters I’m going after. The end of the world can bring out the ugly in people, and I’ve helped a few humans settle scores among themselves, too. I did a couple jobs—quick, easy, neck snappers—and then, without having to bother with advertising or hanging a shingle reading, “Have Teeth, Have Claws, Will Kill,” word got around and business grew. And then it grew some more.

      I raised my prices and clients didn’t blink an eye. They somehow found the cash and carried it into my office in old plastic bags, shoe boxes, and even one time some guy wheeled in a refrigerator on a dolly. When he opened it up, the whole thing was stuffed with cash. And a steak, which was a nice touch.

      It’s a quiet Florida afternoon right now and I’m headed upstairs to the panic room disguised as a walk-in closet. Whoever lived here before me must’ve hid inside for a while, ’cause the place had a stale piss smell. Some pine scented cleaner fixed that up, and then I was able to put the room to good use.

      Entering the code, I jerk the door open. Stacks and stacks and even more stacks of money line every wall from floor to ceiling.

      I always knew that I didn’t like not having money. That it bothered me more than it did Maddox, who never seemed to think about it at all. But I hadn’t realized how much I would like having lots and lots and lots of money.

      I’m not even spending it. Not really. Mostly I just like watching the dollar bills pile up. When I open the door to my improvised safe, I see for the first time in my life something that’s all mine.

      And I like it.

      Taking a step inside, I grab a pile of bills and fan them out between my fingers. Hundreds, all of them. The smell of money fills me with a giddy joy.

      Someone clears their throat from behind me.

      I don’t have to turn around to know who it is. Even before my werewolf nose sniffed him out, some deeper part of my wolf psyche sensed him—and started salivating.

      “I told you not to come up here,” I remind the rooster shifter who works for me.

      The kid was also my former roommate at Mount Olympus Academy. He was pathetic then and he’s pathetic now. He came limping up to my door a few weeks after I moved in, begging for protection. I guess most of his chicken shifter family got wiped out in the aftermath of the world going kablooey.

      Like I said already, the food chain got real for a lot of people. And chickens, well, chickens are food. And it’s not my fault they got the short straw in shifter genetics.

      “Yes, I know. Um...sorry.” Chester clears his throat nervously. “I just, um, knew you’d be up here for a while fondling, um petting, er counting, your money, and well um...it is Christmas Eve, you know.”

      “So what?”

      “I was...um...wondering if I could...leave a little early…”

      I finally turn to face Chester. He’s standing in the doorway of the safe and I don’t like his beady little chicken eyes on my money.

      “Out,” I bark at him.

      He startles, jumping almost a foot and then scuttling backwards, tripping over his own feet.

      Laughing, I follow him out and slam the panic room door behind me. The wad of hundreds is still in my hand, so I shove it in my pocket.

      “You already asked me for tomorrow off,” I remind Chester. “And now you want to leave early today too?”

      He gulps. “My sister and little brother are in town visiting. I thought—”

      “I don’t pay you to think,” I interrupt. “You’re my secretary—”

      “Administrative assistant,” he whispers the correction.

      I pretend not to hear it. “You greet clients. Offer them a beverage. You answer the phone...when it works. You take care of contracts. Paperwork. Basically all the stupid stuff I can’t be bothered with.” I smile at him, letting my fangs show. “And in return…”

      I nod at Chester to finish the sentence. “And in return, you let me live in the basement rent free. Under your protection.”

      “Under my protection,” I repeat. “You’re a charity case, Chester. Eating my food. Using my toilet paper. Breathing my air.” I take a step toward him just to watch him dance backwards. “Where are you going tomorrow that you need the whole day off?”

      His eyes go wide. “Wh-wh-wh-what do you mean? Where?”

      I stare at him and wait.

      His Adam’s apple bobs convulsively as his mouth trembles. “Just getting together with some friends,” he says at last.

      “Mount Olympus friends?” I ask.

      “No!” he squeaks.

      “Are you lying to me, little chicken?”

      “Rooster,” he corrects softly.

      “Chicken,” I repeat, my voice hard. So quick he doesn’t have time to even think of jerking away, I grab his neck in one hand. “My mom and I always had fried chicken on Christmas. It was our one tradition. Should I keep it going this year?”

      He shakes his head.

      I open my hand and he falls to the floor.

      “Where are you going tomorrow and who will you be with?”

      “To an old mausoleum! That way Greg and Val and Marguerite can visit from the Underworld.”

      I nod. It’s exactly what I suspected.

      Chester came crawling to me. And I’m the one who took him in. But his so-called “friends” are all those people from MOA.

      “Who else will be there?” I ask.

      Chester doesn’t answer me, and I feel a little bit of my control slipping. He doesn’t need to see my weakness, and I hope he doesn’t figure out who I’m really asking about—Edie, the dragon shifter I would’ve married if she hadn’t…well, if she hadn’t rejected me.

      For a vampire, a nasty little voice whispers in my head. One of the vampires who killed my mom.

      “Shut up,” I say, and even though Chester isn’t making a sound, he nods in agreement. I toss a pencil at him.

      “Draw a map of where you’ll be, and a list of who will be there, in case I need you for anything. After that’s done, you can go.”

      His eyes widen and I’m pretty sure he’s about to refuse. But then his whole body sags, and he nods.

      “Yeah. Okay. A list.” But then he looks at me with this weird light in his eye. “You know, instead of the list…” He hesitates, before finishing in a rush, “Youcouldjustcomewithme.”

      I laugh. “Or I could shove a screwdriver through my remaining eye.” I mime it and Chester flinches. “Or maybe one of your good friends from MOA would do it for me.”

      “No-no-no!” he stutters, but not from nervousness. Instead, he seems so offended by the idea. “They would never! And they’re not my friends. I barely know them, but they invited me because, well because, Christmas is meant to be shared, as far and wide as possible. That’s what Fern said when she asked if I wanted to come. And so, well, I know there’s some bad feelings—”

      “You could say that,” I interrupt.

      “But maybe Christmas is the day to forgive...and to ask to be forgiven,” Chester finishes.

      “Ask to be forgiven,” I repeat thoughtfully as I slink toward Chester. Then with one swift movement I pick him up by the back of his shirt. He weighs almost nothing. I could hold him here until he slowly strangles on the neck of his polo shirt.

      “Make sure you’re here early all next week...to make up for the time you lost.” I quietly snarl at him, and then toss him out the door. He slides along the slick hardwood floor but stops right before he would’ve gone down the stairs.

      Standing, he brushes himself off with a quiet dignity that always makes me feel like a heel.

      He starts down the stairs, but right before he disappears from sight, he turns back to me. “Merry Christmas, Nico.”

      I snort. “Bah. Humbug. That’s my line. Right?”

      “Or you could just say, ‘Merry Christmas to you too.’” Chester smiles sadly. Almost like he feels bad for me. Which is crazy.

      I don’t feel bad.

      Not for bullying him.

      Not that my old classmates are getting together nearby and that, despite what Chester thinks, I am definitely not welcome to join them.

      Not even that I made up the story about Mom and me having a Christmas tradition of eating fried chicken.

      Maddox wasn’t into holidays and crap like that.

      The only thing we did on Christmas was the same thing we did every other day of the year—

      Kill.
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      As promised, Chester left his list. And directions to the mausoleum.

      Everything I need to know is there. Names.

      Edie will be there. I try to ignore the little leap my heart makes at the sight of her name. I have to remind myself that she’s my ex.

      Val, her vampire lover.

      Mavis. Edie’s sister. Also my ex.

      The name I’m most interested in though is this one: Fern.

      Sweet little Fern. Probably the nicest person who ever went to Mount Olympus Academy. And a talented healer too.

      I bet Chester assumed this was something to do with Edie or Mavis.

      It’s true, in the past I’ve maybe fixated too much on their betrayals. Both of them took a piece of my heart. And Mavis, the little cat, got one of my eyes too.

      Or the vampires, Val and Marguerite, who helped kill my mom.

      But I’ve let all that go now.

      Mavis, like all cats, proved to have more than one life.

      And Edie, well, Edie was probably out of my league.

      So that leaves Fern.

      Just to be clear, my interest in Fern is not romantic. She is committed to Marguerite, a vampire who currently attends Underworld Academy. I don’t know why a witch wants to be with a vampire. Honestly, I don’t know why anyone at all wants to be with a vampire. Filthy, dirty, cold-blooded freaks.

      Stuffing Chester’s list in my pocket, I head out. Even though he’s in charge of scheduling my appointments, he doesn’t know about the one I put on my calendar for late this afternoon. Usually I meet clients in an abandoned high rise, but today I’m doing something a little different.

      In a post-apocalyptic world power tends to come and go. Yet the lights are always on and flashing at HOO HOOS & TATAS GENTLEMAN’S CLUB.

      I push through the double doors. Inside the dimly lit interior is heavily decorated in gaudy Christmas decorations. Tinsel lines the long catwalk, lit up in green and red, that slices through the center of the room. Rickety tables surround it, each with a mini Christmas tree. At the very end is the VIP section where there’s a booth with plush red leather seats.

      It’s here that I find Hermes and Priapus, each wearing a Santa hat and sipping candy cane martinis. The two of them are staring at the stage, which is currently empty.

      “Assassin boy!” Hermes says with a smile. “Sit down, sit down. Priapus and I were just about to watch a new girl audition.”

      “Great.” I motion to the holiday decor. “You don’t find it odd that two Greek gods are this into Christmas?”

      Priapus shrugs. “Christmas, Winter Solstice, it’s all the same excuse to throw a big party! Now shush, the show is starting.”

      I slide into the booth as music begins to play. Oddly enough, it’s the chicken dance song. The one with no words that people flap their arms and clap along with. Seems like an odd choice.

      The gods look confused too. “Not a good start,” Priapus says with a shake of his head.

      “Oh, but I like that,” Hermes says, pointing to where a girl struts down the stage wearing only strategically placed feathers. With every twitch of her hips, feathers drift off her body. I’m honestly not that into the whole stripper thing. Wolves don’t like to share. But there’s something about this girl…

      I sniff and her smell is strangely familiar.

      Before I can bring it into focus, I’m distracted by Priapus shouting, “Show us your hoo hoo!”

      Her eyes go wide at this and her steps falter. That’s when one of the smells becomes clear—fear. She was hiding it well, but this girl has no business here.

      “Cut the music!” Hermes calls out, standing. He smiles at the girl and she smiles back at him. He’s got one of those faces that’s like that. Charming, I guess.

      There was a time girls smiled back at me too. But not anymore. There’s something in me now that makes them look away, scared. It used to be they could overlook the missing eye—it made me dashing. Now I guess it’s what they see reflected in the other one that sends them running.

      “Priapus here was just kidding about showing us your hoo hoo,” Hermes says, his voice all calm and sweet.

      Her eyes dart to Priapus and then at his giant sock-covered dick resting in the specially made section of the booth made for his, er, support.

      “Of course, of course,” Priapus booms. “One’s genitals are theirs to share or not share as the spirit moves them. Though tips are better if the spirit does move you, you know.” He winks.

      The girl blanches. Her gaze skitters past me and lands back on Hermes, as if desperate for reassurance.

      He gives her another bright smile. “That’s right. Hoo hoos are always optional at Hoo Hoos. But tatas are not. So drop the feathers and show us what you got.”

      I feel like I should say something. The girl looks like she’s going to cry and all her confidence from before has evaporated. But it’s not my business. Anyway, this place is in demand. She’ll make good money if Hermes and Priapus hire her on.

      Still, it’s hard to watch as her hands go over her breasts and the feathers drift away until they’re just a pile at her feet. Unable to take anymore, I stare down at my hands on the table instead.

      “Nice, sweetheart, very nice,” Hermes encourages.

      “But we can’t see through your hands,” Priapus adds. Dipping into his shirt pocket with his right hand, he pulls out an old-fashioned monocle and brings it up to his eye. “Let’s get a good look at—”

      BAWK!

      Priapus drops the monocle... “Good gods!”

      “A chicken!” Hermes says.

      I look up to see a fluffy chicken’s backside as she struts her way back up the catwalk.

      “Well, that explains the feathers,” Priapus says, collapsing back into his seat as the girl disappears behind the curtain.

      “Too bad,” Hermes says with a shake of his head. “We could have set up a running joke about cocks.”

      “Indeed, indeed,” Priapus agrees. “Except she’s a girl, old friend. You could see that even with her hands covering her niblets.”

      Hermes claps his hands. “Niblets! We could have done a whole thing…chicken thigh, chicken legs.”

      “Chicken breasts,” I add, and Hermes lights up.

      “Tatas,” Priapus muses. “We could have served food and done a tapas and tatas night.”

      Hermes shakes his head at the loss. “Go get her, Nico. Tell her we want her back, feathers and all.”

      “I don’t work for you,” I remind him, rubbing my thumb and fingers together. “Not yet.”

      “Straight to business, right, boy?” Priapus says. “Guess you’ve got to operate that way, when you’re a mercenary.”

      “What’s your business with Fern?” I ask, cutting even further to the point. I know my old classmate has their interest, but I don’t know why. My work is usually straight up killing, and I try to make it quick and clean. I am a trained assassin, after all.

      But Hermes came to me a week ago, asking me to kidnap Fern, and given their line of work, I’ve got questions.

      Fern’s a nice girl, and I don’t like the idea of her being made to do anything she doesn’t want to do. The skin trade was never hurting among humans, but when shifters entered the scene, it exploded. Guys with all kinds of weird fantasies came crawling out of the woodwork, and gods like Hermes and Priapus were happy to cater to them, for a price.

      But Fern is a healer, and while hot nurses are definitely still a thing, you don’t need to actually be one in order for that to play out. You just need the outfit.

      “Our interest in Fern…” Hermes repeats, eyeing Priapus, as he decides how much to tell me.

      “Is it an STD?” I go for the obvious. “Because I can get you some antibiotics—”

      “No!” Priapus shouts, suddenly hunched protectively over his massive man part. “Don’t even joke about that!”

      I stand up, ready to edge my way out of the booth. “I’m not nabbing Fern to prance around for a bunch of perverts,” I say, gesturing to where a lonely feather is still floating along the empty stage.

      Hermes waves my words away and pulls me back down to sit.

      I talk tough, but I don’t have much choice other than to stay and hear him out. I might be a legend among shifters, but Hermes is still a god, and if he chooses to kick my ass, I can consider it kicked.

      “No, no, nothing like that,” Hermes says smoothly, using his charm on me now. He slides his candy cane drink to me. “Look, we’re all friends here. Have a drink.”

      I push the drink back Hermes’ way. I’m pretty sure they put ambrosia instead of vodka in this, and I don’t need to be that kind of messed up. “No thanks.”

      “Nico.” Hermes’ hand squeezes my shoulder, just a little tighter than comfortable. “You seem tense. It’s the holidays. That’s what everyone says. And the apocalypse thing. Both, very stressful events. So relax a minute. Have some candy cane delight and just listen.”

      I pick up the glass and take a small sip. It’s good. Sweet. Cold. Smooth. If I was truly among friends I’d drink it down without another thought.

      But I’m not.

      I put it down. “Delicious. Now what do you want with Fern?”

      “We want Fern for her natural talents…or rather, a mutual friend does.”

      “That’s right,” Priapus says. “Antibiotics can’t fix everything.”

      “Ah,” I say, understanding. “Someone has a magical wound?”

      “Yes,” Hermes says. “Someone that Fern would probably prefer to stay wounded.”

      He doesn’t go further, which is weird, for Hermes. He tends to run his mouth, his tongue flapping as fast as the wings on his feet. But I don’t need to know more. Hermes and Priapus have more than their fair share of questionable friends in both the paranormal and human world, most of which I doubt Fern would be in a hurry to heal.

      “I’ll bring her to you,” I say.

      “Great!” Priapus, says, moving to smack the table. He misses and hits his dick instead, making his cheeks go bright red, then purple when he forgets to inhale again.

      Hermes smoothly slips a wad of cash into my hand.

      “This isn’t enough,” I say gruffly, standing once again. “Not by far.”

      “That’s just the down payment,” Hermes assures me. “You’ll get the rest on delivery.”

      “I want triple my normal rate. Kidnapping is much harder than killing. And I need a bonus—holiday pay. We clear?”

      “Crystal,” Hermes says, glancing down at his clipboard.

      “We better be,” I growl, and Hermes looks confused.

      “No, I mean, Crystal is up next. Wanna stay for the show?”

      I glance up at the stage, where a blonde has stuck her head out from behind the curtain, the red velvet clutched tightly around her.

      “No,” I shake my head. “I don’t think so.”

      I’m halfway to the door when Hermes calls after me. “Hey, Nico! Merry Christmas!”

      “Bah, humbug,” I mutter, as I step out into the harsh daylight.
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      Back at home, I feel a bit down.

      I mean, I really don’t care about Christmas or any of the crap that goes with it. It’s just, usually about now, Chester brings me my dinner. Then I tell him all the things he did wrong that day.

      It’s weird without him here.

      I grab a bottle of scotch—the really, really good stuff—and grab a glass. Sitting at the table I pour myself a healthy serving, then gulp it down. The booze fills me with a warmth and all my dark thoughts are forgotten.

      Well, almost. When you’re a Tralano and your heart is still beating, there’s going to be some darkness there.

      I take another glass full and am so relaxed I don’t want to get up when I hear the storm door clanking on its hinges. The weather can turn to hurricane winds without any warning and I must not have secured it when I came in.

      Sighing, I loll my head back, pleasantly drunk… but not drunk enough to just leave the storm door swinging. I’m about to get up when I realize...it can’t be the door. The noise is closer than that. It sounds like it’s in the living room with me.

      I turn slowly and drop my glass. It shatters on the wood floor.

      Before me is a ghostly figure, wrapped in chains. It floats with each footstep, until the chains bring it back down to earth, creating a terrible racket.

      It—no, not it—she looks at me and my stomach jumps.

      “Mom?” I croak out, then I turn and vomit into a nearby vase. What was in that drink Hermes gave me? I only took one sip; surely it couldn’t have this effect.

      She’s not there. I burned her.

      Maddox is not in this house with me, floating like a spectre in chains.

      Except…she is. When I turn to look at her again, her dark eyes, always so scrupulous, are trained on me.

      “Mom, why have you come?” I ask.

      Werewolves don’t do the whole ghost thing, not normally. We try to do everything right in life the first time around, that way you don’t have to come back and fix everything. Mom should be in the Elysium fields, tearing the necks out of rabbits, or whatever it is we get to hunt in the afterlife. Because, let’s face it, Maddox is not going to be happy in the afterlife unless she’s killing something.

      “Nico,” she says, her voice low and raspy. “I haven’t time. I must warn you…” She takes a heavy step, straining against her chains. “I was wrong in life,” she tells me.

      “No…” I shake my head. This can not be my mother. Maddox Tralano was never wrong a day in her life. And if she suspected she was, I seriously doubt she would say so.

      “Silence!” She raises her hand and wind gusts through the room, papers flying everywhere. “Do not contradict me,” she booms.

      Okay. Never mind. This is definitely my mother.

      “In life I was cruel and vengeful. I cared only for the hunt, for the kill. I lived a very narrow existence, and now I am paying for my sins. I must wander the Earth, weighed down by my former hatred, for all eternity.”

      “Mother,” I say, tears forming at the thoughts of her bonds.

      “Don’t get all teary-eyed on me, Nico,” she snaps, her arms coming her hips. “From the moment you were born, you were a crybaby.”

      I know better than to try and defend myself against this line of attack. If I tell her all babies cry, she’ll recount the story of how her own mother took Maddox to the doctor when she was a week old, afraid something was wrong because she never cried.

      “I always wondered if you were strong enough to follow in my footsteps,” she continues. “Now that you see where murder and blood led me, have you got the balls to go the distance? I wouldn’t trade these chains for a so-called “better” life. I loved my life. My only regret is that I didn’t murder more!”

      Throwing her head back, she unlooses a horrible moan as she rattles her long chains. I clench my jaw tight to keep from howling along.

      “I earned these chains,” Mom says, rattling them like they are medals instead of bonds. “They want me to be ashamed of them. They call this a punishment. I say each link is a mark of honor. But…” She pauses, eyeing me. “I have been sent to show you the consequences. The path you choose, is up to you.

      “You will be visited tonight by three ghosts. They will try and confuse you. Don’t let them get into your head. I never led you wrong in life; I wouldn’t start in death. Listen to me, Nico. Listen to your mother. Not the spirits.” She turns to go, but I step toward her.

      “Mother, wait,” I shout. But another gust of wind circles the room and she is gone. I stumble to my chair, grab the bottle of scotch, and take a gulp. Then I study it.

      Of course, my mother was not really here. It’s the drink, it got to me. Probably mixed with the small mouthful of whatever Hermes mixes at his low-class joint. I throw the bottle across the room where it smashes against the wall.

      How stupid could I be? Drinking before a mission, getting myself all worked up, hallucinating my mother. I’m not acting like myself.

      I rest my head in my hands. I just need sleep. I’ll get Fern tomorrow. I might even be able to convince Chester to bring her here. I’ll call him and tell him I’m sick. Marguerite might come, but I can handle one vampire. It’s better than having to fight the entirety of the MOA A-team. I can probably convince them to leave Marguerite, since we have bad blood.

      I stumble to my bed. Yes, I’ll do that in the morning. First though. I need sleep.
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      I fall asleep almost instantly. Liquor will do that to you.

      But come awake even faster.

      It’s still night, though I’m not sure of the time. The power must’ve gone out again.

      I remember seeing my mother. Hallucinating. She said more ghosts are coming, but obviously that isn’t happening. The only ghost in my future is a hangover.

      “I ain’t afraid of no ghosts!” I boast to the empty room.

      “GHOSTBUSTERS!” Someone yells back at me. And then they start to make the sound of the guitar part with their mouth so that it sounds like, “Ner, ner, ner, ner ner ner.”

      That’s when I see him, crouched in the far corner of the room, playing air guitar.

      Jordan. One of my former classmates at Mount Olympus Academy.

      “Jordan…” I get up, too confused to be angry...though I will have to eventually kill him for invading my home. “What are you doing here?”

      “Dude, I’m the ghost of Christmas past!” He grins at me, his skin is kind of glittery, like fresh snow, and he has a crown of mistletoe. “They wanted me to do Christmas Present, but I was like nah, man, I wanna use the time machine!”

      “Time machine,” I repeat, keeping my voice calm, but then in a lightning fast move, I shift. As a wolf, I leap toward Jordan.

      And then through him.

      I hit the wall and crash halfway through it.

      Jordan laughs. “Dude! You totally Wile E. Coyote’d that wall! Crazy!”

      Shaking plaster from my fur, I turn and this time take a much more careful swipe at Jordan. Once again, my paw passes right through him.

      “Who and what are you?” I growl.

      Jordan squints at me. “I saw an almost empty bottle of scotch downstairs. Hitting the bottle a little too hard lately, huh Nico?” He shakes his head and then says slowly, like I’m an idiot, “I am Jordan. I’m a panther shifter and tonight I’m also the ghost of Christmas Past.”

      “So you’re dead?” I ask, seeking a silver lining.

      “No. Dude, come on. Keep up,” he says, like I’m the slow one. “This is all spiritual and stuff. Just, you know, roll with it.”

      I close my eye and sigh. “Okay, ghost who is not a ghost of Christmas past. Whose past?” I demand.

      He smiles. “Yours.” Jordan walks over to the window, but I notice now that his feet don’t quite touch the ground. “Nice night for time travelling,” he observes, then glances back over his shoulder at me. “You ready?”

      I shift back to my human form and quickly throw on new pants and a T-shirt. At MOA they had magical uniforms that would shift with us, but I was never into those. “You got a DeLorean parked out front?” I ask Jordan, deciding to humor him.

      “Back to the Future! You know that one? Yeah! I love all the oldies too!” He puts up a hand as if for a high-five. Knowing we won’t connect, I raise my hand to his anyway. But to my surprise, he clasps my hand in his own. Jordan’s grip is stronger than I expected, even as I pull away, he holds me easily. “Come on, Nico, we’re going this way.” He nods his head toward the window.

      “We’re on the second floor,” I protest. “Maybe cats land on their feet, but I’m a wolf.”

      I mean, Maddox would roll over in her grave if she thought I couldn’t handle a two-story drop, but I’m in a mood and feel like giving Jordan a hard time. Even if this is most likely a crazy dream.

      “No worries, I got you.” Jordan gives me a mischievous wink.

      And then suddenly, we pass right through the glass of the window, out into the night.

      We float over the city, the lights below us flickering on or off, depending on whether the power is fluctuating or not. Electricity hasn’t been the most dependable in the apocalypse. Out to sea, everything is a blanket of black; not many boats have been going out since the tides became so unpredictable.

      “Pretty sweet, right?” Jordan asks, rolling over in mid-flight to do a backstroke, hooking my fingers through his belt loops first. “I’ll come clean. I also wanted to do the flying thing, along with time travel.”

      “Watch it,” I growl, not wanting my hands so close to another dude’s waist. I let go of him, and instantly plummet. Jordan does a dive to come up underneath me, easily bringing back up into a smooth flight.

      “Gotta do bro love tonight,” he says. “Or fall to your death. I mean, your choice, but I do exfoliate so—”

      “Where are we going?” I shout at him as we head into a cloud bank.

      “When are we going?” he corrects me, and then we break through the mist, and somehow, some way, we’re over the Smoky Mountains. It’s not possible that we could have traveled so far, so fast, but Jordan only grins at me as we begin a slow, circular descent down to the ground, landing softly near the opening of a cave mouth.

      I know this place. Know it too well.

      “How?” I ask, but Jordan puts his fingers to his lips. As he does, a wolf cub emerges from the cave mouth.

      My throat closes, and my hand goes to my empty eye socket as I watch a younger version of myself—whole bodied—trot into the clearing. My steps are high, my eyes shining.

      I look…happy.

      “Almost don’t recognize you,” Jordan whispers in my ear, and I swing an elbow, but he dodges it.

      The wolf cub raises its head, sniffs the air, and then gives out a long, low call. It’s not for hunting, or to alert the pack to a kill. I’m calling for my friend.

      She comes over the rise, answering me with her own call, one that now—as an adult—makes the hair on my neck stand up. But child-me answers with an elated yip, and runs to meet his friend…a manticore.

      “Merry Christmas, Nico!” the little monster calls, a giant smile on her face.

      “Bah humbug,” I yell back, trying to look grumpy, but ruining the effect with a giggle.

      She runs at me, wildly ringing a wreath of silver bells that jingle merrily in her hand. “I’m going to get you, Grinch! And I’m gonna shove this Christmas spirit right up your butthole!”

      “Oh yeah?” I countered. “Well I’m gonna puke green slime all in your eyes!”

      “We can go now,” I say, turning my back to the pair as they run and jump together in the moonlight, kicking up leaves and play-tossing each other onto the ground, a mini-mock battle.

      “I don’t want to see this,” I repeat to Jordan, but he only shakes his head.

      “You have to watch,” he tells me, no more joking in his voice.

      “You can’t make me do anything,” I say, but even as the words leave my lips my body is turning back toward the scene, my one good eye forced open to see what happens next.

      My mother, Maddox, comes bursting onto the scene, lips pulled back from knife-sharp teeth as she dives between me and my friend. I cower in fear, both then and now. My mother has always been terrifying. But young me hadn’t learned yet that her paws could hurt me as well as any monsters.

      The wolf cub jumps in between his mother and the manticore, defending his friend.

      Maddox’s eyes tighten in surprise, the growl in her throat dying out as she looks at her young. Then, with one swipe, she tosses me aside. I yelp and roll, kicking in pain as she bears down on the manticore…who doesn’t have the benefit of being her blood.

      It’s her meal.

      The manticore is gone in two snaps, my mother’s teeth grinding down on my friend’s bones. My child self whimpers, shifts into human form and runs—not to his mother for comfort, but away. Because right then, Maddox is the monster.

      She dives after me and catches my ankle in her mouth, tossing me in the air. It’s a game we played often, but I’m not interested. I smack at her bloodied lips, crying as my hands come away red.

      “She was my friend,” I yell at my mother, who shifts into human form, pinning my wrists to the ground.

      “She was a monster,” Maddox says, staring me down. “And what do we do to monsters, little Nico?”

      “Kill them,” I sniffle, terrified of my own mother.

      “That’s right.” She breathes down into my face, and I shiver in the present, remembering the smell of raw meat in the night air.

      “Aw crap,” Jordan mutters beside me. “They told me to bring tissues and I forgot.”

      “I don’t need a tissue!” I snap at him.

      Wiping his sleeve across his wet eyes, Jordan shakes his head at me. “Dude, there’s nothing wrong with crying.”

      “You want me to cry for the poor little boy I once was? Is that it?” I force myself to scoff, even though my throat is tight. “That cave was half a mile from a major monster camp. If her parents had found me, I would’ve been the one killed. We were enemies. I needed to learn that. And I did.”

      I quickly look away from Jordan, not wanting him to see the shine in my eye. Not tears. They’re just watering from the late hour, but he’d try and read more into it, I’m sure.

      “Enough,” I say to Jordan, and this time he complies. Taking my hand, we ascend back into a cloud, the mist closing over us in a cold cloak.
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      We’re only up in the clouds for a few minutes before there’s a light glow beneath us, and the ground opens up below.

      My heart leaps at the sight. I recognize the land...it’s my father’s family ancestral home. Jordan and I land beside the blazing bonfire. There are tons of werewolves, in human and wolf form, milling about. Drinking, talking, dancing, howling.

      “This is…” I pause. No, it can’t be. “This is the year my mother left me with my dad’s side of the family. They had this amazing Christmas party. I’d never known what the holiday could be before then.”

      “Awww, look at pimply Nico,” Jordan says. “How old are you there? Twelve?”

      “Fourteen,” I say, not even mad. I am a bit pimply and a little skinny, and I can’t help but watch myself as my face glows in the firelight. I look so happy. I’m happy because…

      “Nico!” Belle bursts out of the darkness and hugs me. “I want to dance; do you want to dance?”

      “And who is that little lady?” Jordan asks, his eyebrows wiggling.

      “Belle. She was visiting too. One of my cousin’s friends from another pack.”

      Younger me stands up and swings Belle around. “I don’t dance,” I tell her laughingly.

      “Oh, come on,” she pulls me away from the crowd of people. “Look, no one is watching, there’s no need to be embarrassed.”

      So I pull her in and dance. Her head on my chest, her hand in mine, my other hand on her waist. My face is red from booze and the warm fire and from a weird feeling.

      We sway under the winter moon and I feel that my heart is near to bursting.

      After a moment she steps back and the warm spot on my chest feels cold. “I’m glad I got to meet you, Nico.”

      “And I’m—” But I don’t get to finish because she stands on her toes and gives me a kiss. My first kiss.

      I blink, surprised. Then I howl and pick her up and swing her around as she giggles.

      “Let’s get back to the party,” she says. “There’s going to be a sing-song.”

      “I don’t sing.”

      “Oh, just like you don’t dance?!” she teases.

      “I’m really glad I met you too, Belle,” I tell her.

      “Stop it,” I tell Jordan. “Stop it here.”

      “I can’t, bro,” Jordan says.

      “Why not? Stop it in this moment when I’m happy. Really truly happy.”

      “That’s not how this works,” he explains. “You have to see the good with the bad.”

      I rub my face as I watch my younger self and Belle return to the fire. I did sing that night. And dance. And kiss. But in the morning, it all seemed like a dream.

      “What happened?” Jordan asks as the night fades into day.

      “Maddox came to get me.”

      We zoom to a field outside the house.

      “I’m staying,” I tell my mother, daring to defy her.

      “With these soft house pets? I think not.”

      “I met a girl; she’s moving to this pack in the spring.”

      Maddox laughs. “I should have known. You are getting older. You’re sniffing around a little bitch? So what? You’re just a pup yourself, and you need to focus on what’s important.”

      “I. Want. To. Stay.” I tell her again.

      “Fine.” She grabs me by the scruff of the neck and pulls me into the house, toward the main hall where all my family—my dad’s family—and their friends are enjoying a Christmas meal. Mother throws me down in front of my dad’s mom, the matriarch of the pack.

      “My boy wishes to be a part of your pack now,” Maddox tells her. I eye Belle, who looks concerned for me. At least she doesn’t look sorry for me.

      “Nico is always welcome,” my grandmother growls. “You, Maddox, are not.”

      “I am only here to show my son what is important.”

      My grandmother stands. “You’ve always been a lone wolf. I warned my son not to get involved with you. You got him killed.”

      “He got himself killed. And I won’t let Nico go down the same path. Pampered and soft, like all of you,” she spits.

      It’s silent in the hall. Most people study their plates.

      “Choose, Nico,” my mother tells me.

      “Choose?”

      “If you stay here, I am no longer your mother. I won’t have a son of mine be weak. Choose to stay here under this nice roof and sleep in a comfy bed with your new girlfriend. But you and me, we’re done.”

      “Mother…” I’ve only known life with my mother. Then I came here and it seemed like a dream. But dreams aren’t real.

      “Nico,” my grandmother tells me. “Your mother is poison. You must see that.”

      “My mother is a great warrior,” I tell her. That is one thing I know. “She has taught me how to fight and how to survive.”

      “But has she taught you how to live?” my grandmother asks.

      I turn to Belle, desperate to not leave all of this behind. “Come with me,” I say to her. “Live with me and Mom.”

      Beside me Maddox scoffs. “She’s the softest of them all. More bunny than wolf.” She strides to her side.

      Belle colors and then she goes even pinker as her eyes meet mine. “Maybe we could start with a short visit?”

      Maddox takes Belle’s chin in her hand, and then brings the pretty girl’s face up close to her own. “You’re welcome to stay with us, but you will hunt and kill alongside my son. And it will not be easy to keep up with him. Over the past few years he’s grown strong. Why just last month, he found a hive of sleeping harpies.” She chuckles low in her throat. “He slit every one of their throats just as they woke and then left them to choke on their own blood. A fitting death for a monster, I think.”

      Belle jerks away from Maddox. “You lie! Nico would never do that!”

      Once again Belle looks to me, but this time I can barely meet her eyes. I’d been so proud telling Maddox that story, but hearing her recount it to everyone here, it suddenly sounded monstrous.

      And I was ashamed.

      “I did it,” I tell Belle and watch as her eyes widen with horror. Unable to look at her anymore, I turn to my grandmother.

      My grandmother’s eyes fill with pity. “Oh, my Nico,” she says softly. Sadly.

      My blood boils and that famous Tralano rage takes me over. Why do they get to decide right and wrong? Maddox is right. They’re soft. I should be the one pitying them.

      “My father was barely a sperm donor,” I tell her. “He died before I was even born. I’m not your Nico. And you’re not my family.”

      I stand by my mother, proud and tall. “I’m a Tralano. My only family is Maddox.”

      And just like that I turn my back on the life I could have had.

      I watch myself leave with my mother and Jordan puts a hand on my shoulder.

      “Tough man. I knew Maddox was a hardass but…”

      “I never saw them again,” I tell him. And then, surprisingly, I hear myself admit the truth. “But I wanted to. Every Christmas I dreamed of returning…”

      “You still could,” Jordan says softly.

      “No, it’s too far past. They wouldn’t even recognize me now.” I shake my head. “Come on, let’s just go so you can show me the next horrible thing.”

      The earth starts to tremble beneath our feet as Jordan takes my hand once more.

      “Actually,” he says. “this time we’re gonna see something good.”

      We’re outside the gates of Mount Olympus Academy. Rain pours down, jagged lightning slashes through the sky, and the whole earth shakes like it’s ready to crack in half.

      Past Nico watches it all with his arms crossed over his chest. Like I don’t care. Or like I’m pretending to not care in case anyone is watching.

      But, of course, no one is.

      Zeus has just died and survival is the new name of the game.

      “Wait a minute,” I say, turning to Jordan. “This didn’t happen on Christmas.”

      Jordan frowns. “It didn’t? But I remember hearing bells and there were pretty flashing lights...” He bites his lip, obviously thinking hard. Suddenly his eyes light. “That’s right! Debris fell on my head. I was seeing double too, so definitely concussion and not Christmas.” Jordan shrugs. “Well, we’re here, so we might as well look around.”

      “I’d rather not,” I reply.

      But Jordan isn’t listening. “Look at that!” He exclaims, pointing to the gates of Mount Olympus as they twist, crush, and finally disappear into a yawning crevice that just opened up in the middle of the earth.

      “Scientists later will call this area ground zero for the devastating earthquakes and tidal waves. Fun fact—it was a rogue wave that brought Edie to Mount Olympus and she ended her time here carrying her friends from the rising floodwaters.”

      “Great,” I mutter, watching my past self pace in front of the mangled gates. I know what I’m gonna do next, but still I hate to watch.

      “Can we go now?”

      “Not until Nico of the past leaves Mount Olympus,” Jordan points to past me at the same moment that he backs away from the gates.

      “There, I’m leaving. Are we good here?”

      But Jordan isn’t fooled. He keeps watching as I shift into a wolf and then with a running leap, jump over the giant hole in the ground.

      “You returned to campus,” Jordan observes.

      I shrug. “What? I figured it’d be easy to pick off a few vampires in all the confusion.”

      Jordan grabs my hand again and even though I try to shake him loose, we’re once again rising through the air, following behind my wolf self.

      We watch as I stop and crouch low to the ground, so as not to be seen. Although no one’s looking my way. All attention is on another jagged bit of earth, even deeper and longer than the one at the gates. As we look that way too, Edie—in dragon form—bursts from the bowels of the earth, with her sister, Mavis, clutched in a talon.

      Above, on steadier ground, Val, Fern, Cassie, and Marguerite await. They don’t wait for Edie to shift back before throwing their arms around her and Mavis.

      As Edie becomes a girl once more, it’s clear that she’s crying.

      “Zeus is dead. And the world is falling apart. And Greg...” Her voice breaks on that last word.

      Her friend, Greg, traded his life to save Mavis from Hades. I still don’t understand why.

      “Greg…” Jordan echoes sadly beside me.

      “Was an idiot,” I finish, while past Edie launches into this speech about how they’ll fix this mess and that Greg’s sacrifice won’t be in vain.

      Hepa joins them with Jordan’s arm slung over her shoulder. He does look a bit dazed. “Can we cut the group cheer short and start tending the wounded?” The earth trembles once more.

      “That’s my girl,” the Jordan beside me says proudly. “She is not a people person, but she likes me.”

      “Lucky you,” I say.

      I sort of tune out as they all start to plan their clean-up and rescue plan. It’s so weird to be back at MOA again. I was sure I’d never see it again. Despite all the drama with Mavis and Edie, this is the place where I was happiest. When I got expelled...I wasn’t prepared for it. I’d just lost my mother and then I lost what I thought of as my home.

      It wasn’t survival I was worried about; I was raised to survive. But at Mount Olympus I’d been around people who expected a future that was more than just survival. People like Edie came in and made up these mixed packs of people who became her family. They were so close they’d literally die for each other...or even for each other’s sister.

      Jordan elbows me. “Hey, pay attention, man. I don’t want to rewind and watch it again.”

      “But this was just a few months ago,” I remind him. “I remember everything that happened.”

      “Oh yeah? Do you remember this?” He points to where Cassie stands with Mavis.

      Cassie suddenly stumbles and her eyes go cloudy. “Things will be bad, but if closed hearts cannot open, they will be worse still. Civilization can be set to rights or completely shattered.”

      When she opens her eyes, her gaze falls on where my past self hides. I squirm now as I did then, certain she’s talking about me. Cassie always did have a way of getting under my skin. We did time together in a monster prison and...she kept me sane. Kept the bitterness from eating me to pieces.

      The worst quake yet cuts the moment short. The land bucks and rolls in waves. Smoke and dust fill the air as every structure around us crumbles. When the earth settles once more, everything has been flattened. The dorms, the amphitheater, even the archives.

      Cries of pain and others pleading for help come from every direction. More than Edie and her crew of friends can possibly get to on their own.

      There’s so much confusion that no one notices me pitching in to help.

      I pull Fern and a student she was treating from beneath a column. Chester managed to keep from getting hurt by shifting into his chicken form, but he’s trapped and unable to get out. I dig him out by clawing away some of the dirt beneath a slab of marble so that it can be slid sideways and create an opening. There are other people I don’t know except for vaguely recognizing their faces from around campus.

      When only the dead are left, I slink away. Not taking one of the portals but creeping out through the swamp.

      “Why’d you help?” ghost Jordan asks me now.

      “I don’t know!” I explode. “They were pathetic and weak. Half of them probably got killed from something else once they portaled out into the world. Like Chester. He goes home to find most of his family dead. Then he’s out alone in the world, the easiest pickings ever.”

      “And you saved him again,” Jordan observes.

      “I used him. Because I needed someone loyal—and he owes me his life. That’s all.”

      Jordan laughs. “Don’t worry, Nico. You don’t have to convince me you’re an asshole.” He claps me on the back and even though it doesn’t hurt, I stumble back and land on my butt—

      In my bed.

      I’m back in my house. And I am alone.
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      This has been one freaky Christmas Eve. First, I hallucinate my mother’s ghost, then I have the most intense dream ever...featuring Jordan, of all people. I can’t stand that guy. Of course he would show me all the terrible things from the past.

      I sit up and rub my scarred face. Sometimes it aches where my eye used to be, but I think that’s just me remembering the pain. I stand and peel off my clothes. Why am I fully dressed?

      “OMQ,” a voice says and I spin to find Cassie—sweet, innocent, good-natured Cassie—peering at me between her fingers.

      “What are you doing here?” I bark.

      She widens her fingers and looks me up and down. “I’m the g-g-ghost of Christmas Present and I...honestly, I can’t do this.” She throws up her hands. “Can you please put on some pants!”

      I hurriedly get dressed, again. “So...you’re not really here either, right? You’re going to show me all the nonsense that is happening right now? Did I get that correct?”

      “Yes! Exactly!” she says, turning to make sure that I’m decent, then swirling around. She’s wearing a long white dress that’s all shimmery.

      “But you’re a seer,” I tell her. She looks confused, but she often looks confused. “Shouldn’t you be the ghost of Christmas future or whatever?” I ask.

      “Oh, Christmas yet to come? Nah, I wanted present. I mean, seeing into the future is my day job. I wanted this to be, you know, special.” She smiles and I can’t help but return it.

      “I thought you were royally pissed at me,” I say. “I mean...I did kill A LOT of monsters.”

      Cassie nods. “Yeah, you’re still in hot water with real Cassie, but Christmas Ghost Cassie is just here to show you a few things.” She holds out her hand.

      I take it and again that zooming feeling overtakes me. We’re somewhere bright and glittery and... “You took me to the strip club?” I ask.

      “OMQ,” Cassie says as a vampire stripper does a dominatrix act on the stage. Instead of a whip she has a giant candy cane, and red tassels to cover her nipples.

      “It’s OMG,” I tell Cassie.

      “Whatever.” She shrugs. “I just didn’t know that a person could bend that way.”

      “Why are we here?!” I demand, getting her attention away from the act.

      “Oh right. This way…” She leads me to the back, through a door, and down a set of stairs. In the basement room are Hermes and Hades, hovering over a body.

      “What is Hades doing here?” I whisper.

      “They can’t hear you,” Cassie tells me. “YOU CAN BE AS LOUD AS YOU WANT!” she shouts.

      “Okay, but…”

      “Just watch,” she tells me.

      “This better work,” Hermes is saying. “I mean, all the minor gods are going coo-coo bananas. There’s no hierarchy. No respect for the major gods.

      “You’re telling me,” Hades says. “My school has always been chaotic, but now there are no rules. Students leave when they want, and not just the vamps, I mean the actual dead. Someone fabricated a bunch of passes and it’s like Mardi Gras every day. The living come, the dead leave. We need someone to take care of this mess.”

      “Did you hear about Athena’s idea of a “new Zeus?” Preposterous,” Hermes says.

      “Yes. We need the old Zeus.”

      I step forward and I realize whose body they are talking over. “They have Zeus’ body?!” I shout.

      Cassie nods. “They do.”

      “And…” it comes to me. “They want Fern to try and heal him?”

      She smiles. “Ding, ding, ding.”

      “That’s insane. She can’t heal the dead. And even if she could...” Sure, the world sucks now that he’s gone but Zeus was a terrible king. He was selfish and hateful and only his lackeys benefited. I step back. Hermes and Hades were two of his biggest supporters.

      “So, are you still gonna…” Cassie makes a grabbing motion then claps her hands together.

      “Huh?” I ask.

      “You know, kidnap Fern and ruin her life and the lives of a bunch of other people too?”

      “Oh.” I shrug. “Fern’s not gonna be able to heal Zeus. He’s dead. So why shouldn’t I get paid?” I ask.

      She nods. “Okay, so not convinced?”

      I laugh. “Convinced of what? Not to make bank? Of course I’m not convinced.”

      “Fine.” She snaps her fingers and we zoom somewhere else, a place I’ve never been.

      “Where are we now?” I groan.

      An abandoned building, more of a shack, really, sits before us. I laugh. One good storm and the thing will fall over.

      I laugh again and say, “I huff and I puff and I…” The joke catches in my throat and I see Chester, of all people, walk up to the lean-to door and go inside.

      “Why is he here?” I ask. “He lives with me.”

      Cassie motions me inside and I follow Chester, curious despite myself. In the one room shack lies a little boy, sleeping on a bundle of blankets and…gods, is that the stripper from earlier? The one with all the feathers? Did my lowly little assistant actually score a stripper? And bring her to a murder house? Oh man, does he have a secret mistress and love child? I’m so confused.

      “Chandra!” Chester hugs her. “Sis, how are you!?”

      “Oh, that makes a lot more sense,” I say to Cassie. “I didn’t figure he could land a body like hers.”

      “Nico!” Cassie delivers a slap to my upper arm that has more sting than expected.

      “What?” I ask, rubbing the spot. “She’s got a nice set of legs on her.” But now Chandra is crying and I feel like a total jerk.

      “Oh Chester, it was terrible. I know we need money but...I just couldn’t. I felt like a piece of meat.”

      “A breast and leg combo,” I whisper to Cassie, which earns me another slap.

      “I told you not to go,” Chester tells her. He glances at the sleeping kid and lowers his voice. “I’ll ask Nico if you guys can move in with me. He’s not a bad guy, not really…”

      “I think he was there, at the strip club,” she says. “I mean, unless there are a ton of one-eyed guys running around that reek of werewolf. He just let them humiliate me…”

      “Okay. Look, we’ll see if the MOA people have anything for you. Fern can look at Tim; they might be able to heal him.”

      “Aaaaand, the kid’s sick?” I ask Cassie, rolling my eyes. “So cliché.”

      Tim wakes with a coughing fit and I can’t help feeling bad for him. He’s so little and fragile and, oh hell. Maybe I’ll let Fern take a look at him before I kidnap her. What would the harm be?

      Chandra takes Tim in her arms and pats his back.

      “C’mon, I bet you’re hungry,” Chester tells him. He nods his little head. “We’re going to a party. They’ll be lots of food and nice people. Uncle Chester’s friends.”

      Tim nods. “I love Christmas.” The kid pronounces it like cwismas and even I want to scoop him up in my arms and give him a cuddle.

      I take a deep breath. Get ahold of yourself, Nico. You’re supposed to be impervious to cuteness.

      “Gets you in the feels, huh?” Cassie says.

      “What? No. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I turn on her. “Well, let’s go to the party. That’s where we’re going next, right?”

      “Just wait for it,” she tells me, leading me through the ramshackle door, but instead of outside we burst into a bright room filled with people.

      Or…wait. Not quite a room. Unless you call a mausoleum a room. There are tightly closed tombs all around us, but they’ve been decorated with holly and mistletoe. Edie and Val are sitting on one tomb, snuggling close. He’s wearing one of his “I’m so ironic T-shirts” that has a picture of a nutcracker and says, Crushing It.

      From across the way Mavis tells them they’re so cute together she wants to vomit. I suppress a shudder and try to tell myself it’s because they’re sitting on a tomb and cuddling, not because I still have feelings for Edie. Feelings for a shifter who loves a vampire. Gross.

      But Cassie isn’t fooled. “Hard to watch?” she asks, one ghostly hand resting on my shoulder.

      “No,” I shoot back. “I’m just thinking about what horrible Moggy babies they’ll have.”

      “Babies!” Cassie yells, clapping. “I love babies!” Her celebration is cut short as the mausoleum door cracks open. A sheet of rain and the brisk wind almost pull the festive wreath from where it hangs. Fern and Marguerite enter, followed by Chester, his sister Chandra, and Tim cuddled in her arms.

      “Fern!” Edie shouts, leaving Val’s arms to hug her friend—and my target. I’ve got to remember that this is the present I’m in right now, and even if ghost Cassie is trying to drum some morality into me, there’s no reason I can’t get some recon in at the same time.

      “Remember Chester?” Fern asks, pulling him forward. He blushes shyly as he greets Edie.

      “This is my sister, Chandra,” he says. “And her son.”

      “Nice to meet you!” Edie tells her. Then all the girls seem to laser focus on Tim. “He is so adorable.”

      “Can I hold him?”

      “What’s his name?”

      “How old is he?”

      Tim looks around, squawks, then turns into a fluffy baby chick. Everyone squees more and Chandra asks if there is a place he can rest. “Tim hasn’t been well,” she tells them.

      “Oh, of course,” Fern says. “I can look him over too, if you like…”

      “That would be so kind,” Chandra says and they go to find a quiet corner.

      My eyes glide to Edie as she takes a seat next to a brightly blazing candelabra. “Is Greg coming?” she asks.

      Val nods. “He should be here any—”

      Just then there’s a sharp crack as one of the tombs splits, and a pale, skinny hand emerges. Greg hauls himself up out of the underworld with a huge grin as Val pulls him into a bro hug.

      “Good to see you, man,” Val says, and Greg’s eyes scan the crowd, visibly disappointed.

      “Where’s Cassie?” he asks, just as the door flies open again. The wreath flutters off this time, and the gush of wind and rain that blows Cassie into the room also huffs out half the candles.

      “Sorry, sorry, sorry!” Cassie is saying, just as the ghost Cassie at my side sighs.

      “I was having a good hair day, too,” she says. “Now look at it.”

      Her hair hangs down her back in one wet sheet, but I don’t think it really matters. The way her eyes shine when they land on Greg says everything.

      “You look beautiful,” I tell her.

      “Oh thank you!” she says. “I even put on coveralls.”

      “Cover… what?”

      “Coveralls,” Cassie says, pointing to her face. “For my zits.”

      “Cover up,” I correct her. “Cover up.”

      “Well, whatever,” ghost Cassie says, tossing her hair. “It’s all melted off now.” It is, but she’s still glowing when she pulls Greg into a hug, practically picking him up off his feet.

      Everyone talks and laughs and it’s all so boringly cheerful. Fern returns with Chandra and they tell everyone that Tim is sleeping and Fern gave him a potion that should help the cough. Finally Edie gets everyone’s attention.

      “Let’s play a game!” Edie says.

      “Let’s play, ‘Who am I?’” Mavis offers.

      “I love that game!” Cassie yells, immediately dropping Greg and turning to her friend. “I’ll go first.”

      “Okay everyone, who am I?” Cassie puts on a very stern face and puffs out her chest, walking over to Fern as if she were a gorilla. “Do you know how to kill someone with your bottom lip? I do!”

      Fern laughs and covers her face as Cassie moves in. “You’re Kratos!”

      “Yep,” Cassie says. “Val, you go!”

      Val’s fangs erupt and he drops to all fours, arching his back and growling deep in his chest. He’s got one eye squinted shut as he gallops over to Mavis, where he immediately rolls over onto his back and whimpers like a puppy, squirming and showing her his belly.

      “Aww….hey there...Nico,” Mavis says, laughing as she leans over to scratch his stomach. He wiggles happily, then seems to suddenly change his mind as he flips back over to all fours and runs to Edie, where he again rolls over onto his back, totally submissive at her feet.

      Everyone bursts into laughter, Mavis’ particularly loud.

      Cassie, I notice, isn’t laughing. Neither is Edie. She pulls Val to his feet, giving him a pinched look.

      “What?” he says. “I play to win. And that was a great impression.”

      “It was,” Marguerite agrees. “Except you forget the part where you murder some innocents.”

      Chandra’s arms tighten. “That’s not funny.”

      “Neither is Nico, when his temper is up,” Marguerite goes on. “I’d say he sleeps with one eye open but…”

      There’s laughter again, but more subdued this time. Chester clears his throat.

      “Nico isn’t as terrible as you think,” he says, glancing around the room to see if his words are landing. “He has a softer side.”

      “Awww…” ghost Cassie turns to me, her cheeks pink. “Chester’s defending you.”

      I only grunt in response, aware that no one else in the room has taken up my cause.

      “Maybe, if there’s a side of him that only maims and doesn’t kill,” Fern says. “I’ve healed wounds he inflicted on people in Kratos’ class. Val isn’t the only one who plays to win.”

      “No,” Edie says. “Chester’s right. Nico isn’t all bad. There is a part of him that wants to be good, I truly believe that.”

      I feel a flutter in my chest, something moving that I squashed long ago. The feelings that I felt first for Mavis, and later for her sister, Edie. Edie, who is staring down the room and daring anyone to contradict her.

      “Nico can’t help the way he was raised. Who can say how I would’ve turned out if I’d had Maddox Tralano for a mother? Or if you did, Mavis?” Edie continues. Mavis likes to argue, so I’m surprised when she drops her head, and the room turns quiet.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, everyone,” Edie says. “This is supposed to be a party and here I am, giving everyone a sermon. I’ll go next!”

      Edie suddenly rolls her eyes back into her head and falls into Val’s arms in a mock swoon. “There will be tuna for lunch on Friday…”

      “Oh, oh!” Cassie jumps up and down. “You’re the lunch lady!”

      “Oh gods,” Fern moans. “Cassie! She’s you!”

      Laughter erupts again, and I’m astonished to find that I’ve joined in, pulled into the festive feel of the room, the warmth among the group, the camaraderie of…friends. I get the feeling in my chest again, a movement like my heart has skipped a beat. These could have been my friends, and maybe some of them were, once. Then I followed in my mother’s pawprints, spilling blood and demanding vengeance.

      There’s a tug on my sleeve and ghost Cassie is motioning to me that it’s time to go. Weirdly, I don’t want to. I want to stay here and watch these people, soak in the friendship that I’ve forsaken in order to…in order to what? To avenge my mother? My eye? And then, finally, to have a smelly old panic room full of money?

      Was it worth it?
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      Ghost Cassie pulls me toward the door of the mausoleum, and we wander outside, where the wind has stopped. It’s oddly still, and a thick mist covers everything. I swipe my hand left and right, but it won’t disperse. Cassie’s hand is no longer on my arm and I whirl, looking for her.

      “Cassie?” I call. “Cassie, where are you?”

      I spot movement in the mist, a shadow that catches my eye. I head toward it, tripping over a broken tombstone that catches my toe. I go down hard, my own fist curling into my belly. I gasp for air, fighting the urge to vomit. Something looms over me and I shift instinctively, my teeth bared in a snarl as I back away.

      It’s not Cassie; it’s Edie.

      She’s in her dragon form, but it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Her wings have always shifted color with her moods and emotions. Right now they are an opalescent black, her head is bowed low, her dragon eyes heavily-lidded. She breathes onto me, a little warmth spreading across my body as I shift back into human form.

      “Edie,” I say, reaching for her. But she pulls away, pointing to the west. I follow her gaze to where a faint glow is burning away the mist.

      “You want me to go there?” I ask, and Edie nods, her eyes still downcast. I take a step, then turn back to her, my feet oddly heavy.

      Fear—a feeling I thought I lost long ago—sits in my stomach.

      “What will I see?” I ask, my voice wavering.

      But Edie doesn’t answer, only points again, extending one talon toward the eerie glow. Something about that light doesn’t sit well with me. I’ve faced down monster hordes and torn throats out of satyrs, but that light makes my hackles rise.

      I thread my way through the graveyard, climbing over toppled stones and open holes that rattle me even further. Those holes don’t look like they were dug…it looks like something tunneled up out from the earth. As I get closer to the light, a warmth starts to spread, but it’s not comforting.

      It burns, like vengeance.

      And that’s what it is, I realize, as I get close enough to see the source. It’s Zeus. Mr. Zee, who should be dead, sitting on a throne of broken tombstones.

      He’s raging, gnashing his teeth and sending lightning bolts out to torture those who lay at his feet; Edie, Val, Mavis, and a handful of other students from Mount Olympus Academy that were outed as Moggies. Mr. Zee had always hated the mixed bloods; that is, kids whose parents came from two different magical types.

      But this isn’t right. Traitors or not, Edie and the others are helpless under Mr. Zee’s lightning bolts, and he’s not killing them. He gives them enough of a jolt to send them jerking, foaming at the mouth, their clothes sparking with flame. Then he stops, waits for them to recover, only to do it again.

      I look away, back to dragon Edie, who stands next to me.

      “This can’t be right,” I tell her. “This can’t be the future. Zeus is dead! You killed him!”

      Edie shakes her head mournfully, extending one talon again. I go where she directs me, away from Mr. Zee and the heat. The mist splits to reveal two figures huddled over a small grave. It’s Chester and Chandra, but I hardly recognize them.

      Chandra’s body is changed, withered and worn. She’s stick thin, and her brother isn’t looking much better. There are dark hollows in Chester’s cheeks, and a ragged cough tears through his chest when he tries to talk.

      “Maybe it’s better this way,” he says, looking down into the grave. “No child should have to live in the end times.”

      Chandra nods like she wants to agree, but tears are brimming in her eyes as she lays a tiny bundle into the open grave. A bright yellow feather slips out of the blanket, floating up into the air.

      “No!” I spin toward Edie, a denial on my lips. “Not Tiny Tim!”

      But Edie says nothing, only pulls her onyx wings closer around her, as if to protect herself from this horrible, bleak future.

      “It can’t be!” I shout at her. “Fern is going to heal him! Fern—”

      My words break off as realization hits.

      In this world, Mr. Zee is alive because I brought Fern to Hermes, like the dutiful dog that I am. This world is possible because all of Fern’s healing powers went into resurrecting Zeus, leaving nothing for Tim, and bringing the wrath of the king of the gods onto my friends.

      My friends.

      I always insisted that Edie was a traitor, and Mavis a backstabber. That the two of them were the worst examples of what can happen when loyalty and obedience aren’t priorities. But if I do what I’m supposed to, what I’ve been paid to do, then I’ll be the most treasonous one of them all.

      “I’ll change!” I yell at Edie, but her wings spring out, wide and alarmed as she advances on me, fire in her eyes and beginning to gather around her dragon teeth.

      “I won’t do it!” I say, backpedaling. “I won’t bring Fern to Hermes! I won’t betray my friends and leave the world to die!”

      But Edie is still advancing and I fall backwards, into the mouth of an open grave. Dirt rains down on me, and I have only the merest second to look upward and see the name on the tombstone, brightly lit by Edie’s fire.

      Nico Tralano

      “I’ll change! I swear!” I yell, but it’s too late.

      I’m still screaming as dirt fills my mouth.
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      I wake coughing, clawing at my blankets before I realize I’m not in my grave, but in my bed. I lay back on sweat-stained sheets.

      What was that? An ambrosia-fueled delusion?

      No, even I can’t rationalize what I saw. It was real.

      I jump up and get dressed, grab a duffel bag of cash and head out the door. An hour later I’m standing in front of the mausoleum...unable to push open the door. I’ve faced gods and monsters and death itself.

      Somehow this is harder.

      “Um...bro...why are you creeping out here?” a familiar voice says.

      I turn to find Jordan and Hepa behind me. They must not have been able to make the celebration last night, but came for Christmas morning.

      “Are you here to start a fight?” Hepa asks. “Because there are a lot of badasses in there. I don’t think you can take them all.”

      “No, I don’t want to fight. I brought…” I take a deep breath. “I brought pastry.”

      “Um. Okay.” Hepa looks doubtful but Jordan looks super stoked.

      “Are those chocolate croissants?!” He pats me on the back. “Bring those bad boys in, man!”

      They usher me inside and there’s a moment of greeting before the silence hits me like a wall.

      “So, yeah, Nico’s here and he brought breakfast,” Jordan says.

      “Who invited you?” Val asks coldly.

      “I did, actually.” Chester steps forward.

      “You better not start anything,” Marguerite hisses, exposing her teeth.

      “Let’s just hear what he has to say,” Cassie tells them.

      “Look,” I plop the duffel on the ground, plus a few more bags I picked up along the way. “I brought food and presents.”

      “Were you visited by the body snatchers?” Mavis asks, unbelieving.

      “No. He’s messing with us,” Greg says. He looks around. “He’s totally messing with us, right?”

      “No. I am serious as an apocalypse. Here, Chandra, this is for you…” I kick the bag of money toward her.

      “And what do you think I’m gonna do for that?!” she asks shaking her head.

      “Nothing!” I shout. Why don’t they get it? “That’s for you and your little chick. I know Tim is sick.”

      “How do you know that?” she asks, confused. “Or his name? Or anything about me? Are you stalking me?!”

      “It wouldn’t be out of character,” Edie says.

      “Look, guys, I know this is out of the blue, but I had a change of heart. I saw what my path toward the future looks like and it is bleak. Like, Mad Max bleak.”

      “Nice!” Jordan says and holds up his hand for a high five. When I return it he looks stunned.

      How can I make them understand? “Hermes paid me big bucks to come kidnap Fern.”

      Marguerite hisses again and Fern says, “Oh, that’s why you’re here.”

      “But I’m not going to do it,” I assure them. “I had a crazy, life-changing experience last night. I want to change. I want to fight the good fight. Wear the white hat.”

      “Not murder innocent people for money?” Chester offers.

      “Yes! Exactly.” I clap him on the back. “This guy gets it.”

      “Well, excuse me if we don’t start singing kumbaya, but…” Hepa looks around. “You’re kind of a straight up psycho.”

      I nod. “That’s fair, but all I want is a chance. Can you guys give me a chance?”

      “I vote yes!” Chester, good old Chester, says.

      “Me too,” Jordan says. When Hepa gives him a look he shrugs. “What? He brought pastry.”

      “I think we should at least give it a try,” Fern says.

      “Where goes Fern, so go I,” Marguerite says...though she does not look happy about it.

      “I never wanted to hate you,” Greg says.

      I look at Val, Edie, and Mavis. They’re the ones who will really decide. Mavis and Edie exchange a look.

      “Do you really think you can get over all the bad blood? The unreturned affection? The...murder of your mother?” Mavis asks, every word dripping with suspicion.

      I take a deep breath. “My mother was always on a path that would lead to her violent death. I want to change that.”

      “I believe him,” Edie says.

      “Yeah, and if he’s lying, you can always turn into a dragon and roast him,” Mavis says.

      “Good point.” Val grins. “Let’s try to be friends with Nico, I guess.”

      I howl and grab a Santa hat from one of the bags. I start passing out food and presents. Little Tim was hiding in the background but he comes toddling over for the big red fire truck I got him. It’s so big that he can shift into a little chick and ride around in it.

      Cassie comes to my side. “I knew you’d come around,” she tells me with a wink.

      After everyone is full and happy, Edie makes a point to speak with me.

      “I’m glad you found your way,” she says.

      “Me too,” I say shyly. “I think I’m really going to like all this ‘peace on earth’ and ‘good will towards man’ stuff.

      “But...why did Hermes want Fern?”

      “Oh, right.” I grin. “That reminds me…” I turn to the group as a whole. “My father’s family always roasted chestnuts over a huge fire on Christmas day. To honor that tradition, I brought some supplies so we can do the same today.” I hesitate as I take in their doubtful faces. “If you guys don’t mind walking a little bit…”

      “I do like fire,” Edie says.

      “And I do like being fireproof,” Val adds as he shares a special grin with Edie.

      For once, it doesn’t bother me that much. I might even be a little bit happy for them. Weird.

      “But wait,” Cassie says. “What about Greg? He can’t leave the mausoleum.”

      Greg waves away her concern with a loud belch. “Actually, I overdid it on the Christmas feasting, so I’d like to indulge in a bat tradition of having a little post-meal snooze.”

      “Maybe I’ll stay back with Tim,” Chandra says.

      I grab little Tim and swing him up on my shoulders. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on him.” I lean in close to Chandra and add in a lower voice. “I promise, you’re going to love this.”

      She smiles back at me in a way that’s definitely a little flirtatious. “Okay, wolf. Show me what you got.”

      I grin back at her. Maddox would be livid if she knew I was scheming ways to get a cute little chicken shifter under some mistletoe before the night is over. But then again, Maddox is dead.

      “Follow me and Tim,” I shout, swinging the mausoleum door open.

      And amazingly, they do.

      Okay, Marguerite does say, “If this is a trap, I’m going to enjoy killing you, Nico.” But otherwise the mood is merry and bright.

      Although, when we reach Hoo Hoos & Tatas, things momentarily sour.

      “Gods damn it, Nico!” Mavis shouts.

      But then I produce the Molotov cocktails I assembled that morning. When you want to show people you really care, something made with your own hands—and love—is always the best way to go.

      I give the first one to Chandra, along with a wink, before passing the rest along. Edie, of course, turns hers down.

      “I’ve got my own flame-thrower,” she reminds me. “But is there a reason you chose this spot beyond finding it gross and disgusting?”

      “Yes, actually.” I give little Tim’s hand a pat where he tightly clutches my hair. “We’re doing this to destroy Zeus’ body, prevent his resurrection, and save the world.”

      Edie goes white. “Zeus’ body?”

      I nod.

      Taking charge, Edie turns to the rest of her crew. “Let’s light this place up and make sure it burns until there’s nothing left.”

      Shifting into a dragon, she takes to the air. We light up the Molotov cocktails as Val and Marguerite go inside to scare the customers away. They come running out the door moments later, with Hermes and Priapus on their heels.

      “Nico, you double-crossing, one-eyed, son-of-a—”

      Before Hermes can finish that sentence, I point one finger overhead. “Look up.”

      His head tips back and I can see the moment when he realizes Edie is in the sky above him.

      “Slayer of gods,” I remind him in a soft voice.

      Priapus doesn’t waste any time jumping onto a motorcycle, with a special sidecar to hold his dick.

      “Wait,” Hermes says as Priapus revs the engine. “What about the thing in the basement?”

      “It’s over, Hermes,” he answers. Roaring away, he calls over his shoulder, “Every god for himself.”

      Edie swoops down at that moment, spreading a wall of fire that burns through the strip club.

      Hermes’ eyes go wide and then he lifts into the air, away from Edie, and disappears into the night.

      Landing beside me, Edie shifts back into a leggy blonde with a bright smile. “Well, that was fun.”

      “Oh, but it’s not over. I promised chestnuts,” I remind her, producing a cast iron pot full of them. Val takes them from me and walks them into the fire.

      With the intense heat, they cook quickly. Taking Tim off my shoulders, I show him how to pull back the shell and find the soft meat inside.

      Chandra is the first one to start humming the Christmas Song. You know, the one that starts with, “Chestnuts roasting on an open fire?” And then suddenly we’re all standing in front of a burning strip club, singing and eating chestnuts while we wait for a dead god’s body to burn.

      It’s the best Christmas of my entire life.

      “This is it,” I tell my friends, my voice thick with tears. “We’re gonna do this every year.”

      “Burn down a strip club?” Cassie asks.

      “No. Celebrate Christmas together. And I’ll be in charge of organizing it and bringing food and everything else. Everyone will say, if anyone knows how to do Christmas right, it’s Nico Tralano.”

      “Merry Christmas!” Jordan cries out. And then everyone else joins in.

      Tiny Tim tugs at my sleeve and gestures to me to pick him up again, so I do. Then with all eyes on him, he solemnly adds, “Gods bless us, every one!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            But WAIT! There’s more!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading the Mount Olympus Academy box set! We hope you enjoyed it and would love if you could leave a review on Amazon with your thoughts.

      

        

      
        We’d also love to have you join our Facebook group—The Urban FantSassy Girls.

      

        

      
        Here you can yell at us about cliffhangers, chat with other fans about our books, get exclusive early book excerpts, and even snippets from our Slack convos!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Also available from the Mythverse…

      

        

      
        You can find more of Edie in our newest release - available NOW - AMAZON PRINCESS: Amazon Academy Book 1.

      

        

      
        The events in this book take place immediately AFTER the events in this book bundle. Keep reading to continue the adventures!
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        What shade of nail polish works best for life in a post-apocalyptic hellscape?

      

        

      
        I'm Brandee Jean, just your average Midwestern teenage beauty queen trying to survive the end of the world. If it wasn't for the super strength I picked up after getting struck by lightning, I'd be struggling worse than a pageant girl trying to win the swimsuit competition with a wedgie.

      

        

      
        I'm not the only one who got zapped. Turns out some fancy god guy kicked the bucket, and his powers got shuffled and dealt out to ten different teenagers.

      

        

      
        Flying. Teleportation. Virility. Wisdom. And more. We all got something.  

      

        

      
        Now all ten of us are gonna attend Amazon Academy, where we'll take classes and compete in different tasks. At the end of it - winner takes all. The losers give up their powers, while the winner becomes a god and an official Amazon Princess.

      

        

      
        Now that's a crown worth competing for.

      

        

      
        This young adult magic academy fantasy novel features: non-stop action, lots of cute boys, favorite characters from Mount Olympus Academy, a hero who's a total Darcy, and lots of plot twists to keep the pages turning.

      

        

      
        Drop Dead Gorgeous meets The Hunger Games in this fun spin-off series!

      

        

      
        The second book in this duology, AMAZON QUEEN: Amazon Academy Book 2 releases on February 11th, 2020. Click here to pre-order now!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Mythverse will then continue in April and June with Underworld Reformatory book 1 and 2. SQUAD GOALS and DREAM TEAM.

      

        

      
        The adventures of Mount Olympus and Amazon Academy continue in the underworld of Hades...

      

        

      
        Find out what happens when you cross Tinkerbell with Suicide Squad.

      

        

      
        Click now to purchase Underworld Academy Reformatory book 1 - SQUAD GOALS.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        And finally, this fall, we’ll see the Mythverse from the perspective of a human with no superpowers as she tries to navigate a new world full of supernatural creatures.

      

        

      
        Thankfully, Nico, your favorite newly reformed one-eyed werewolf, will be around to help her - whether she wants his help or not!

      

        

      
        Make sure to pre-order for September 1st 2020, GRAVE NEW WORLD: Down & Dirty Supernatural Cleaning Services
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Keep reading for a sneak peak at Chapter 1 of Amazon Princess…

      

      

      CHAPTER ONE

      I am beauty, I am grace. I will punch you in the face.

      This has become my new mantra since the end of the world. My old mantra was, Miss Teen Wisconsin or Bust, but sometimes ya gotta adjust your goals.

      I get out of my beat-to-crap pick-up truck carefully, making sure not to step on the train of my long sparkling gown. Even though there aren’t any more pageants, I still don’t wanna ruin it. All the Swarovski crystals on it cost me an arm and a leg.

      Cost me an arm and a leg. That’s kinda a joke, but also kinda not.

      Last week, I totally saw Miss Teen Dairy Queen on the side of the road. She was missing her left leg and had clearly bled out. I tried real hard to not think about how that might’ve happened. Years ago she’d had those long legs insured for something like a hundred grand a piece.

      Seems unfair the insurance won’t be paying out on them suckers. But a lotta things ain’t fair these days, and I can’t say it was always all that better in the before times either.

      I covered what was left of Desirae up with a blanket. And then, even though I’m not much for religion, I had a little chat with God after I got her all tucked in.

      “Hey God, sorry I been cursing your name so much lately. Don’t take it personal, okay? I know you get touchy ’bout how folks use your name. But this ain’t about me. I’m calling up to you about Desirae here. Dessie was crowned Miss Teen Dairy Queen three years running. Those cow folks loved her legs. Anyway, you treat her like royalty up there, cuz that’s what she is.”

      Who can say whether God was listening? From what I hear ’round town, his response rate isn’t what it used to be.

      Now, kicking my truck door shut with a combat-booted heel, and clutching my baseball bat, I head into the Piggly Wiggly.

      Six months ago, I was Brandee Jean Mason, resident Beauty Queen. Headed for big things and the bright lights…or at least, the state fair circuit.

      Then came the earthquakes.

      And the floods.

      NYC fell into the ocean. California is now an island.

      I mean, that’s the last I heard.

      There hasn’t been a news broadcast in months, and the one guy in town who’s got a shortwave radio isn’t inclined to share info unless I do some sharing of other things—and that sure ain’t happening. No way, no how.

      I think I’d rather not know, anyway.

      Now I grab a shopping cart and wipe down the handle with the wet wipes, still in the dispenser. The apocalypse is not a good time to get salmonella.

      Wisconsin weathered the storms better than most states. We’ve got our own farms and fields, and enough people got solar panels and even their own wind turbines, that some folks even still have electric. But unless you know how to hunt, raise, or grow your own food, you’re still stuck shopping.

      Which can be a real pain in my ass—my very nice, award-winning ass.

      Carl looks up from the year-old magazine he’s reading behind the check-out line. “Hi, Brandee Jean.”

      There’s a machine gun next to him on the counter. Bandits killed his dad a few months back and he’s not about to let them get him too.

      I relax a little. Carl’s a good guy, always polite. I’ve known him since middle school.

      I push the cart over to him, putting a little swing into my hips. “What we got today?”

      “Corn. And more corn.” He peeks at me over the magazine. “Nice dress.”

      “It’s my armor.” I tell him, doing a twirl, then a little curtsy.

      “The baseball bat really makes the outfit. I give it ten out of ten.”

      My bat is spangled and painted bright red. I found it at the back of my closet, leftover from a “Damn Yankees” dance routine I did years ago. Weaponry is the to-die-for accessory this season, and I do like to stay on trend.

      I smile with a wide-open mouth, showing all my teeth, just like I would on the pageant stage. I put a hand to my chest. “Why thank you. I’m just so very honored to be here today.”

      He laughs. “We did get in a fresh batch of Quik Powder…”

      “Well, why didn’t you start with that?” I ask.

      Quik Powder is a refined food source. You can make bread or pancakes, or just mix it with water and drink it. It tastes like glue, but it also sticks to your ribs in about the same way, which means that you can eat a little and stay full for a whole day.

      I load up my cart with five canisters of powder, then with dairy products and beef (God bless the great state of Wisconsin). I push the cart to the front and Carl surveys my take.

      “That will be two hundred and fifty dollars.”

      Damned inflation. There goes my college fund. Not that I’m going to college anymore. The end of the world really put a pin in my five-year success plan.

      I sigh. “Will you take a check?”

      “You know I won’t,” he tells me with a kind smile.

      I smile back, showing the teeth, then leaning forward and pressing my elbows together just enough to make it clear that my cleavage is very serious about needing some protein.

      He looks. Of course he looks. Beautiful girls in gowns aren’t sashaying down these aisles every day. But he also blushes, which is damn decent of him.

      “Look, if you pay for the powder and beef, I’ll give you the dairy for free.”

      “Deal!”

      “So that will be…two hundred even. Cash or trade only.”

      “Thanks, Carl!” I throw the bills down on the counter. Before I wheel my cart on out, I ask him the same question I always do. “Hey, uh, any outsiders come through town lately?”

      He looks at me with something like pity in his eyes. “Ya know I woulda told you, if I did.”

      “Right, I know,” I lie. The truth is, I’m pretty sure Carl would lie. He thinks my plan to get myself kidnapped in order to save my best friend is suicidal.

      “I’ll see you next week,” I promise him with one last smile and wave.

      I keep an eye on the lot as I move out toward my truck. The group I’m looking to have steal me aren’t the only villains roaming these streets. These are desperate times. It’s best to assume somebody’s watching me, wanting to find out what I bought and how hard it would be to take it from me. And if that somebody decides I’m an easy target, they’ll attack now—while I’m moving stuff over to my vehicle, no hands free to wield my bat.

      I saw a movie once where a secret agent infiltrates a beauty pageant. Her talent is self- defense. I wish I’d made that my talent instead of tap. What, am I going to dance an attacker to death? Although I did take kickboxing down at the Y twice a week, so I know a few moves. Kickboxing burns some damn calories, let me tell you. Also, you could bounce a quarter off my ass after only two months.

      “Brandee Jean?” someone says, and I spin around, baseball bat raised, heart pounding with fear.

      It’s a girl about my age. She’s beautiful, with long legs and a heart shaped face. With a little refinement, she could kill it on the pageant circuit. She’s also wearing some kind of school girl outfit, from a private school or something. Or a porn film shoot. I hear that business is still doing just fine.

      “What do you want?” I ask, brandishing the bat.

      She smiles, not at all afraid. “My name is Edie and I’m here to take you to Amazon Academy.”

      I spit out a laugh. “Guuurl, I’m not into that line of work.”

      I look around to make sure there’s no one else lurking nearby. Sometimes they work in groups. One will distract you while someone else steals your stuff.

      “I don’t want your food,” she tells me. “I just need you to listen for a moment…”

      I don’t let her finish. I get into the truck and hit the gas, giving her a pageant wave as I speed away. The world is crazy enough. I don’t need a rando girl talking about academies—whatever that’s code for. And given her getup, I’m assuming something slightly south of acceptable.

      I watch her grow smaller in the rearview mirror. It looks like she doesn’t have a vehicle either, which means she won’t be giving chase. That’s a relief. My old truck starts to rattle something awful anytime I get over 40mph.

      Usually, I can relax a little once I turn onto my street. But as I make the left onto Colby Court, I spot something flying overhead. I immediately pull the truck over, scanning the perfectly blue slice of sky in the rearview mirror.

      Is it a helicopter? Is someone coming to restore order and make everything go back to the way it used to be?

      I get out, shading my eyes.

      Dammit. No, of course not.

      It’s a stupid dragon up there.

      I give the dragon the finger. The world is a messed-up place now. Six months ago, I would’ve thought I was taking too many diet pills. Or that I just needed a Lunesta and a good long nap.

      Now, though, a dragon doesn’t even count as the weirdest thing I’ve seen lately. Before the news went out, there were reports that vampires are real. And I swear, last month I saw a girl change into a cat and run off.

      When I get home, the same girl from the Piggly Wiggly parking lot is waiting on my doorstep. I get out of the truck, bat in hand and ready to swing. I’m not playing right now. This is my property. My safe place. But her being here makes it a lot less safe.

      And I hate that.

      “How do you know where I live?” I ask, tightening the grip on my bat.

      “I Googled you,” she tells me with a smirk.

      “How did you get here so fast?”

      “I flew. And you really didn’t need to flip me off,” she adds.

      I’m about to ask her what in the seven pageant hells she’s talking about (circle two is the swimsuit competition), when purple wings sprout out of her back. Crap.

      I keep my bat up as I approach her. “You’re the dragon?”

      “Are you ready to listen now?”

      I hesitate, weighing the risks and rewards. If this dragon wanted to hurt me, she would’ve done it already. Unless she’s a psychopath dragon who likes to play with her victims first. Either way, she seems determined. I’d rather invite her into my home, than have her go all dragon again and come crashing down through the roof.

      “Sure,” I say, trying not to look impressed. “If you help me get the groceries inside.” My mama taught me that whatever else is going on, keep your priorities on track. Dragon-girl shrugs and grabs a box of Quik Powder.

      “And no shoes in the house,” I call over my shoulder. I put the food in the icebox and motion for her to sit at the kitchen table. I also make two glasses of Quik Powder as a snack. When I place it in front of her she stares at the mixture like it’s roadkill.

      “Drink up,” I tell her. “That stuff’s precious.”

      “Yes, of course.” She takes a hesitant sip.

      “So,” I eye her. “What do you want with me?”

      “Well, here’s the thing—god is dead.”

      “Oh no, are you one of those end-of-the-worlders?” I shake my head. “I’m not joining your dragon cult and sacrificing myself to the flames, or whatever it is you weirdos do. Sorry, but I already got plans to join this ‘we keep girls in cages’ group next time they come through town recruiting.”

      She frowns at me. “You want to join a group that plans to put you in a cage?”

      “Long story, I’d rather not get into it right now.” It’s actually not that long of a story, but I don’t feel like sharing it with a stranger. “So if your group is looking for some sucker to feed one of their organs to a warlock who promises to roll back time, well sorry, but I’m not voluntarily giving any of them up.”

      One year, Miss North County Bee Hive Queen donated a kidney, faked appendicitis, and had her uterus removed, all in an effort to lose a few pounds. Her scars totally showed during the bikini competition though. Not worth it.

      “There are no warlocks who can turn back time. Probably. Not that I know of. And—” She stops and takes another sip of Quik Powder. “We’ve gotten off course. Let me start again. A god is dead. Zeus, to be exact.”

      “The lightning bolt guy?”

      “Yes. Exactly.” She looks relieved. “You know who Mr. Zee, er, Zeus is. At least that’s one less thing I have to explain.”

      “No…I think you still got a lot to explain. But let’s start with Zeus. You’re telling me he’s real and also that he’s now dead. And I’m…what? His long-lost daughter set to inherit everything he left behind?”

      “Actually…” She hesitates and I see laughter in her eyes. Like she knows this is absurd. “I’m his long-lost daughter.”

      I take a moment to wonder if I got a batch of bad powder and am hallucinating. But, if people accept that vampires are real, and I witnessed this girl—as a dragon—follow me home from the Piggly Wiggly, how much larger a leap is required to accept that the Greek gods are real?

      She gives me a sugar-free candy smile. Sweet, but definitely not the real thing. She’d never make it on the beauty queen circuit. “Anyway, after Zeus died, things went to Hades overnight. A bunch of the minor gods went haywire without anybody in charge. There were crazy storms. Earthquakes. Hurricanes. Tornadoes.”

      “I noticed,” I tell her. “Here in Wisconsin we had a blizzard in August. Also, you know, vampires. And”—I give her the side eye just so she knows not to make fun of me when I finish my sentence—“I totally saw a girl turn into a housecat.”

      “Oh,” Edie lights up. “That was my sister, Mavis. With all the chaos in the world, many of us supernatural creatures have been doing what we can to restore the balance. Mavis has been keeping an eye on you for a while.”

      My side eye still stands. “Because?”

      “We’re pretty sure some of Zeus’s powers went to you when he died.” She studies me, almost like she’s trying to see beneath my skin. “Notice anything weird lately?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, like maybe that time I got struck by lightning and it didn’t kill me?”

      Edie leans back in her chair. “Can you walk me through exactly what happened?”

      “I was out looking for Bethany Ully—she’s Miss All-Midwest Body Butter. I had a bone to pick with her, on account of I found out she’d been using body wraps to shed some pounds.”

      “Is that illegal in a pageant?” Edie asks, and I shake my head.

      “No, but we’d all made a pact that we were playing it straight for the summer. Strictly self-starving. But I spotted Bethany’s name on the sign-in sheet at the Skinned and Tanned—that’s a local business that does real well around here. The husband is a taxidermist and the wife is a cosmetologist.”

      “So they’re both into preservation,” Edie says, with a wry smile.

      “Anyway,” I say, waving my hand, “I went in for my bi-weekly tanning bed bake and that’s when I saw her big loopy handwriting three slots above mine. She’d been in for a wrap appointment earlier that day.” I shake my head, still peeved about it. “Beth didn’t even bother covering her tracks. You can be shady or you can be sloppy, but not both. At least that’s what my mama taught me. As a friend, I decided to deliver that message to her in person.”

      “Just a friendly chat?” she asks, raising her eyebrows.

      “Not hardly. I was gonna rip out every single one of her new extensions.”

      “Seriously?” Edie looks disgusted and I wonder if she’s some sort of pacifist dragon, but then she adds, “Hair pulling. Slapping. Spitting. That sort of fighting almost seems quaint.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Quaint my ass. She would’ve had bald patches when I was done with her.”

      Edie gives a slight nod that almost looks like approval. Not a peace-lover after all, then, I guess.

      “So what happened?” Edie asks.

      “I stopped home before paying her a visit. I wanted to wear my crown from the Miss Street & Sanitation competition, just to remind her what’s what. I was cutting across the high school soccer fields when the first storm whipped up.”

      “Let me guess,” Edie interrupts. “The sky went from bright blue to darkest black in an instant?”

      “Out. Of. Nowhere,” I confirm. “I made a run for it, but I might as well have had a lightning rod on my head. Took all of three steps before—WHAM!”

      I smack the table with both hands and Edie jumps.

      “Just like that I was on my ass, smelling like a Pop Tart that’s been in the toaster too long.”

      “And…?” Edie prompts me. “Did you notice anything after the lightning strike? Anything unusual?” She’s leaning forward, practically salivating.

      “Like the fact that I can deadlift three hundred times my own body weight?” I ask, chugging down my Quik Powder and wiping my mouth.

      It took me a few weeks to figure that out. At first I was just happy to have survived that lightning strike. Then all the social fabric busted wide open—kinda like when Jenny May Malone dropped her baton at the third annual Miss Midwest Pure Pork Princess and the seams on her dress couldn’t continue hiding her five months along baby belly. It wasn’t pretty.

      I can’t remember much of the dark days right after that. Mama was real low and I didn’t see the point of pulling her out of it. But then one night she woke me at 3 a.m., all hopped up on something that made the smile on her face look all painful and stretched out. Mama said she’d had a vision that mani-pedis would help pull us through the apocalypse. By the time I pulled on the dress Mama insisted I wear, she was passed out cold. But I figured I’d go and get the nail polishes Mama wanted anyway. Figured it might keep Mama from sinking back down in the darkness…and taking me with her.

      I was picking my way across Main Street when an abandoned car rolled onto my evening gown hem. That’s when I noticed the not-so-nice guy eyeing me from the alley. Instead of ripping my dress (Dolce & Gabbana, secondhand, $4,500), I tried to lift the car…and succeeded.

      I thought it was just the adrenaline, you know, like when a woman goes all mama bear because her baby is in danger? But then when I got back home I did an experiment and flipped the neighbor’s RV. So…

      “That’s not normal,” Edie says, grinning.

      “I do know that,” I tell her. “So fine, if you say I got a bit of Zeus’s power or whatever, I believe you.”

      “Good!” She sits back. “You’re honestly way ahead of where I was when I started.”

      “You still haven’t said what you want with me.”

      “If you want to keep your new power, you have to come with me to Amazon Academy. Once you’re there, they’ll find out if you can fill the void that was created when Zeus died. A bunch of different people got different pieces of him. We need all of you to compete. One winner will end up with all of Zeus’s powers, and he or she can then restore order to the world.” She sits back with an ‘easy peasy’ look on her face.

      But I feel like she left out a big piece of the puzzle. “Okay and what about the losers?”

      “Oh, um,” Edie clears her throat. “If you lose, you lose your powers.”

      “But you just said I gotta go to this Amazon Academy if I want to keep my power!” The words explode out of me, because truth to tell, even though my super strength is still new, it’s already become a part of me. Sorta like when you get a new lipstick and immediately realize it’s gonna be your new signature color.

      Edie holds her hands out in a calm down gesture. “Okay, look. Anyone who doesn’t arrive at Amazon Academy by the evening of the opening ceremony will lose their powers. And that’s tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow!” I take a deep breath, fighting back the growing panic. “So let me get this straight. If I want to stay super strong, I gotta follow you to this Wonder Woman Academy, Hunger Games it out with a bunch of other suddenly supers, and eventually rise to the top?”

      “Don’t freak out, but”—she reaches across the table and takes my hand—“the other contestants aren’t all people. Some are vampires or shifters, like me, and yes, some are humans like you. And there are quite a few royals in the mix.”

      A sharp laugh escapes me. “Like another pageant queen?”

      “Well…no. Royalty by blood,” Edie admits.

      “So you got stuck with me, a beauty queen? Are they punishing you?”

      “No, actually. I chose you.”

      I bark out a laugh. “You had the option of picking an actual princess or queen or whatever, and you chose me? Aren’t I a longshot?” What’s wrong with this girl? Mama always said you gotta back a winner, even if you like the loser.

      “I’m not going to lie to you. The general consensus is that you’re the underdog. But I was once like you. I thought I was normal and then discovered I had incredible power. With my help, I think you can do this. You can be crowned the new Zeus.” She pauses. “I’m not explaining this very well, am I?”

      “Nah, you’re doing just fine. You want me to compete for a crown. If I win, I’ll be in charge of the gods.”

      My heart pounds loud in my chest as I look around the house. Mama wasn’t much into decorating, but she always made sure to frame and hang my pageant pictures. From ages five and up, I’m there on the wall, competing for sashes and scepters.

      Usually winning meant a crown, a sash, and a cash prize. Most of the money would go to paying for my dresses, the dance choreographer, and dental work. Shiny chompers don’t come cheap. Any money left over, Mama would hide in a Ziploc at the back of the freezer. Her not believing in banking institutions is why I still got money to spend.

      Some of the bigger pageants cost so much up front that—even though Mama never said it aloud—losing wasn’t an option. I always at least placed at those times. Mama always said, “You’re a diamond, Brandee Jean. You shine brightest when you’re pressed the hardest.”

      She also said, “Only losers worry about what happens when they lose.”

      Finally, I turn to Edie, and push my chair back with a screech.

      “Girl, I understand perfectly.” I stand. “Let me grab my tiara, then we’ll go show them what a real queen looks like.”
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        The spine-tingling horror of Stephen King meets an eerie mystery worthy of Sara Shepard's Pretty Little Liars series in Kate Karyus Quinn's haunting debut.
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        With fierce survivor instincts, Amy manages to stay alive—and even rescues "Baby," a toddler who was left behind. After years of hiding, they are miraculously rescued and taken to New Hope. On the surface, it appears to be a safe haven for survivors. But there are dark and twisted secrets lurking beneath that could have Amy and Baby paying with not only their freedom . . . but also their lives.
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      BUY NOW

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      AMONG THE SHADOWS: Thirteen Stories of Darkness & Light

      Available through KindleUnlimited!

      Edited and with stories written by Demitria Lunetta and Kate Karyus Quinn

      
        
        Even the lightest hearts have shaded corners to hide the black thoughts that come at night. Experience the darker side of YA as 13 authors explore the places that others prefer to leave among the shadows.

      

      

      BUY NOW

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      BETTY BITES BACK

      FEMINIST FICTION TO FRIGHTEN THE PATRIARCHY!

      Available through KindleUnlimited!

      Edited and with stories written by Demitria Lunetta and Kate Karyus Quinn

      Behind every successful man is a strong woman... but in these stories, she might be about to plant a knife in his spine. The characters in this anthology are fed up - tired of being held back, held down, held accountable - by the misogyny of the system. They're ready to resist by biting back in their own individual ways, be it through magic, murder, technology, teeth, pitfalls and even... potlucks. Join sixteen writers as they explore feminism in fantasy, science-fiction, fractured fairy-tales, historical settings, and the all-too-familiar chauvinist contemporary world.

      

      BUY NOW

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you to Marin McGinnis for taking care of our copy edits!

      

      Thank you to our cover designer Victoria @VC_BookCovers

      

      And, of course, a big thank you to our families for putting up with us crazy writers.

    

  

cover.jpeg
MBI

(|

CINTD@ AN 2D,
L CINHEe)

Py

R £

\

o
z
3
3
s
3
3
3
z
ol
z
z
z

z






images/00002.jpeg
. MOUNT OLYMPUS
A

4]
‘DEMITRIA LUNETTA*MARLEY LYNN-
“KATE KARYHS QUINN-





images/00001.jpeg
[
DEM[TR]A LUNETTA-MARLEY LYNN-
‘KATE KARYUS QUINN





images/00004.jpeg
DEMITRIA LUNETTA ~ MARLEY LYNN'
.KATE KARYUS QUINN





images/00003.jpeg
MOUNT OLYMPUS
%

"DEMITRIA LUNETTA-MA i.EY LYNN
“KATE KARYUS QUINN





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





