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Girl with wings who soars so far

You do not know yet who you are.
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ROWAN

Location: HekTek Laboratories, Level Seventeen, Olympus Inc., the Mountain, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.257

It should have been easy to stay awake at a crime scene, but Trainee Librarian Rowan Strong was taking no chances. This time. She took a long sip of her Cospuccino and slid another pile of paperwork towards her.

Since the Alexandria Incident, Rowan’s primary job at Cosmic Sprite Investigations had been to sort through what was left of Hekate’s lab and put it into two piles: ‘Suspicious?’ and ‘Suspicious!’ It was a fiddly and incredibly mundane assignment.

A smile spread over Rowan’s tired face as she typed the archive number into her CosPad. After so much excitement, this was exactly what she needed: calm, structure and stationery. Fighting back a yawn, she picked up a piece of lavender-scented paper from the top of the nearest pile.

‘Ow!’ A thin green line appeared on the ridge of Rowan’s thumb. She blinked back tears as she pulled a PaperPlaster from her portable first aid kit. ‘All part of the job,’ Rowan muttered sombrely as she wrapped the plaster around her thumb. Paper cuts, after all, were the Librarian’s battle scars.

She was about to drop the offending paper into the ‘Suspicious?’ box when she saw an equation scribbled in the margin. ‘Hmm.’ Rowan paused. This was likely CosTech-related, but might also be a spell of some kind. Best to be safe.

Wiping Cospuccino froth from her nose, Rowan snapped a clip onto the paper and dropped it gently into an almost-full box marked ‘Suspicious!’, where it landed with a satisfyingly sensible swish.

Rowan’s gaze skated over the chrome-topped benches to a poster showing a perky, gap-toothed weather sprite demonstrating the correct way to hold a beaker. Rowan narrowed her eyes. The longer she spent in the lab, the more she understood that underneath all these clean lines and chrome was a hot mess of paperwork, potion vials and (evil) artefacts. Turns out, not only was Hekate a psychopathic super-villain, but she was also a teensy bit of a hoarder.

Rowan unclipped a roll of blue-and-white CSI evidence tape from her belt. It was amazing that the wider population still thought that Hekate was just ‘missing’. Somehow Sibyll’s team had managed to keep the truth out of The Muse Letter – the truth being that Hekate had been using her position as Grand Architect to bring back the chaos goddess, Discord.

Rowan closed the box and stretched the tape across it, holding the end out. ‘FlutterBug?’ She tapped the CosBug that was napping on her collar. ‘If you wouldn’t mind . . . ?’

The CosBug clicked then, without moving, shot a laser beam towards the end of the tape, which sizzled, then split.

‘Thank you.’ Rowan nodded as she smoothed the tape down. A job well done. This might not be the most glamorous of tasks, but somebody had to do it, and she was glad it was her. It had to be, really, as Rowan was one of the very few people who knew about Hekate’s betrayal. Plus, all other CSI staff were busy with preparations for the Cosmic Games.

The Games. Rowan rolled her eyes. She seemed to be about the only one in the whole of Cosmopolis who wasn’t excited.

Her sisters Hazel and Willow had already picked their favourite champions; they’d returned home last week proudly sporting Games T-shirts with flashing apples – Hazel’s orange and Willow’s blue. They’d hardly made it through the door before Rowan’s dad demanded that they take them off.

He was right. Olympus Inc. officials weren’t allowed to show their champion allegiances before Games Day. It was favouritism, and as senior CSI operatives the Strong Sisters really should be setting an example.

Rowan sighed. She knew these Games were important, she knew that they only came around every couple of decades, but surely her sisters had better, more important things to do than wave flags at champions running around arenas after apples?

‘WARNING. WARNING.’ The CosPad on the desk vibrated.

‘Aargh!’ Rowan jumped, knocking the ‘Suspicious!’ box in front of her, which then knocked into one of the crystal vials Rowan had lined up on the table. The vial wobbled, making the bottle next to it wobble, and the one next to that. Rowan held her breath, as the tinkling slowly stopped.

She exhaled. That was close.

‘THIS IS YOUR PARTY REMINDER,’ the CosPad trilled into the room. ‘PORTAL TRANSPORT IN FIFTEEN MINUTES.’

Rowan’s mouth opened. ‘What the –’

‘THIS IS YOUR PARTY –’

‘Yes, I heard you.’ Rowan jabbed the button to silence the bleeping CosPad. She would have to have a firm word with Daedalus. They’d just got rid of one rogue Grand Architect with a penchant for messing with official CosTech; they didn’t need another one.

As she heaved the sealed-up box off the bench, the vial – which had been still just a Cosek before – tipped, and rolled along the desk.

‘NO!’ At that moment, the box Rowan was holding split and defecated its load of papers onto the lab floor. ‘Flooharght!’ she swore as she dropped the box and scrambled to grab the vial. ‘This is not –’ she threw herself onto the worktop, clawing her fingers along its surface – ‘happening.’

This unfortunately, but most definitely, was happening. The vial rolled further, just beyond her reach, fell, then smashed onto the floor.

Rowan groaned. ‘Flooharght,’ she repeated quietly.

The liquid hissed in reply.

Rowan slid off the worktop and checked the label still visible on the broken bottle: Cobra spit. ‘Perfect,’ she grumbled. If left, that venom would eat through the floor – or at the very least leave a nasty stain. Party reminder or no party reminder, she would definitely be late, and Rowan hated being late.

She trudged over to the cleaning cupboard, swung it open and pinged on some plastic safety gloves. Rowan had taken to keeping Nim’s CosGogs on her Librarian’s hat. They weren’t officially part of her uniform, but they were very handy. She snapped the goggles down. And there was no point getting cobra spit in your eyes if you didn’t have to, even if it meant bending the rules a little. She frowned. She had changed.

Rowan reached into the cupboard again. With just one more year left at the Academy, she was a very-almost-fully-trained Librarian. Why was it, then, that she ended up with a mop in her hand more frequently than, say, a book? Grabbing the bucket, she dragged the mop sulkily along the floor towards the oozing liquid.

FlutterBug buzzed at her collar.

‘Yes, I know birthdays are important.’ Rowan flopped the mop into the spit. ‘But it’s not like I can leave this, can I?’

A scuffling sound from somewhere nearby made her pause in her scrubbing. FlutterBug clicked, shook its four dragonfly-like wings, then hovered into the air. Rowan nodded. With CosCams covering every inch of the labs, Level Seventeen had some of the best security on the Mountain, but there was no harm in being cautious.

The lights in the laboratory flickered.

‘WARNING. WARNING.’

‘Yes, I know, fifteen –’

‘SECURITY CAMERAS DEACTIVATED.’

‘What?’ Rowan let the mop clatter to the floor, just as the lights went out. ‘Oh no.’

Laser light ripped through the air over Rowan’s head. She whipped around, to see that there was now a hole seared into the wall where the weather sprite’s face used to be.

Rowan ducked behind the workbench, grabbing the mop handle as she went. Fast, light footsteps ran past her. They seemed to be heading towards the cupboards. There was a click and then a slam as the cupboard doors were hurled open. Rowan’s heart pounded. What was this person doing? There was nothing valuable in here – OPS and Daedalus had seen to that. What could they possibly want?

She stared at the mop in her hand, then thought about the CosPad on the desk. Instead of her only communication device, she had chosen to grab this? She groaned inwardly. Maybe ‘making better choices’ was something they would cover in her last year at the Academy.

Shifting so she was squatting, Rowan peeked out over the bench. She couldn’t see the intruder, but her CosPad was just an arm’s length away, its surface a square of light in the otherwise dark room. If she could reach it, she’d be able to call someone and –

Another laser beam whizzed over her head, narrowly missing her hat.

She darted her hand back. OK, new plan. Rowan blinked twice, turning the CosGogs to night vision. She looked up and could just make out FlutterBug’s delicate mechanical wings flapping above her. Hope flickered in Rowan’s chest. Maybe the CosBug could fly and get help?

The intruder, whoever they were, had apparently had the same thought. Another laser beam shot into the air, then another, aiming directly at FlutterBug, who was veering around the lab as if drunk.

‘HEY!’ Rowan yelled. She looked around the side of the bench, then ducked back quickly when another laser beam shot out. The workbench fizzed. Don’t be a Flittertwit, she chided herself. What was wrong with her? One tiny adventure and now she thought she was – what? Some kind of hero? She was a Librarian, for Hera’s sake! Everyone knew that was a much more difficult job.

There were more footsteps, a slight muttering, and a . . . rustling? Rowan’s expression darkened. They’d shot at her CosBug and now they were disrupting her filing? She risked another look.

A cloaked, hooded figure was standing with their back to Rowan in front of a row of cupboards. They were using a torch to illuminate the contents of the drawer that they were rifling through. Anger surged within Rowan as they pulled out the drawer, scattering a fountain of paperwork, before dropping it onto the floor with a clatter.

Rowan flicked her gaze back towards the door, which still had CSI evidence tape wrapped across it. Maybe, if she was quiet, she could get there before the intruder found what they were looking for. But she would have to be quick. She inhaled and, on all fours, edged out from behind the workbench. Her sweaty palms slid across the sterile floor as she crept carefully, quietly. She was almost there, she was going to make it, she was –

The intruder’s torch swung so Rowan was caught – mid-crawl – in its spotlight. Flooharght. Vibrating with fear, Rowan turned her head to see the figure staring straight at her; their eyes mere glints behind a mask. Through the glare of the torch Rowan could see that the figure was clutching something in their gloved hand – something small.

‘I am a CSI agent.’ Rowan’s voice quavered, matching the tremor in her knees. This was almost true, she was very nearly an agent. ‘And there are others on their way.’ This was very much not true, not true at all, not with the CosCams out.

The figure began to jog towards Rowan, the torch bouncing in their hand.

Run, Rowan thought, and then immediately shut her eyes and curled into a ball. She could hear the intruder’s footsteps racing towards her. Thud, thud, thud and then . . . THUD. The figure had leapt over her. Rowan uncurled just fast enough to see the hem of the intruder’s cloak disappear as they ducked under the CSI tape.

The lights flickered back on. Rowan scrambled up. ‘What was that?’

There was a low hissing behind her. She whirled around, but it was just the sound of the cobra spit, seeping steadily into the floor.
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PEREGRINE

Location: Daedalus Bloom’s Plant Clinic, 4 Brasenose Lane, Oxford, England

Peregrine paused in front of the door to Daedalus Bloom’s Plant Clinic and looked up at the familiar sign, its hand-painted letters flashing gold in the afternoon light.

This was it, the day she had been waiting for.

Candice at school had asked for the latest phone model for her birthday, but Peregrine wanted something far more precious: Peregrine wanted answers. And not the vague answers that her mum – world-famous archaeologist Penelope Quinn – had been giving her, but real answers, answers she could bite into and chew on properly.

It had been two weeks since Peregrine had returned from the Cosmic Realm and she and her mum had spoken about it, of course. Penelope had told Peregrine that she used to live there, and had returned to the Terran Realm when she found out that she was pregnant with Peregrine. She had explained that she had wanted Peregrine to have a normal, non-magical upbringing. And that had worked, until Peregrine had discovered that her godfather Daedalus was an immortal.

Peregrine wiped her clammy palms on her school jumper and felt for the list in her pocket. On the list was written some of the many questions she wanted answers to. Not all of them of course, there was one particular question she hadn’t put on there. They never talked about that one. Peregrine’s fingers tightened on the scrap of paper and with her other hand, went to push the shop door open.

‘Absolutely NOT!’ Penelope Quinn’s voice flew down the stairs like flames from a jet engine.

Peregrine dropped her rucksack, kicked off her shoes and pulled her school jumper over her head. Sensing her plan, Peregrine’s CosBug – GrumBug – detached itself from her rucksack.

Using one hand to edge the door open, Peregrine used the other to muffle the tinkle of the shop bell. She wanted to know what her mum was angry about, and adults had an irritating habit of not saying anything interesting when they knew children were around.

Having wrapped the jumper over the bell so the door wouldn’t close, Peregrine padded up the stairs in her socks. The door to the apartment was open, and inside Peregrine could see that the plants – which usually occupied the table – were on the floor. They had been replaced by a magnificent spread of green-flecked scones, neat triangular sandwiches and bowls of chopped fruit. And there on the table was something else, too – three golden slips of paper.

Not just paper; those were tickets.

Peregrine peered through the open door. Cal was stood next to Penelope, a party hat sitting neatly in between his curly faun horns. Peregrine’s heart sputtered. She hadn’t seen Cal since returning from the Cosmic Realm. Penelope however, did not look in a party mood; she had her hands on her hips and was glaring in the direction of the kitchen.

Peregrine’s godfather, Daedalus Bloom, stepped out of the kitchen followed by a dense cloud of smoke that smelled like a mixture of baked fish, oregano and eye-wateringly sweet satsumas. Daedalus himself was wearing a lime-green sequined apron over a turquoise crushed velvet suit. Everything, including his party hat and glasses, was covered in a light dusting of flour.

‘Really, Penelope!’ Tomato sauce plopped from the whisk in Daedalus’s hand. A long purple tongue shot from one of the plants to catch it before it hit the floor. ‘Peregrine has proved herself more than capable. Remember what I told you?’

‘Yes, but please tell me again about how my twelve-year-old daughter ended up unconscious in EGYPT.’ Penelope had both hands on the table now, her eyes narrowed.

‘Thirteen,’ Cal chirped.

‘WHAT?’ Penelope’s laser glare turned on Cal who, if possible, got shorter.

‘Technically, she’s thirteen,’ he whispered, holding up his CosPad with Peregrine’s file open, her date of birth flashing in blue digits across the screen.

‘Exactly!’ Daedalus pointed the whisk at Cal. Sauce flew from the end and landed in a blob on the faun’s face so it looked as though he had a red nose, like Rudolph. ‘Oops. Sorry about that.’

Peregrine snorted. She did this quietly, but fauns have excellent hearing. Peregrine saw Cal’s ears twitch.

‘Do you not think it’s time for Peregrine to see our world?’ Daedalus pointed the whisk upward.

‘It’s too soon.’ Penelope’s voice had lost a touch of its fire. ‘And it is not her world!’

‘Perhaps not.’ Daedalus shrugged. ‘But don’t you think that she should be the one to decide that?’

SNAP! Cal pulled a party popper and they all jumped.

‘Oh!’ Penelope turned, spotted Peregrine and strode over, opening her tanned arms wide. ‘Happy birthday, pumpkin!’ She squeezed Peregrine’s shoulders, then looked down at her feet. ‘Where are your shoes?’

Peregrine looked back at the table. The golden tickets had disappeared, as if by . . . magic.

‘Another trip around the flaming star that is the centre of your particular galaxy.’ Daedalus threw out his arms, splattering more sauce on the wall. ‘Quite an achievement –’ he lowered his voice – ‘especially given your activities over the last couple of weeks.’

‘Really?’ Penelope huffed.

Peregrine looked at each of them in turn. ‘What’s going on?’

Cal, who was still holding the party popper, looked confused. ‘It’s your day of birth, Pear-grinn. We thought it customary to celebrate.’ He pointed to his hat.

‘I meant,’ Peregrine said, ‘what were you all talking about?’

‘Oh nothing, nothing.’ Penelope picked up a plate of marshmallow balls covered in green specks. ‘Shall we try the moss balls? Nim sent them –’

Peregrine looked at the plate with suspicion. Nim’s cooking was hit and miss at best.

‘Your mother did not approve of my birthday present.’ Daedalus sniffed. ‘Apparently it was too –’ he air-quoted – ‘fun.’

‘Not “fun”, Daedalus.’ Penelope mirrored his air quotes. ‘Dangerous. Do you remember what dangerous means?’

‘Of course I do! It just so happens that danger is my –’

‘It is NOT your middle name,’ Penelope snapped.

Peregrine pulled out a chair from the table and sat. ‘What were those tickets for?’

Cal gulped, audibly.

‘Ah, I am glad you asked.’ Daedalus turned to throw the whisk behind him, where it landed in the kitchen sink with a plop. He pulled out the chair opposite Peregrine and sat down, leaning forward with excitement. ‘Those were tickets for an incredible event called the Cosmic Games.’ He swooshed his hands around in front of him. ‘In these Games, nine – sorry, eight – champions, one for each of the Cosmics, compete for an apple, a golden apple, which, along with a lifetime of glory –’ his gaze flicked to Penelope – ‘gifts the winner a bump in their magical abilities.’ His fingers spread, like the branches of a tree. ‘Sounds like fun, no?’

A cog clicked in Peregrine’s brain. ‘This apple – it gives you magic?’

‘Not exactly gives, dear.’ Daedalus coughed. ‘More of a dialling up. Anyway, I was hoping to take you and your mother to watch the Games, as a birthday treat!’

Peregrine stared at her godfather, her thoughts whirring. A golden apple. A magical contest. This was so much better than a phone.

‘You’ll love it!’ Daedalus continued. ‘I could even show you the apple. It is so precious that Hera herself installed the security system around the Tree. The Pea Hen Defence Shield.’ He shook his head. ‘The chance to witness that spectacular piece of CosTech is worth the price of the ticket alone!’

‘You got the tickets for free,’ Penelope muttered.

‘It’s brilliant!’ Cal was nodding, his party hat bouncing forward so it looked as if he had a unicorn horn, as well as two goat horns. His face flushed with excitement. ‘I’ve been helping with event planning this year.’ His face got redder. ‘The Games itself only lasts one hour, but the evening before there is an opening ceremony and a Games fair with stalls and bands . . .’ Cal paused, and his face paled. ‘It’s quite a lot of work, actually.’

‘The Cosmic Games is a spectacular occasion, but it will happen again.’ Penelope placed a hand on Peregrine’s shoulder and squeezed. ‘You can go when you’re older.’

Daedalus was silent. It was Cal who piped up. ‘But we don’t know when it will happen again. The last one was almost twenty years ago –’

‘Twenty years?’ Peregrine could not imagine twenty years into the future. She’d be thirty. Older than thirty. She shuddered.

Penelope nodded and knelt down next to her daughter. ‘You don’t have to do everything all at once, pumpkin. The Cosmic Realm isn’t going anywhere, and there’s so much to explore here, in this realm.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘I’m going to Libya on a dig next month. Would you like to come with me? We could go during half term.’

Peregrine paused. She hadn’t been on a dig with her mum since she’d started secondary school, and she did miss their adventures. She looked back at Cal, who was blinking rapidly. She remembered when she had met him as a hologram hiding behind the school recycling bins; she remembered how she’d felt on seeing a faun – a real faun – for the very first time.

An odd, and very new, sensation stirred at the back of Peregrine’s ribs, almost like there were wings beating inside her. She put her hand to her chest. Girl with wings. Yes, she did want to go back to the Cosmic Realm. She had waited years already to be part of this world, and she wasn’t going to wait another twenty. ‘I want to go to the Games,’ she said out loud.

Penelope sighed, her ponytail swinging as she shook her head.

Peregrine had never been able to match her mother’s glare, so instead she slumped in her chair and turned her head to the kitchen, where something was bubbling violently. ‘Those tickets were my birthday present from Daedalus. If he thinks I should be allowed to go, then I should.’ Peregrine crossed her arms to emphasise her point.

It was not a strong point, however, and everyone knew it – especially Daedalus, who looked almost as sulky as Peregrine.

‘I’d better go and check on the bourguignon,’ Daedalus muttered as he skulked back into the kitchen. In a battle between Daedalus and Penelope, there was only ever going to be one winner.

Peregrine looked back at her mum. She didn’t know why Penelope was so against this plan. It was only a trip to the Cosmic Realm, which, as far as Peregrine was aware, was a wondrous place of flying goats, fauns, and well-dressed centaurs. All of that stuff with Hekate and the portal had happened in Alexandria, in this realm. What was her mum so worried about?

BEEP. BEEP. Daedalus’s CosPad buzzed, making the jelly wobble.

‘Can someone get that?’ he called from the kitchen. ‘I’m busy stirring.’

‘Stewing, more like.’ Penelope shot a half-smile to Peregrine, who put her hand over her mouth to stop herself laughing. She rearranged her face and frowned back. She was still very cross.

BEEP. BEEP.

Cal shifted from one hoof to another. ‘Um, it sounds urgent –’

‘Still stirring,’ Daedalus called.

The beeping stopped, and was replaced by a knock on the apartment door.
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ROWAN

Location: Sibyll’s Office, Level Twenty, Olympus Inc., the Mountain, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.257

Chief Inspector Sibyll’s office was the opposite of Hekate’s laboratory in terms of aesthetics. Instead of clean lines and safety posters, state-of-the-art monitors covered every centimetre of wall space.

Rowan recognised the monitors on the right-hand wall as showing Terran cities. There was Temple Station, which she and Peregrine had visited just a few weeks ago, and there was Kew Gardens, even Alexandria. On the left-hand wall were scenes from different areas of the Cosmic Realm. Rowan recognised Cosmopolis Square, Chiron Academy courtyard, and the market of her home district, the Enchanted Forest . . .

On the wall behind them hung fewer monitors, most of them dark. Rowan cast a glance over her shoulder and thought she saw a shadow move in the corner of a gloomy screen. The Under Realm. She gulped, and steadied a shiver.

Rowan whipped her head back to Sibyll, who was seated on a large – well, giant-sized – faux-leather swivel chair, facing a flickering holo-film projected onto the wall. A holo-film that showed exactly how Rowan had managed to let an intruder enter a CSI crime scene and then leave again . . . On the desk between them, tinted blue from the holo-film, sat a shining gold telephone.

Rowan bit back a gasp. That telephone was Sibyll’s direct line to General Athene. If Rowan hadn’t been holding a box full of evidence she would have been tempted to reach out and stroke it. Maybe . . . She took one hand off the box.

‘Stop it there!’ Chief Inspector Sibyll barked.

Rowan froze, and FlutterBug – who was sat on Rowan’s shoulder, projecting the footage from its bejewelled behind – chirped. The holo-film stilled. Rowan winced as she watched the masked figure’s gloved hand reach from beneath their cloak and into the cupboard.

Sibyll narrowed her eyes at the shimmering image in front of them. ‘A rock goblin?’

Rowan peered closer. The figure was certainly short enough to be a rock goblin, but rock goblins were gravelly, ungainly creatures. ‘I don’t think a rock goblin could have leapt over me . . .’ Her face flushed green. Had she just disagreed with the Chief Inspector?

‘Humph.’ Sibyll huffed. ‘Whoever it was managed to override our support systems – an unlikely feat for a rock goblin.’ She typed something into her CosPad. ‘I’ve notified OPS. They’ll want a full report, including a list of suspects.’

Rowan nodded, remembering the recent Council memo on cross-agency cooperation. Whereas Cosmic Sprite Investigations (CSI) dealt with internal security, the Olympic Punitive Squad (OPS) dealt with external threats. Something like this wouldn’t usually be a blip on OPS’s shiny gold radar, but given recent portal-destroying events, even a burglary was serious enough for both organisations to be involved.

‘I don’t suppose we know what they took, Agent?’

Rowan shook her head. She hadn’t archived that part of the laboratory yet. ‘No, I’m sorry –’

‘Do not apologise!’ Sibyll swung her chair back to face Rowan. Her eyes were fierce. ‘This is not your fault.’

‘Oh, I –’

‘But this is a serious breach of our security systems. Thank Hera no one was hurt.’ Sibyll sighed, sagging back into the chair. ‘You can leave that here.’ She indicated the ‘Suspicious!’ box, which contained the contents of the cupboard. ‘I will ask Daedalus to review the contents in the morning and see if he can ascertain what was taken from the lab.’ She pressed a button on her CosPad, presumably to do just that.

Rowan placed the box down on the desk – or rather up, as the desk was around the height of her chest. As she leaned forward, she glanced up at the holo-film that was still paused over Sibyll’s head.

‘Inspector –’

‘Hmm?’ Their meeting over, Sibyll was already sorting through paperwork.

Rowan couldn’t be sure. Even with FlutterBug’s night vision, the details were fuzzy, but there was something. ‘Zoom in,’ she whispered. With another chirp, FlutterBug obliged.

Realising that the meeting had indeed not finished, Sibyll sighed and turned back to the screen. In between the figure’s gloved hand and their cloak sleeve was a sliver of wrist and on that wrist, just barely visible, was a . . . bracelet.

Sibyll stood up from her chair so fast that it whizzed backwards and crashed into the wall, making the screens flicker. She took a step towards the zoomed-in image so her nose was just inches from it. ‘Hera help us.’

Anyone in the Cosmic Realm would have recognised that bracelet, even if they – like Rowan – were not a Games fan. The bracelet had an embossed apple on it, which meant only one thing. ‘They are a Cosmic Games champion,’ Rowan whispered. A champion had stolen something from the lab!

‘They are a thief,’ Sibyll snapped. She turned back to Rowan. ‘We cannot speak of this to anyone. The Cosmic Games are a celebration of unity, of peace. With so much trouble from the rebels recently, we need these Games now more than ever.’ She sighed. ‘If there is even a whiff of cheating, then we risk an inter-Cosmic incident.’ She paused. ‘ANOTHER one.’

‘Cheating?’ Rowan gulped. The number of secrets she had been asked to hold in such a short amount of time was making her throat itch.

‘It could be a champion trying to gain an advantage somehow, it could be rebel sabotage, it could be . . .’ Sibyll’s voice trailed off.

The unspoken name hung in the air. Discord. It was, after all, Hekate’s lab that had been broken into, and it had been Hekate who had tried to bring Discord back just a few weeks before. The incidents must be linked somehow.

Discord. Rowan’s hand went to the new Academy pin on her collar. Discord was a Primordial, a being even older than the Cosmics and one with an even greater capacity for mass destruction. If Discord returned, the realms would be thrown into chaos. And if Discord defeated the Cosmics? Well, Discord would cast everything they knew into the void, to be lost forever. Everything, and everyone . . . Rowan inhaled sharply.

‘But we need not panic yet. What we need now is intel.’ Sibyll was pacing behind her desk. Even with such a large office, pacing for a giant is difficult. Rowan couldn’t help but be impressed.

‘If one of the champions is up to no good, we’ll need someone to keep watch on the Games from the inside.’ Sibyll swerved. ‘A new someone. Yes, yes, our own champion.’

‘Our own champion?’ Rowan repeated. ‘Couldn’t we just interview the current ones?’

‘No.’ Sibyll swerved back. ‘Any hint that we suspect one of their champions and the Cosmics will – well, you know . . .’ She waved her arms to indicate an explosion.

Rowan paled.

Sibyll’s eyes swivelled to the gold telephone. ‘Athene just lost her champion, didn’t she? Disqualification, was it?’

Rowan nodded. Athene’s champion had been Willow’s favourite. Will had left early that morning to see if she could exchange her new T-shirt for an orange one. ‘Yes, Cynthia Vale. Her magic matured two days ago. Real shame, actually – the poor girl is devastated.’

‘Excellent.’ Sibyll paused her pacing. ‘Ideally it would be someone who knows about recent events so they’ll be primed to recognise anything significant.’ The giantess looked at Rowan.

‘ME? No!’ Rowan’s heart pounded, then slowed as reason came to her rescue. ‘I’m not even e-eligible,’ she stammered. ‘I’m eighteen!’ Thankfully, the rules were very clear: only those between thirteen and seventeen and (most importantly) without matured magic were allowed to enter.

Sibyll smiled, which was so rare that Rowan was tempted to ask FlutterBug to take a photograph. ‘There is another potential candidate.’

Rowan’s eyes widened. ‘You don’t mean . . . you can’t mean . . . Peregrine?’

The aftershock of Sibyll sitting down in her chair made Rowan wobble. She recovered quickly. ‘But she’s TWELVE – and the Cosmic Games are d-difficult.’

Rowan couldn’t believe Sibyll was considering this. The Cosmic Games were tough for even the most highly trained Academy students. The Games could be anything from a riddle to a race, and though nobody had ever seriously hurt themselves, Rowan had seen the footage, and it all looked very stressful.

‘Peregrine’s not twelve.’ Sibyll looked down at her CosPad.

‘What?’ Rowan blinked.

‘She’s thirteen. As of twenty-two minutes ago.’ The smile still on her lips, Sibyll reached out towards the shiny golden receiver. ‘We had better make this quick. I believe you have a party to go to.’
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PEREGRINE

Location: The Apartment, Daedalus Bloom’s Plant Clinic, 4 Brasenose Lane, Oxford, England

Trainee Librarian Rowan Strong of the Seven Strong Sisters paused in her knocking. ‘Is this a bad time?’ Her cheeks flushed slightly green.

Peregrine waved. They must have missed Rowan coming up the stairs, because of all the yelling. ‘Hi!’ She grinned as GrumBug buzzed off Peregrine’s shirt to meet FlutterBug mid-air. Rowan and Peregrine watched as the two CosBugs began an intricate greeting dance that involved a lot of bobbing and laser light.

‘Rowan! Would you like one of these?’ Cal shook a pink party hat at Rowan. ‘We have lots.’

‘I’m good, thanks.’ Rowan tapped her own bowler hat, which rarely left her head. ‘I’m actually here on business.’

‘Party business?’ Daedalus called from the kitchen.

‘No, actually . . .’

It was Penelope who stepped forward. ‘Rowan?’ she said. Her warm, level tone was a contrast to the chaos. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes, well . . . Olympus Inc. – that is, CSI, Sibyll in particular . . .’ Rowan took off her hat and began to turn it around in her hands. Her face was becoming progressively more green. ‘She would like Peregrine to, er, attend the Cosmic Games.’

‘A-ha!’ There was a clatter from the kitchen.

‘I’m sorry, is this some kind of joke?’ Penelope said flatly.

Rowan fumbled, almost dropping her hat. ‘Not a joke, no.’ She put her hat back on firmly, as if she might have to make a run for it. ‘They, that is Olympus, were so impressed with your work in Alexandria, Peregrine . . .’

‘She wasn’t working,’ Penelope snapped, the fire back in her voice. ‘She’s not an Olympus employee, she’s a child.’

‘Impressed?’ Peregrine re-crossed her arms over her chest. ‘That we survived the Thunderbolt they sent after us?’

‘Well, technically it was sent after Alexandria . . .’ Rowan coughed. ‘But I think they were probably referring to you saving the world by stopping Discord getting through the portal.’

‘Huh.’ When Rowan said it like that, Peregrine supposed it did sound quite impressive.

‘Which brings me to this.’ Rowan sighed and took something out of her jumpsuit pocket and for the second time that day, Peregrine heard her mother say, ‘NO! Absolutely not!’

Rowan, to her credit, kept talking. ‘They want you, Peregrine, to be a Cosmic Games . . . champion.’

A pan clanged in the kitchen.

Peregrine looked at what Rowan held in her hand. It was a bracelet imprinted with an apple. ‘There was a break-in on the Mountain, and Olympus Inc. believe that one of the Games champions is responsible. They need someone on the inside, someone they can trust, to find out which champion it was.’

The inside? As in inside the Games. As in . . .

‘Yes –’ Peregrine began, but her mum interrupted.

‘I go away for five minutes and my daughter becomes an inter-realm espionage agent?’ Penelope’s voice got louder; there was now no doubt that it would carry over the clattering in the kitchen. ‘Call this BABYSITTING?’

Peregrine felt her face flame. ‘I’m not a baby!’ she spluttered. ‘I’m –’

‘Thirteen,’ Cal offered, nodding and looking very proud of himself. Everyone turned to look at him, and he stopped nodding.

Penelope reached out and took the bracelet from Rowan. ‘Couldn’t you do it, Rowan?’ she asked, her finger resting on the apple. There was a note of pleading in her voice that Peregrine had never heard before. It set her teeth on edge.

Rowan shrugged apologetically. ‘I can’t. I’ve just turned eighteen.’

Huh. Peregrine had wondered how old Rowan was, but thought it was a bit rude to ask. How did immortals age, exactly? She’d have to remember to ask Daedalus.

Rowan continued, ‘And you know the rules; no one with matured magic can enter.’

‘What does that mean?’ Peregrine did not know the rules. Red embers of annoyance glowed in her cheeks. ‘Matured magic?’

Rowan turned to Peregrine. ‘It’s quite complicated . . .’

Before the embers could burst into bright, angry flames, Rowan continued. ‘It’s the capacity to manipulate mystical forces.’ She shrugged. ‘Usually switches on around the time you get your chariot licence.’

‘Oh.’ Peregrine blinked. ‘Could you write that down?’

Rowan coughed. ‘That’s actually why there’s a space in the Games. Cynthia’s magic matured, so she was disqualified from being Athene’s champion.’

‘ATHENE?’ Peregrine screeched. As in the goddess of war? Of wisdom? The one with the cool owl?

‘Not to mention that there are only a very small number of people outside the Council who know about the Discord situation . . .’ Cal offered unhelpfully.

Peregrine glared at him. If there was one thing that would make her mum stop her going back to the Cosmic Realm, it was that.

‘Well, that solves it,’ Penelope snapped, proving Peregrine right. ‘There is no way –’

As if on cue, Daedalus strode out of the kitchen, an intricately arranged vegetable platter held out before him. The stuffed peppers sizzled and popped, spitting grains of couscous off the plate and into the mouths of the awaiting plants. ‘This sounds like quite the pickle!’ His smile was stretched tight over his face, like a bandage. ‘I’m assuming this request comes from the top?’

Rowan nodded.

‘I see.’

‘What happens on the Cosmic Realm is not our business any more!’ Penelope’s voice was pepper-hot with fury. ‘Especially not Peregrine’s!’

‘What happens on Olympus has a rather unfortunate tendency to become everyone’s . . . business, if I recall.’ Daedalus placed the board on the table and turned to Penelope. Peregrine watched his sharp blue eyes travel from her mother’s face down to the bracelet in her hand.

‘Well.’ Daedalus nodded. ‘While it appears that we have not been offered a choice, there always is one. This particular choice, I think, is yours.’

Penelope began to speak, but Daedalus was not talking to her. ‘What do you think, Peregrine?’

Peregrine didn’t know what she was thinking, but she had that feeling again – the fluttering at the back of her ribs. There was something inside her that knew she needed to get back to the Cosmic Realm: a moth to a glittering, wondrous flame. ‘Well –’

‘Can we just hang on one Cosek, please?’ Penelope’s neat ponytail had come loose, and her hair was flying around her face. ‘This is madness!’ She turned to her daughter, then the faun, the dryad and finally to the inventor. ‘Dangerous madness!’

‘She will be protected.’ Daedalus’s tone was serious. ‘We will make sure of that.’

Peregrine cocked her head to the side. ‘So these Cosmic Games, they’re not dangerous?’

‘Oh.’ Daedalus’s eyes twinkled. ‘I didn’t say that.’

‘I can’t believe this is happening,’ Penelope whispered. ‘Not again.’

Peregrine looked between her mother and Daedalus. All she had wanted for her birthday were a few more answers to her questions about the Cosmic Realm, and now it was the Cosmic Realm, or at least Olympus, that wanted her. She had to go. ‘I want . . . I want to compete in the Games.’

‘Well, that’s just fantastic!’ Rowan had already pulled out her CosPad. ‘I’ll tell Sibyll.’

‘WAIT!’ Penelope sucked in a breath. ‘I need to talk to my daughter.’

‘But –’ Rowan began, her hand hovering over the screen. GrumBug clicked.

‘ALONE!’ Penelope called behind her as she marched Peregrine down the stairs, one hand on her shoulder, the other still tightly gripping the bracelet. Her mum only let go when they reached the bottom step.

Peregrine watched as her mum smoothed her hair back into her ponytail and sat, her elbows on her knees. Penelope took a long inhale and patted the space next to her. ‘I’d hoped you wouldn’t have to deal with all this – not for a while yet, anyway.’

‘What do you mean, all this?’ Peregrine slumped down and tucked her knees in towards her chin. What did her mum mean? The Games? The Cosmic Realm? Magic? Because she could deal with them. Hadn’t she proven that?

‘Oh, you know – Olympus, everything.’ Penelope waved the bracelet over her head in an arc. ‘I wanted you to have a normal life, remember?’

‘Mum, we live above a magical florist, remember?’ Peregrine shuffled her feet. ‘And I want to see more of the Cosmic Realm. Last time, I only really got to see the hospital –’ She let the sentence fade.

‘Ugh.’ Penelope rested her head in her hands.

‘Mum?’ Peregrine slid sideways. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Sorry, pumpkin.’ Penelope lifted her head, a forced smile on her face. ‘I’m still on catch-up. I left for a few weeks, and I’ve come back to a house filled with fauns –’

‘One faun.’

‘And a daughter who knows so much more than she did when I left.’ She touched Peregrine’s nose lightly with the tip of her finger.

‘I don’t know that much.’ Peregrine sniffed. Her hand went to the list in her pocket. ‘For example, I don’t know why everyone seems to know you in the Cosmic Realm.’

‘Well, that is a long story, and if I know Athene –’

Peregrine gasped, her annoyance forgotten. ‘You know Athene? What about Athene?’

‘She will not wait for an answer.’ Penelope finished, then leaned forward to tuck a strand of ghost-blonde hair behind Peregrine’s ear. ‘Are you sure about this?’

Peregrine looked into her mother’s eyes. The Cosmic Games were her ticket to see more of the Cosmic Realm, more magic. The wings in the back of her ribs fluttered and the corner of her mouth lifted. ‘Born for adventure, remember?’

‘Oh, I remember.’ Penelope pulled Peregrine in close, and Peregrine breathed in her mum’s familiar smell of sand and suitcases.

‘Well then, this belongs to you.’ Penelope released her daughter and handed her the bracelet, which Peregrine immediately slipped over her wrist.

Peregrine’s eyes widened as the bracelet beeped, and the apple lit up an electric blue. CHAMPION VERIFIED. A palm-sized hologram of a broad, jovial figure appeared over the bracelet.

The man opened his hands. ‘Greetings –’ the blue hologram flickered – ‘Per-e-grine. I am Zephyr, one of this year’s Games Masters, and I am delighted to say that you have been –’ he flickered again – ‘chosen to compete in this year’s Cosmic Games! The Cosmic that you will be representing is –’ the hologram glitched off, and then on again – ‘Athene.’

Peregrine gulped.

‘Due to this last-minute switch, time is of the essence. We would ask that you make your way to Grand Central Library post haste, where a member of the Cosmic Games staff will be waiting to meet you.’ The hologram paused and looked down, as if consulting notes. ‘Should you wish to anger our illustrious Cosmics by turning down this once-in-a-generation opportunity, please send an immediate CosMail. In anticipation of your agreement, I look forward to seeing you at the opening ceremony on Saturday evening. An itinerary and equipment list has already been sent to your guardians’ CosPads, along with a scroll hard copy.’

The hologram glitched off. Peregrine thought it had ended, but then it reappeared.

‘Due to recent security breaches, this bracelet has been fitted with a tracking device, so there’s no need to inform us when you arrive. We will know.’

The hologram blinked off.

‘Er –’

Peregrine looked up to see Raj standing in the doorway. He was holding her shoes.

‘Flooharght,’ mother and daughter swore in synch.

‘Floo . . . what?’ Raj tried to shut the door, but Peregrine’s school jumper was still wrapped around the bell, so the door just kept bouncing back at him.

‘Oops, sorry about that.’ Peregrine jumped up and pulled it down.

‘It’s cool.’ Raj handed Peregrine her shoes. ‘These were outside.’ His usually very serious face twitched in a smile.

‘Thanks.’ Peregrine clutched her shoes awkwardly to her chest. Not for the first time, she wondered why Raj still sat next to her at lunchtimes.

Raj was still standing in the doorway, his hands – now that they weren’t needed to hold shoes – shoved into his pockets. ‘That’s a cool video game.’

‘Yeah, it’s, er new . . .’ Peregrine’s mind raced. ‘My birthday . . .’ she gabbled.

‘Birthday, right!’ Raj shrugged off his rucksack and took out something wrapped in gold tissue paper. ‘You ran out of class so quickly I didn’t have time to give you this.’ He held the object out towards Peregrine.

‘Um.’ Peregrine looked at her armful of school jumper and shoes.

Penelope stepped forward. ‘I’ve got these,’ she said, taking the pile, then retreated up the stairs to the apartment.

‘Thank you!’ Peregrine turned from her mum to Raj and took the package. It was round, about the size of a tangerine, and surprisingly heavy. She peeled away the tissue. ‘It’s such a beautiful . . . rock.’

Raj snorted. ‘It’s an ammonite. A fossil.’ He paused, then added, ‘Which is not just a rock.’

‘Wow!’ Peregrine traced the ridges of the spiral with her thumb. As she did so, she turned over her other palm. The ammonite’s spirals were an almost perfect mirror of her own white frond-shaped scars, souvenirs from the destruction of the portal at the Alexandrian Library.

‘Dad reckons it’s around one hundred and ninety million years old,’ Raj added.

‘That’s older than Daedalus!’ Peregrine wrapped her hand around the gift so it pressed into her palm, and smiled. ‘I love it, thank you.’

‘It’s cool.’ Raj stuck his hands back in his pockets. ‘So, that game, can I have a go?’

Peregrine’s smile faltered. She hated lying, mostly because she was terrible at it. ‘Well . . .’

Penelope was already galloping back down the stairs, an envelope in her hand. She jumped off the bottom step and landed in front of Raj.

Peregrine gritted her teeth. Her mum could be embarrassingly nimble sometimes.

‘It was a birthday present from –’ she winked at Peregrine – ‘Aunt Athene. We’ve actually decided to go and visit, to thank her in person.’ Penelope presented Raj with the letter. ‘Could you give this to the school for me? We’ll have to pack immediately, otherwise we’d invite you to stay for tea.’ She wrapped her arm around Peregrine’s shoulder. ‘Wouldn’t we, pumpkin?’

‘Sure.’ Peregrine wasn’t actually sure she wanted Raj to stay for tea. These few minutes had been tricky enough; she didn’t know how she would make it through an entire plate of scones.

‘We’ll have a proper birthday party soon,’ Penelope went on. ‘How about next Sunday afternoon? Here, around three o’clock?’

Raj was looking from Penelope to Peregrine. Penelope was giving one of her Archaeology Monthly’s cover-girl smiles. Peregrine wanted to melt into her socks.

‘Cool.’ Raj waved the envelope. ‘I’ll see you then. Er, bye, Peregrine.’

‘See you on Sunday!’ Peregrine tossed the ammonite into the air and caught it. ‘Thank you for my rock!’

Raj had already turned and was a few steps away when he called back, ‘Still not a rock.’

Penelope patted Peregrine’s shoulder as she continued to wave after Raj. ‘Let’s not tell anyone else about that, hmm? He’s such a nice boy.’ She beamed as Raj turned the corner into Brasenose Lane. ‘It would be a shame to see his memory wiped.’
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SIBYLL

Location: Sibyll’s Office, Level Twenty, Olympus Inc., the Mountain, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.257

‘I see, General.’ The line went dead. Sibyll held the golden receiver a moment longer, hoping that Athene would return with something further to say, perhaps even something helpful. For someone who liked reading so much, that Cosmic was a closed book.

Sibyll sighed and put the phone down. She looked back at the eight holo-figures spinning in front of her like thumb-sized chess pieces. Sniffing, she pinched Poseidon’s champion by the tracksuit hood and moved her to the front. Petra Luda, a hyper-competitive transfer student from the Atlantian Archipelago. The holo-figure shook her shoulders and crouched down as if to leap.

‘Hmm, perhaps . . .’ Sibyll flicked her hand and the figures rearranged themselves. Dionysus’s champion, Belladonna Knox, moved to the front. The holo-figure scowled, then elbowed Petra, who toppled sideways.

Rolling her eyes, Sibyll snapped her fingers and the holo-figures disappeared. Teenage nymphs. She did not envy the Academy staff.

Sibyll glared at the ‘Suspicious!’ box Agent Strong had left behind. Sibyll wanted the motive for the burglary to be simple: good old-fashioned cheating; an over-zealous champion trying to score advantage in the Games. But with Discord’s recent attempt to escape exile, the incident in Hekate’s lab stank of coincidence, and Sibyll didn’t believe in coincidences. Good dental hygiene? Yes. A vigorous skincare protocol? Of course! But coincidences? No.

Her eyes flicked from the holo-figures to the Under Realm screens. Again, the shadows moved. As if they didn’t have enough going on with Discord, the rebels had decided this was the time to get antsy. ‘Moorfvhat,’ Sibyll muttered, as she leant back in her chair and closed her eyes.

Immediately, she felt the spiders in her hair twitch. Someone was here. Sibyll inhaled slowly. The smell of strong coffee stung her nostrils: black, no sugar. Well, it was about time they showed up.

Sibyll opened one eye to see a tall woman wearing a dark grey suit and reflective sunglasses holding a mug of steaming coffee. Agent Melinda Ford, Head of the Invisibles, a secretive organisation known (unofficially) as the Grey Ladies.

These were Hades’ agents. While CSI guarded the entrances to the Terran Realm through its Librarians and OPS patrolled the Cosmic Realm, the Invisibles had the rather murkier and damper assignment of protecting the Under Realm.

She would have to ask the CosTechnicians to update the Mountain’s security now that the Grey Ladies were back on the scene. You see, Grey Ladies were shifters – which meant that they could transport themselves from one place within a realm to another, as quick as a blink. They were also notorious caffeine fiends, and both of these things made them very twitchy. Melinda raised her coffee mug in greeting.

Sibyll raised an eyebrow. ‘Agent Ford, I haven’t seen you since –’

‘Ireland?’ Melinda’s mouth jerked sideways.

Sibyll opened her other eye and sat up in her chair. ‘Ireland, yes.’ She coughed. That had been one hell of an equinox. ‘What brings you back?’ It was a pertinent question. Even before the Under Realm had been officially shut down, the Grey Ladies’ profile had always been low. Subterranean, in fact. They moved in the shadows, quite literally, their haunts being primarily the caves and the tunnels of the Under Under Ground.

‘Is Hades regretting his refusal to choose a champion?’ Sibyll smirked. ‘I could put a word in with the new Games Masters. See if they could squeeze him in?’

Melinda removed her sunglasses and clipped them onto her jacket pocket. ‘I’m here because we got the memo.’ She let her pale gaze rest on the Under Realm screen. ‘Cross-agency cooperation.’ Melinda smiled. ‘Wasn’t that the phrase?’

‘It was.’ Sibyll slid a top secret document underneath her CosPad. ‘So, how exactly do you intend to cooperate?’

‘We won’t get in your way, if that’s what you’re worried about.’ Melinda’s voice was lullaby soft. Sibyll blinked quickly, to stop herself from drifting. ‘We’re here to . . . witness.’

‘Witness?’ Sibyll huffed. ‘You don’t think there are enough spectators at the Games, Mel? The entire realm is watching!’

‘That –’ Melinda took a sip of her coffee – ‘is precisely the point. Hades has sent us to check for any foul play. Given what happened last time –’

‘Allegedly.’ Sibyll snorted.

‘Forgive me.’ Melinda nodded. ‘Given what allegedly happened last time, these Games must be beyond reproach.’

‘So.’ Sibyll inhaled. ‘You are here as referees?’

Melinda inclined her head.

Sibyll sighed. This could be useful. ‘I suppose we could do with the help.’

Melinda’s grin was wolfish. ‘So I heard.’

Sibyll snapped her head up. The Grey Ladies, as Hades’ agents, would know about the recent increase in rebel activity, and they also likely knew about the incident in Alexandria, maybe even the burglary. It was, in fact, a safe assumption that they knew as much, if not – and Sibyll was very hesitant to admit this – just a little bit more than her.

‘We will report anything we find of . . . interest.’ Melinda unclipped her sunglasses and put them back on. The air around her waved as she prepared to shift.

‘Mel?’ Sibyll stood up quickly.

‘Yes?’ Melinda cocked her head to one side, the air fuzzing around her.

‘Please use the door this time.’
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ROWAN

Location: The Apartment, Daedalus Bloom’s Plant Clinic, 4 Brasenose Lane, Oxford, England

The tips of Rowan’s ears were itching. She checked the time on her CosPad. They were due to check in with Sibyll on-realm in less than an hour, yet here she was, sitting on a bar stool in a Terran living room watching Daedalus Bloom read a scroll.

‘Well, they’ve kept that a damned good secret!’ Daedalus picked up a fountain pen that was pushed nib-down in a plant pot and twirled it in his fingers. ‘I can’t believe they’re still letting Triton near explosives, especially after what happened at Conchanella . . .’

‘Explosives?’ Rowan’s hand flicked to her hat and at the same time Cal said, ‘Triton?’ The faun poked his head out of the bedroom, where he was supposed to be helping Peregrine pack. He’d exchanged his party hat for a purple bobble hat with St Margaret’s Aikido Club embroidered on the front. ‘They’ve announced the Games Masters?’ The fluffy purple bobble nodded up and down as Cal bounced with excitement. ‘Have they said who else?’

‘We really could be doing this en route.’ Rowan slid off the stool and gestured towards the door. ‘Do you know how long the portal queues have gotten since they announced the Games?’

‘I do know, yes.’ Daedalus went back to reading the scroll.

‘A Games Master?’ Peregrine appeared behind Cal. ‘What’s a Games Master?’ The pyjama bottoms in Peregrine’s hands unrolled and flopped to the floor. Rowan groaned and heaved herself back onto the stool. That’s it, they were never going to leave.

Peregrine went to bend down, but Penelope put up a hand. ‘I’ll do it.’ Her voice was weary as she picked up the pyjamas and began to fold them.

Rowan took a slow, calming breath. For a woman known realm-over for her gazelle-like athleticism, Penelope was moving about as fast as an ice giant in springtime, which was not very fast, as that was when they hibernated.

Daedalus nodded. ‘A Games Master lends their magic to the Games. It’s wonderfully old school. You see, the Games themselves are constructed from a combination of all three of the Games Masters’ magicks, like a mystical smoothie.’ He swirled his hands in the air. ‘There is a basic format, of course. The Games will last one hour, and there are usually three trials that are used to eliminate the champions.’

Peregrine put her hand up. ‘Eliminate?’

‘But the rest, well!’ Daedalus smiled, pointedly ignoring Peregrine’s question. ‘Who knows? That’s what makes the Games so exciting!’

‘I think you mean unpredictable.’ Penelope’s tone was arid.

‘Yes, that too.’ Daedalus twirled the pen. ‘It’s also what makes them impossible to train for.’ He paused and pointed the pen at Peregrine. ‘Which means that you won’t be at a disadvantage. Well –’ he lowered the pen – ‘not much of one.’

Cal had appeared again, this time wearing a red sequined beret. ‘Didn’t Nim volunteer to be a Games Master one year?’

‘Pan’s pyjamas, you’re right!’ Daedalus stopped pacing and GrumBug let out a trumpet-like series of chirps.

Penelope looked up from her packing. ‘I would feel more comfortable if Nim was there. An extra pair of eyes, you know?’

‘Good plan.’ Daedalus nodded. ‘And she has been talking about going back to visit Earnest. I’ve heard he’s got a lot bigger . . .’

‘Wait!’ Rowan jumped off the bar stool. She didn’t know who or what Earnest was, but she was 98 per cent sure that adding an Earnest into the equation would slow them down even more. ‘We do not have time to go traipsing all the way to Kew Gardens.’ She distinctly recalled that the last time they’d attempted to get to London from Oxford, they had got stuck somewhere in the Thames in an antique AquaPod. ‘The itinerary says that Champion Training is tomorrow. That means we need to leave now.’ She looked pleadingly at Penelope, then Daedalus, then Peregrine. ‘Please?’

‘Don’t worry, Rowan dear.’ Daedalus rolled up the scroll. ‘As the Fates would have it, Nim is currently doing a spot of work in the Oxford Botanical Gardens.’ He waved the scroll over his head like a baton, then pointed it out of the window. ‘A mere skim of a stone away.’

Penelope raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh she is, is she?’

She couldn’t be sure, but Rowan thought she saw a hint of pink bloom on Daedalus’s cheeks.

‘No!’ Sibyll’s large and disapproving face loomed in Rowan’s mind, her saucer-sized eyes narrowing. ‘We have an Olympus Inc. approved itinerary.’

Rowan took off her hat. Her ears felt as if they were on fire. ‘And we have to get to our pre-booked portal slot.’ Rowan pointed at the half-packed suitcases and mimed picking them up and jogging.

Peregrine shrugged on her rucksack and opened the door to the apartment. ‘Are you coming to see Nim, Rowan?’

Cal had taken the scroll from Daedalus and had unrolled it further to look at the equipment list. ‘I’ll stay here.’ He had a sock in one hand and a toothbrush in the other, and was darting his gaze between them, as if deciding which was more important.

‘Yes, you girls better go by yourselves.’ Daedalus coughed. ‘Nim is actually a bit cross with me at present.’

Rowan wrapped her scarf around her head. ‘I can’t think whyff.’ Her voice was muffled through the fabric.

‘Yes, it is a bit of a mystery.’ Daedalus stroked his chin. ‘I had to conscript her, you see. It turns out that Bernadette has gone a bit –’ his expression cracked into one of unabashed pride – ‘rogue.’
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HEKATE

Location: Room 107, West Quarter, the Stables, Chiron Academy, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.257

Hekate twitched her nose at the mirror. She had not enjoyed being a child the first time around, and trying a second time was near torture – a very specific kind of torture that involved wearing metal bands to keep your teeth in place.

Her pale reflection smiled coldly back at her. ‘No.’ She sighed, placed two fingers on her cheeks, and tried again. ‘Hello, I am Belladonna Knox.’ She pulled her mouth wider. ‘Yes, Bella for short, or . . . Bells.’ She released her fingers, and her smile dissolved. No, not Bells. She had limits.

Hekate looked down at the Olympus Inc. branded tracksuit she had been forced to wear for this ridiculous exercise, and pinched its dark red material between her fingers. The fashion definitely hadn’t improved since she’d attended the Academy.

She unzipped the top of her tracksuit to reveal the crystal pendant that still hung at her throat. Hekate closed her eyes and breathed. It was a reminder that, underneath all this, she was still the same. Hekate. Goddess of witchcraft, and mist, and loyal follower of Chaos.

The once blood-red stone was pale now, with just the tiniest speck of ruby at its heart. It was a devastating reflection of how far away her mistress was. Hekate placed a hand over the crystal. They had been so close.

Hekate remembered the feel of her mistress’s fingers on hers as she tried desperately to pull her through the Alexandrian portal, and then . . . The crystal bit into her palm as her grip tightened. Peregrine, Daedalus’s wretched new apprentice, had set fire to the portal plant and sent Discord spinning back to the Fourth Realm.

Hekate had spent a fortnight picking at this event like a scab, and she still did not know exactly how the child had managed to pull it off.

Her eyes snapped open. Peregrine had set the portal on fire. The witch’s spell that Peregrine had spoken had done its job for sure, but the fire – well, that should also have killed her. And yet . . .

Never mind, little apprentice. A smile sliced across Hekate’s youthful face as she caught the glint of the apple on her wrist. There is still plenty of time for that.
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ROWAN

Location: Oxford Botanical Gardens and Arboretum, Rose Lane, Oxford, England

Waves of rain poured from the sky above Oxford as Rowan, Peregrine and Penelope sloshed into the Arboretum. Thankfully it didn’t take them long to find the section of the Botanical Gardens they were looking for – mostly because of the explosions. As they walked, Rowan spotted half a dozen GlamPads shoved into some puddle-ridden plant beds. Well, at least that meant the area had already been cordoned off by CSI.

Rowan bent down to check one of the filters. GlamPads were handy little gizmos that looked like floor-lights but were actually incredibly complex CosTech that created a web of holo-projections to disguise Cosmic activity in the Terran Realm. They rarely failed to fool mortals.

‘Whoa!’ Peregrine pointed to a shower of sparks that were fizzing above the Tropical Arboretum, turning the outside of the greenhouse an electric blue, then green.

Terran mortal adults, Rowan corrected herself. It was a well-known design flaw that the GlamPads only worked on children 50 per cent of the time, but research indicated that adults so rarely listened to them that the CosTechnicians had never bothered to fix the glitch.

At Peregrine’s exclamation, the GlamPads started to blink an amber warning.

‘Hello there!’ A curly-haired on-duty agent appeared from behind an azalea bush, holding an Olympus-issue forest-green umbrella. ‘Ah, morning, sis!’ Hazel waved to Rowan. ‘What are you doing off-realm? Social call?’

‘Still on duty, I’m afraid.’ Rowan lifted her hat in greeting, then tipped it to get rid of the rainwater. She nodded to Peregrine; she didn’t want to miss an opportunity to remind Hazel that, even though Rowan was the baby in the Strong family, she was still – very almost – an agent and therefore also a colleague.

‘Oh.’ Then spotting Penelope, Hazel added, ‘Oh.’ She leaned in. ‘Bringing out the big guns, eh? Wise. Things are getting a little bit –’ her eyes widened – ‘wild around here.’

BANG. Blue sparks erupted into the sky, followed by the sound of a windowpane cracking. Hazel sighed. ‘Fourth one today,’ she muttered as she pulled out a pad of paper from a jumpsuit pocket and added a mark to a column with a pencil. ‘Willow is totally going to win that bet.’

‘Aargh!’ Rowan gripped her hat with both hands. A vine had shot up into the sky like a javelin thrown at the sun. Rowan looked at Hazel and then at the vine, the end of which had now disappeared into a rain cloud. ‘What do we do?’

Hazel put the notepad back in her pocket. ‘We wait.’ She smiled indulgently at Peregrine and Penelope, who were both transfixed by the sky-high plant. ‘One . . .’ She held up a finger. ‘Two . . .’

There was a clear, piercing whistle. The vine froze, vibrated, then rocketed back into the greenhouse.

‘Was that . . . Bernadette?’ Peregrine shook her head in amazement. ‘They are HUGE!’

The last time Rowan had seen Bernadette, they had been the size of a houseplant, small enough to fit into Peregrine’s rucksack. Having an official portal job had clearly allowed Bernadette to grow in more than just confidence.

Hazel glanced behind her at an (adult) Terran tourist who was leaning down to take a photo of a purple-spotted orchid. ‘The official line is that it’s an electrical fault.’

The tourist’s camera shutter clicked, and the greenhouse flashed bright green. Just in time, Penelope pulled Peregrine to the side as a shard of glass whizzed through the air and wedged itself into a tree.

Hazel lowered her voice. ‘But it’s not,’ she said, unnecessarily.

Peregrine looked from the wobbling glass shard back to Hazel. ‘No kidding.’

Before Rowan could ask some long-overdue health and safety questions, the doors to the greenhouse were flung open and Nim strolled out. The former Hero Support Service Provider was dressed in her usual boiler suit and goggles, her utility belt groaning with lethal-looking tools. Nim’s long, grey hair, normally loose, was styled into two plaited buns, one on either side of her smiling face.

‘Ooft. Trust Daedalus to raise an overachieving plant!’ Nim wiped her brow with a kelp-green handkerchief. ‘I am as exhausted as a golden hind on hunting day.’

Peregrine whooped. ‘Nim!’ She raced towards the nyad then paused, perhaps trying to decide how to hug her without being speared by a pair of secateurs, or a machete.

‘Well, if it isn’t the birthday girl!’ Nim leaned in for a squeeze.

Rowan waved. ‘Hi, Nim.’

‘Hello Rowan, dear. Quite the reunion, eh?’ She stroked Peregrine’s hair and winked at Penelope. ‘Sorry I didn’t make it to the party.’ Blue light sparked in the greenhouse behind them. ‘Bernadette needed some . . . wrangling.’

Peregrine let Nim go, her face crumpled. ‘Is there something wrong with Bernadette?’

‘Oh, nothing’s wrong, dear. No, our verdant friend has just been making quite a few more portals, is all.’ She gestured back to the greenhouse, which was still flashing blue. ‘The vigour of youth, hmm?’

New portals? Rowan blinked. This was unprecedented. There had always been nine portals. NINE. The sickeningly familiar feeling of her world being turned upside down ballooned in her stomach. ‘That’s what Bernadette is doing here?’ Rowan shook her head to get rid of the nausea. ‘Making a new portal?’

‘Yes. Bernadette seems to have a fondness for Oxford.’ Nim grinned and took a small computer from her chest pocket. ‘But we’ve seen portals popping up all over the place.’ She pointed to the screen. Dozens of green lights were blinking, all over the Terran Realm. ‘There is definitely something happening, something very curious.’ Nim pulled her CosGogs down and began to fiddle with the dials.

‘New portals are great and all,’ Hazel piped up while opening a packet of cobnuts, ‘but we just don’t have the agent power. Sibyll is going ballistic trying to get enough Librarians to man all these potential portals.’ She threw a handful of nuts into her mouth. ‘That plant of yours couldn’t have chosen a worse time, what with the Games starting. Not to mention that it’s also a union issue.’ She indicated the wider Botanical Gardens. ‘We’re Librarians, and well –’ she cracked down on her snack – ‘this is not a library.’

At that, a vine shot out through the greenhouse door. Penelope instinctively stepped in front of Peregrine, but Rowan put a hand on her shoulder. It was only Bernadette, after all. ‘It’s OK –’

The vine slithered under Rowan’s legs, wrapped around Peregrine’s waist and squeaked. Green light licked Peregrine’s shoulders and she was pulled in tight, as if in a hug. ‘Er . . . Bernie!’ Peregrine called, a tinge of panic in her voice.

Penelope reached for her daughter, just as a sound like the beating of a hummingbird’s wings filled the gardens.

Oh no. Rowan leapt towards Peregrine. Everything seemed to slow down, then speed up. Out of the corner of her eye, Rowan could see Nim jabbing an arm towards them, but it was too late. In a final burst of green light, Peregrine had . . . disappeared.

Penelope turned to Rowan. ‘You were SAYING?’
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PEREGRINE

Location: Cosmopolis Square, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.257

Everything had slowed, even Peregrine’s voice. ‘Ber . . . naa . . .’ The syllables felt chewy in her mouth, like marshmallows. She saw Rowan’s face freeze, wide-eyed in surprise, and then dissolve in a swirl of neon green as Peregrine felt herself being squeezed, as if through a water flume much too small for her body.

‘. . . dette.’ She gasped. There was a rush of cool air as the pressure released and –

BUMP.

Green light bobbed across Peregrine’s closed eyelids. GrumBug clicked.

‘Mmhuh?’ Peregrine opened her eyes groggily. Above her was a tree, its branches spread like the fingers of a huge, knotted hand. In between the branches, the grey Oxford sky had darkened to an indigo-black, and – Peregrine squinted – there was something hanging in the tree. A star, perhaps. No, it was rounder, more brilliant than a star. Closer, too. An apple. A golden apple.

‘Whoa.’ Peregrine shook her head. She wasn’t in Oxford any more . . . Bernadette had transported her to the Cosmic Realm!

She scrambled to her feet. It looked as if she was in the middle of a town square, and even though it was night, she could see that the square was surrounded by tall yellow-stoned buildings. The golden light from the windows illuminated the sign next to her.

 

WARNING

The Pea Hen Defence Shield is ACTIVE

Olympus Inc. takes no liability for injury and/or incineration

Please watch your step

 

Peregrine took a step back, almost tripping on the uneven terracotta paving. Incineration?

There! Around the tree were a series of metal discs. They shone like eyes, iridescent green-blue, and splayed out like the tail of a peacock. Peregrine blinked. Huh. So this was the defence shield Daedalus had been talking about, the one Hera had installed. It was beautiful.

She leaned forward to get a better look. Whoomph. The tree was suddenly covered in a dome of rippling blue light. Turquoise circles rimmed with gold spun across its surface.

‘Like peacock feathers.’ Peregrine grinned. Beautiful and deadly. Daedalus was right: now this was a defence shield.

On the other side of the square, something creaked. Peregrine turned to see a swinging sign showing a headless cloaked figure holding an open-mouthed skull.

The building itself leaned up against its neighbour, as if it had drunk one too many brandies. ‘The Ghoul’s Head,’ Peregrine read in a whisper. Perhaps it was a pub?

SLAM. The door beneath the sign swung open, and through it walked two agents in shining gold uniforms. They paused when they saw Peregrine. One, a man with razor-sharp cheekbones, nudged his companion and pointed.

‘I see her.’ The second agent, a woman with a boxer’s shoulders, unclipped a device from her belt and held it in front of her, as if scanning. ‘Do you think that’s the thief?’

‘Could be.’ The first agent wrinkled his nose. ‘The Admiral did say they were short.’

‘I’m not a thief!’ Peregrine yelled. She was here to find the thief – wasn’t that what Rowan had said? To find out which champion had stolen something?

‘I knew OPS would find the thief.’ The agent slapped a hand on his thigh. ‘This will show CSI who really wears the jumpsuits around here.’

OPS. Peregrine knew that particular acronym: the Olympic Punitive Squad. They were the ones who had sent the missile to Alexandria.

‘You’re confused!’ Peregrine tried again, but the agents ignored her, their pace quickening.

Peregrine’s heart rate matched their footsteps. Her last time in the Cosmic Realm had been so warm, so filled with friends . . . She stared at the agents marching towards her, crushing her peaceful vision of the Cosmic Realm as easily as sandcastles under their loud, heavy boots.

Peregrine turned back to the tree. A slight woman in a dark grey suit and tie stood there, her arms crossed. The woman pointed, and Peregrine whipped back to see the agent taking something else from his belt.

Peregrine gasped. She also knew that weapon: it was a HekTek laser blaster.

‘A blaster, Li? Really?’ The agent rolled her eyes.

‘I’m only going to stun the thief.’ Li squinted, and aimed. ‘It won’t hurt.’

Peregrine looked back at the tree, but the woman had disappeared. Well, she couldn’t just wait here to be stunned. ‘Still NOT a thief!’ Peregrine yelled, then started to run.

‘Stop!’ A blast of red light followed Peregrine as she darted towards an alleyway that led out of the square. Then she ran left, then right, then left. She had no plan, no mapped route; all she knew was that she needed to get as far away from the laser-wielding agent as she could.

Trying to make her footsteps as light as possible, Peregrine ran out of the alley and onto a street lined with beautifully manicured trees. Immediately, an eye-wateringly sweet, tangy smell filled her nostrils.

Satsumas?

She looked up and saw tiny glowing oranges pulsing from the dense greenery, like fireflies caught in amber. Beautiful. She looked over her shoulder at the square. And deadly.

Her heart thundering in her chest, Peregrine crouched by the nearest tree to catch her breath before darting to the next tree, then the next.

The buildings here were grander than by the square: they looked like government embassies or colleges. The low whirring of a hover-bike made her duck into one of the archways – just in time. Blue flashing lights lit up the street.

Breathe, pumpkin. Peregrine inhaled, pursed her lips, then exhaled slowly. She shut her eyes. That OPS agent had obviously called for reinforcements; she would just have to wait them out.

After a couple of minutes, the whirring faded. Peregrine opened her eyes to see that opposite her, pasted on the inside of the archway, was a yellow poster with the title The Muse Letter. It showed a photograph of eight people, all a few years older than Peregrine. ‘Meet Your Champions,’ she read the headline out loud then leaned forward to read the text under the photograph.

Champions (left to right) are Cormac Rodriguez (Hermes); Faizan Khan (Hephaestus); Petra Luda (Poseidon); Cynthia Vale (Athene)

Cynthia Vale – so that was who she was replacing. She wanted to read on, but GrumBug clicked quietly.

‘We’re not getting shot at now,’ Peregrine whispered.

GrumBug clicked again, this time slightly less quietly.

‘Fine. Can you scan this?’

The CosBug hovered off her jumper and projected a thin beam of blue light up and down the poster. ‘Thanks.’ She tapped its ruby-studded back as it settled back on her shoulder.

Peregrine leaned out of her hiding place to look down the street. The tree’s gnarled branches were lighting up in red, then blue, then red again. The hover-bike had got to the square, then. GrumBug was right, they did need to move. The other way didn’t look much more promising. There, towering above the other buildings and silhouetted against the clear star-studded sky, was a mountain. It was the approximate shape and colour of a slightly crumpled witch’s hat, and right at its base was a door.

‘Olympus Inc.,’ Peregrine breathed. It had to be.

Fast, persistent thuds, like a giant basketball being bounced, resonated in the night air, followed by a WHOOMPH.

Peregrine tightened her rucksack straps and stepped out onto the street. ‘Doesn’t look like we have much of a choice, do we, GrumBug?’

She didn’t hear the CosBug’s warning clicks, as she was already running straight towards the Mountain.
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ROWAN

Location: High Street, Oxford, England

‘Slow down!’ Rowan yelled after Penelope, who was charging along the high street like a pegasus late for Race Day.

‘Nope,’ Penelope called, then abruptly stopped.

Rowan, in turn, abruptly crashed into a lamp post. ‘Ow!’ She recovered just in time to watch Penelope step calmly into a souvenir shop.

Rowan had almost gotten her breath back when, less than five minutes later, Penelope reappeared with her suit jacket flung over her arm and her trademark fedora in her hand. Rowan knew the hat was key to Penelope’s signature look, as she had spent many happy hours over the past few weeks catching up on Penelope Quinn’s World of Wonders on the Terran TV app on her CosPad. It really was fascinating viewing for understanding Terran history and fashion.

But now Penelope was sporting an Oxford-branded baseball cap, an oversized maroon hoodie and large, yellow-rimmed plastic sunglasses. ‘Too much?’ Penelope asked.

Before Rowan could reply that yes, yes, it was all too much, Penelope was off again, galloping towards the library.

 

‘I need to get through,’ Penelope hissed at the Librarian on duty. Rowan winced. The volume was definitely louder than was study-space appropriate.

‘I understand.’ Agent Basst smiled thinly, her purple bob bobbing. Basst was on loan from the Bologna desk, and she had made her feelings very clear about the emergency reassignment. And about the quality of English coffee.

‘Unfortunately, there is a queue.’ Basst nodded at the desks behind her. Half a dozen supposedly ‘regular’ library users put their hands up. ‘And there are procedures. Procedures that we must follow, especially given the recent security breaches.’ Basst looked at Rowan, who looked down at her shoes.

Smiling, Basst stapled two pieces of paper together and handed them to Penelope, who ignored them.

‘My daughter, my twelve, sorry thirteen-year-old daughter, has been transported to the –’ Penelope lowered her voice to a respectful decibel – ‘Cosmic Realm.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Basst took out the logbook and let it slap open on the desk. She brushed her sculpted nail down the names, tapping when she got to the bottom. ‘You’re not on the list though,’ she drawled in a thick Italian accent.

Rowan looked up from her shoes, her face now a bright emerald. Thankfully, no Terrans were looking directly at them. ‘But this is Penelope Quinn,’ she whispered. ‘Surely there can be an exception?’

The sprite raised an eyebrow. ‘I know who you are.’ She batted her lashes at Penelope. ‘I’m not an idiot.’

Rowan did actually think Basst was a bit of an idiot. For one, Basst was not actually Italian.

‘Well then, you leave me no choice.’ Penelope sighed and readjusted her cap. She coughed and raised her voice even louder. ‘I just REALLY need to get to the COSMIC REALM.’

‘Quiet!’ Basst hissed, her fingernails clawing at the desk. ‘Are you insane?’

A few of the readers behind them looked up from their desks.

Penelope smiled coldly. ‘My daughter could have been dropped anywhere on the –’ She inhaled dramatically.

‘STOP!’ Basst launched herself over the table and slapped a hand over Penelope’s mouth.

Penelope’s eyes widened, then narrowed dangerously.

‘Shh!’ A reader hissed.

Penelope pushed the sprite’s hand away, tipping Basst’s hat sideways. ‘Just open the damn gate!’

‘You.’ Basst was trying to get her tiny hand over Penelope’s mouth again. ‘Did. Not. Say.’

Penelope snapped at her fingertips.

‘Please!’ Basst howled, waggling her fingers at Penelope’s lips.

The screech of chair legs on wooden floorboards heralded a reader getting up from their desk. Rowan watched him move towards the door. What if he went and got security? Real security?

Rowan brought her hands to her belt. She still had keys to the portal gate from her library shifts. It was completely against the rules, of course. Article 4, sub-section e of The Librarian’s Handbook: only the on-duty Librarian was permitted to touch the gate.

‘YEOW!’ Basst yowled and pulled her hand back. Rowan very much doubted that Penelope had even touched her, but now more than one pair of bleary, short-sighted eyes were on them. She would have to move fast.

Rowan stepped around the gate and drew back the midnight-blue curtain. The velvety fabric felt comfortable and familiar against her fingertips. Well, don’t get too used to it, she thought as she placed the key in the lock. Because after this, you will definitely be fired.

She turned the key. Blue sparks sparked from the gate entrance.

‘Aha!’ Penelope whooped in glee and vaulted over the desk.

‘I will report you!’ Basst jabbed a finger at Penelope, then panned it so she was pointing to Rowan. ‘This is against procedure!’ Basst grabbed hold of Penelope’s hoodie and tried to wrench her back.

Rowan nodded, blushing. Yes, this was against procedure.

Penelope surged forward, ripping her hoodie from Basst’s grasp. She tumbled through the portal, pulling Rowan with her.

There was a loud tearing of curtain fabric as the green light wrapped around Rowan’s body, making her head spin. She had never fallen through a portal before. Instructions for portal travel were also covered in The Librarian’s Handbook: go calmly, go confidently and go vertically. Right now, Rowan was none of those things.

‘UNEXPECTED PORTAL ARRIVAL.’

It was an unusually busy evening in Grand Central Library, with people waiting to greet their friends and colleagues returning in time for the Games. The beeping alerted every single one of them to Rowan and Penelope’s spectacular entrance.

‘Aah.’ Rowan let out a short, resigned sigh. Given the reprimand that would greet her as soon as she stood up, she was tempted to stay exactly where she was: lying on her back. Fortunately, the library ceiling really was very beautiful to look at. It was painted with a gilded fresco of the World Tree, surrounded by a scattering of Class C immortals – that is, immortals with just a little magic and long lifespans. Nymphs and sprites, dressed in floaty and impractical apparel, frolicked in the branches, while the hoofers – the centaurs, fauns, etc. – meandered nearer the trunk, wearing very little of anything at all.

Someone had even gone to the effort of hanging long white banners around the CosPort, all embroidered with the golden apple symbol of Olympus Inc.

Rowan smiled as the banners fluttered lightly in the portal after-current. Despite her lack of enthusiasm towards the Games themselves, she couldn’t help but enjoy how festive this all looked.

Wait. Rowan looked again. The apples on the banners were changing, turning brown and crumpling as if deflated. They were . . . rotting.

Rowan jumped up. She couldn’t believe it! This was vandalism. No, worse than that – this was vandalism in a library! A nyad by a Chocolux vending machine was waving a still-wrapped bar at another of the larger banners. Rowan turned in time to see embroidered text gradually appearing, as if scrawled by a shaking hand:

 

THERE IS SOMETHING ROTTEN AT THE CORE OF OLYMPUS

 

Rotten? An image flashed across Rowan’s mind, illuminated as if by lightning: Zeus sending his bolts towards the Alexandrian Library. Zeus had destroyed it once, and then Olympus Inc. had attempted to destroy it a second time. Burning a library? That was rotten indeed.

Rowan gulped and shook off the thought. This wasn’t the time, or the place. She was at work.

A buzz rose up from the curious crowd as people began to notice the banner. ‘Is this some kind of art installation?’ A dryad furrowed her brow and bent closer to read the text.

‘I’m not sure.’ The man next to her scratched his beard. ‘I think it might be advertising?’

‘STOP READING!’ The on-duty Portal Librarian rushed in from his post at the desk, his arms flapping. He tugged at the banner, ripping it from its place on the wall. ‘There is absolutely NOTHING to read here. Please all go back to looking at your CosPads.’

Rowan spun, scanning the room for who might be responsible. There! Three orange and red striped spiders were hanging from the edge of the banner that the Librarian had just pulled down.

‘FlutterBug!’ Rowan called, but by the time the CosBug had reached them, the eight-legged suspects had already dropped to the ground, scuttled under a bookshelf and disappeared.

‘OK, I know that might not have been my smartest idea.’ Penelope scrambled for her baseball cap and stood up. ‘Oops.’ In the kerfuffle, her sunglasses had also been knocked off.

‘Oops?’ Rowan repeated. ‘OOPS?’

‘Hey!’ The nyad by the Chocolux machine pointed. ‘Isn’t that Penelope Quinn?’

‘Aah.’ Rowan slumped back down to the floor. She had no idea how she would explain this to Sibyll.

 

‘Please explain this to me.’ Sibyll sat at her office chair, her giant head swooping between Rowan and Penelope like an owl choosing between prey. ‘Or I could simply wait for the morning Muse Letter.’ She paused the holo-film of Rowan and Penelope landing in a heap on the floor of Grand Central Library. Her eyes narrowed. ‘That will be a real treat, I’m sure.’

Rowan took a breath. There were reasons – at least two, possibly even three. She had rehearsed them on the way here. Rowan started with the first. ‘Peregrine got transported through a portal, a new one, not the library –’

Sibyll raised an eyebrow.

Channelling some of her Strong Sister energy, Rowan continued to the second. ‘So of course we had to get to the Cosmic Realm, as, er –’ she glanced at Penelope – ‘quickly as possible.’

‘And by quickly you mean by endangering the very foundation upon which our presence within the Terran Realm relies?’ Sibyll’s second eyebrow rose to join the first. ‘Is that what you mean?’

‘No?’ Rowan wanted to melt into a green, gooey puddle of remorse, right onto Sibyll’s stylishly checked floor tiles.

‘You are a Librarian, Agent.’ The giantess sighed, blowing over a pile of paperwork with the force of her disappointment. ‘I expected more, especially in the final year of your training.’ She turned her attention to Penelope, whose hoodie and sideways baseball cap made her look like a fourth-year Academy student. ‘Pout all you want, Penelope. You’re in trouble too.’

‘You’re not my boss.’ Penelope’s tone matched her outfit. ‘And I had to get to my daughter.’

‘I understand.’ Sibyll’s voice was as tight as a drum skin. ‘Peregrine is doing the Cosmic Realm a great service.’

‘Peregrine is a child,’ Penelope snapped. ‘She can’t –’

‘Peregrine is now a Games champion!’ Sibyll’s voice boomed. ‘It is a sacred role. These Games preserve our peace, Penelope. You, above all, know how important that is!’

Penelope’s fingers gripped the sleeves of her hoodie.

Sibyll’s voice softened. ‘You are a visitor here, Penelope, and a welcome one. But just because you do not care for the realm’s secrets, that doesn’t mean that you can set fire to everything we have built.’ She shook her head. ‘I cannot allow that. I will not.’

‘My daughter is not a pawn in your . . . Games.’ Penelope’s knuckles were turning white on the hoodie sleeves. ‘She is the most precious thing in all of the realms, and I will not have her used.’

‘I’m well aware of how precious Peregrine is.’ Sibyll sighed. ‘We only do what we must. Now –’ she tapped the desk, indicating a change of subject – ‘you requested the use of the library while you are here?’

Rowan span to face Penelope. ‘You did?’

Penelope spoke through gritted teeth. ‘I will need full access to the archives.’

Sibyll nodded once and typed something into her CosPad.

‘LEVEL FOUR ACCESS GRANTED,’ the computer chirped.

Penelope turned, her boots snapping on the tiles. She paused before she got to the door. ‘I will not let her be hurt. If anything –’

‘You retain the guardian’s right to remove Peregrine from the Games.’ Sibyll matched Penelope’s whisper-quiet volume. ‘But I would ask that you reserve that right as a last resort. It is important for the public to see that things are as . . . normal as possible.’

Still not turning around, Penelope nodded, once. Rowan watched as the door slid shut behind her.

Sibyll whistled. ‘She’s shorter in person, don’t you think?’

‘Er . . .’ Rowan wasn’t sure what to say. Surely everyone was short when you were a giantess.

‘And an ego as enormous as Bloom’s.’ Sibyll was still looking at the door, as if in a staring contest. ‘I don’t envy that girl. They must be quite a pair to live with.’

Rowan nodded slowly. ‘Yes . . .’

‘And we are not using Peregrine.’ Sibyll hesitated, thinking on the word. ‘That wouldn’t be right.’

Rowan stayed silent, marvelling at the fact that she had not yet been fired.

‘Well, it’s not as if we have much of a choice.’ Sibyll snapped, as if carrying on a conversation with someone Rowan couldn’t see. ‘We do need her daughter. If there’s any chance to catch this thief before they cause any more disruption to the Games . . .’ She narrowed her eyes at the door, then shrugged. ‘Talking of the thief –’ she turned back to Rowan – ‘the CSI CosTechnicians have been through the video footage you collected with a KNit Comb.’

‘I see.’ Rowan nodded. It was an effective image. ‘And?’

‘Nothing.’ Sibyll rolled her eyes. ‘The thief was masked, gloved,

and their DNA was untraceable. That thief – whoever they are – is a professional.’

Rowan chewed her lip. Their high-end weaponry had implied that too. So, in summary, Olympus Inc. had asked Peregrine to compete in a dangerous contest against a hardened, and armed, criminal. Fan-flooing-tastic. Well, at least Penelope wasn’t here for this particular part of the conversation. The KNits made her remember something else. ‘Er, Chief?’

Sibyll raised an eyebrow. ‘Mmm?’

‘In the library, the flags, they started . . . changing.’

‘Ah yes.’ Sibyll sighed. ‘There have been a few reports coming in of this, and other stunts like this. Minor disruptions by an unnamed rebel group. Irritating, but not, as far as we can tell, particularly dangerous.’ She settled back behind her desk.

‘And that suggests that the thief is a rebel?’ Hope fluttered in Rowan’s chest.

Sibyll coughed. ‘I need you back in Hekate’s lab. If there is anything that might be a clue as to what was stolen, we need to know about it.’

Rowan nodded. Finally, she could get back to what she did best: alphabetising.
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PEREGRINE

Location: Market Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.257

Three crescent moons grinned down at Peregrine as she jogged towards the mountain. As she ran, she stole glances at the buildings that flanked the street: tall, squat, some with towers, some with balconies, many with pillars. Some even had stained-glass windows.

A particularly impressive building loomed to her left. This was clad in pale stone and had three storeys, two of which had balconies. As Peregrine passed it, she thought she saw a woman in a dark grey suit leaning against the doorframe eating some kind of pastry. But when she turned to look properly, the woman was . . . gone.

Peregrine rubbed her eyes with a sweaty palm. Was she seeing ghosts? And, if so, were ghosts normal in the Cosmic Realm? She wished that Daedalus was here to show her this world properly, just like he said he would. Daedalus, or her mum.

Peregrine kept forgetting that her mum had grown up here. Had Penelope walked down this same street when she was Peregrine’s age?

Peregrine shook her head; she had to concentrate. The OPS agents could be here at any moment. Peregrine paused to pull down her CosGogs and scan the route. A river hugged the base of the mountain like a python, and over the river was a bridge. She flicked her CosGogs back up. All she needed to do was get over the bridge and up the steps to the mountain. Someone in Olympus Inc. would be sure to help her, or at least convince the agents to stop shooting, which would be a good start.

GrumBug clicked.

‘Of course!’ Peregrine looked at her wrist, where the golden apple winked in the light. ‘I’ll show them the bracelet!’ That would prove she was a champion, that she was meant to be here. Peregrine bounded forward, but she had only taken a few steps onto the bridge when she stopped. She could hear huffing, and the slap-slap of feet on pavement. No, not feet. Paws.

Peregrine spun. The street she had just run down lit up in the white-blue beams of an oncoming hover-bike. Flooharght! OPS were closing in. There was nowhere to run. Edging to the side of the bridge, Peregrine peered down into the river water beneath her. The reflection of the moons wobbled back at her. Perhaps she could swim? Hide in the water somewhere?

She had just taken her second shoe off when she saw a badger walking over the bridge towards her. ‘Oh!’ Peregrine was so shocked that she dropped her shoes.

‘Hmm.’ The badger padded forward until he was directly in front of Peregrine, then stood on his hind legs to look her straight in the eye. He was quite a big badger, about the size of a postbox. ‘You must be Peregrine.’

Staring at his grey-streaked muzzle, Peregrine said the only thing she could think of. ‘You’re a . . . you’re a badger.’

‘Well.’ The badger raised his eyebrows and twitched his shiny black nose. ‘They did tell me you were bright.’ He clicked a button on his CosPad. ‘I’ve found her,’ he growled into the device.

Peregrine couldn’t help noticing the glint of his pointed teeth as he spoke.

‘Stand down. I repeat, stand down.’

Peregrine took a step back. Was the badger talking to the agents who had just been chasing her?

‘Yes, yes, I’ll take her to the Academy as discussed.’ He tapped a button to end the call. ‘Your mother is on her way.’

A light, airy feeling flowed through Peregrine, as if all the stuffing had been taken out of her limbs. ‘Oh,’ she said faintly, grabbing the side of the bridge so she didn’t either collapse or float away like a balloon. ‘That’s, that’s great. Thank you.’

The sound of wings – or it could have been helicopter blades – chugged overhead. ‘Quite the ruckus in the square, it seems.’ The badger pointed his long snout up to the sky and sniffed.

‘There was this agent, he had a laser blaster –’ Peregrine began. ‘Best not dwell.’ The badger slid his CosPad back into his rucksack as if he was sheathing a sword. Peregrine had never wanted a CosPad more.

‘My name –’ the badger presented a rectangular plastic card on a rainbow lanyard – ‘is Linus.’

[image: A business card with a centaur logo, reading 'LINUS O’DONNELL, Schola Physicae, Chiron Academy'.]

At the top of the card was a drawing of a centaur shooting a bow upwards.

‘What is Schola Physicae?’ Peregrine asked.

‘Terran, aren’t you?’ The badger sniffed again.

Peregrine nodded.

‘It’s PE.’ Linus dropped his ID so it clinked next to the whistle also hanging around his neck. ‘But harder.’

‘And Chiron Academy?’

‘It’s a school. That school.’ Linus pointed to the three-storey building just before the bridge, then pointed at Peregrine’s socks. ‘You might want to put your shoes back on.’

‘Right.’ Peregrine pulled on her shoes and jogged after Linus, who was already halfway up the steps to the building, his rucksack bouncing up and down on his furry back. He moved fast, but then he was using four paws.

Linus paused outside a wooden door and stood back up on his hind legs. He dusted off his front paws and pressed his lanyard to a small silver panel.

BEEP. A line of green light appeared around the outside of the door before it creaked open.

‘Whoa.’ If Peregrine had not been wearing her shoes, she would have dropped them again.

Through the door was a large open courtyard that reminded Peregrine of the college quads that she often caught glimpses of back in Oxford. In the centre of the quad was a metal sculpture of a rearing centaur, aiming a bow to the sky, just like on the card. Pulsing indigo-blue light glittered from the wisteria vines that climbed the stone walls, their clusters of blooms hanging from the many archways. A few of the petals swirled in the air, shining light on the mottled stone like a thousand botanical disco balls.

‘This –’ Peregrine breathed – ‘is wild.’

The sculpture turned, so that the centaur’s bow now pointed directly at Peregrine’s face. She gulped. ‘Er, Linus . . .’

GrumBug buzzed in caution as a sheet of turquoise light beamed from the centaur’s eyes. A mechanical voice rang from the centaur’s mouth. ‘Peregrine Quinn.’

It was not a question. Peregrine gulped.

‘Yes?’

‘Thirteen years old. Birthplace: Oxford. Family: classified. Magic: unknown. Does not yet know . . .’

Peregrine stared, her mouth hanging open. Girl with wings that soars so far, you do not yet know who you are. That was what Nim had said to her in the Under Realm. The wings at the back of her chest beat with a sense of urgency.

‘. . . of the Cosmic Realm.’ The mechanical centaur shuddered, lowered its bow then creaked back into place.

Linus stepped up and patted the statue on its front hoof. ‘Yes, sorry about that – he doesn’t get to see many new folk.’ He scratched the grey stripe in between his ears. ‘So, this here –’ he gestured to the high stone buildings that towered over the quad – ‘is what we call the Stables.’ He pointed to the signs above the archways that framed the grassy square. ‘It’s where the students eat, sleep, etc.’ He consulted his CosPad. ‘You’ll be in Room 24, in the East Quarter.’

Peregrine still had half an eye on the mechanical centaur. ‘Is this where you live too?’

Linus looked genuinely appalled. ‘Gods, no.’ Without further explanation, he led Peregrine over to the left side of the quad. ‘Your room should all be kitted out with everything you need – toothbrush, etc. And this –’ he put a hand inside his rucksack and pulled out a bundle – ‘is for you.’ He tossed it to Peregrine, who almost dropped it, the silky fabric slipping out of her hands.

It was a silver tracksuit. No, not quite silver. It was the colour of thick ice: grey-blue and with a promise of peril. On the back, in silver thread that sparkled in the wisteria light, was embroidered her surname: Quinn.

‘Spider silk.’ Linus peered at her. ‘Glow-in-the-dark too: perfect for those midnight foraging expeditions.’ He snuffled.

‘Thank you,’ Peregrine whispered. She moved her thumb over the letters. This was turning out to be a very strange birthday.

‘You’re welcome. But I can’t take the credit. Since your swap with Cynthia, Hephaestus’s elves have been working overtime to get that ready.’

‘Hephaestus’s . . . what?’ Peregrine looked up from the tracksuit.

‘Best not dwell . . .’

Peregrine followed Linus under an archway labelled East and through a door that opened onto a long, wood-panelled corridor. A small group of students hurried past them wearing coppery-brown jumpsuits.

‘It’s late, Leroy,’ Linus growled at a dark-haired student who hadn’t quite made it to the end of the corridor.

Leroy froze and Peregrine saw his whole body twitch as he turned. ‘Yes, we know, we’re sorry. I’m s-sorry,’ he spoke in short stuttering syllables, like a typewriter. ‘It’s just that Grand Architect Daedalus has us working on a project –’

‘A secret project,’ another student piped up, smugly.

‘Well, please tell the Grand Architect that there’s a curfew for a reason,’ Linus barked. ‘Now get back to your rooms. Quickly!’

Leroy and his fellow students rushed away down the corridor.

‘Daedalus?’ Peregrine asked. She knew that since Hekate had disappeared, Daedalus had taken up his old post as Grand Architect of the Cosmic Realm. She also knew that it was generally about supervising the realm’s CosTech, but she hadn’t known that he was also supervising students. Something squirmed inside Peregrine’s stomach as she remembered that Hekate had also referred to herself as Daedalus’s ‘apprentice’.

‘Yes.’ Linus shook his stripey head. ‘Those are the Architecture students. Sixth years. He’s got them working late as usual – something for the opening ceremony, I suspect. It’s always quite the show. They convinced a three-headed dog to sing opera last time, and quite well too.’ Linus looked at his CosWatch. ‘You best get settled in. Games orientation starts at nine o’clock tomorrow, and you’ll want to be well rested.’

‘Right.’ Peregrine nodded, then looked up the corridor. ‘Settled in, er, where?’

Linus brought out his CosPad and held it flat in front of him, as if it was a tray. Was he showing her a map? Peregrine bit back a yawn. She didn’t know if she would be awake enough to concentrate on complicated directions.

‘Ahem?’ Linus coughed. GrumBug hovered off Peregrine’s school jumper and landed on the CosPad. The ruby on its back lit up like a bike light.

‘Got it?’ Linus raised his eyebrows at the CosBug.

GrumBug clicked once and buzzed a little way down the corridor.

‘Good.’ The badger returned his CosPad to his backpack and walked back to the archway. ‘I will wish you goodnight, Peregrine.’ He opened the door, revealing the glowing courtyard beyond. ‘Goodnight, goodnight, and don’t let the echinods bite.’ He dropped onto four paws and shuffled out.

‘Echinods?’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ Linus snuffled. ‘They don’t actually bite.’ He did not look back. ‘They electrocute.’
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CAL

Location: Radcliffe Square, Oxford, England

‘Of course it’s the faun who has to carry the bags,’ Cal muttered as he shuffled across Radcliffe Square. Daedalus had already dashed off, bag-less; apparently his Architecture students had exploded something they shouldn’t have.

Cal shifted the bag strap on his shoulder. With Peregrine’s hiking pack on his back and a deer hunter hat over his horns, Cal looked like a kid on his way to Glastonbury. This incidentally would not have been particularly unusual. Though Cal himself had never attended that particular festival, a lot of fauns made it a kind of pilgrimage. They enjoyed the music, the picturesque rural location and, of course, the mass intoxication. Cal’s Uncle Ignatio actually did quite a good trade there in his Goat Herder craft beer.

Cal sighed and shifted the duffel bag onto his other shoulder. After the stress of the last few weeks, he had thought he might take a little time off. A warm, ale-coloured glow pulsed in his chest as he imagined sitting on Nanny Goat’s porch, practising his garter stitch while watching the moons rise over the vineyards . . .

‘Your friends are flittertwits!’

The glow faded as Cal looked up to see Basst, the substitute Librarian, glaring at him from the archway of the Bodleian Library, her lilac hair just visible under her strangely lopsided hat.

‘Friends?’ Cal whispered, depositing one of the bags by the railings.

‘Yes. Your unprofessional, unruly, unfashionable friends,’ Basst hissed.

Unruly? Ah, well from that description at least one of them had to be Penelope, although Cal wouldn’t exactly call her a friend as such, seeing as he was still quite terrified of her. Plus, she was famous and – Cal thought – generally quite well dressed.

‘I will be reporting them!’

BEEP. BEEP. Cal’s CosPad buzzed, but that wasn’t what made him gasp.

There, behind Basst, stood an Invisible, drinking a coffee and staring up at the library windows. What was she doing here? The Grey Ladies hadn’t been seen for decades. If they were active again, then security really had been stepped up for the Games. The thought was both reassuring and panic-inducing in equal measure.

Cal blinked and, of course, the Invisible was gone.

BEEP. BEEP. BEEEEP.

‘Er, one moment . . .’ Shrugging an apology, Cal fished his CosPad out of his cardigan pocket. It was a CosMail from Sibyll.

 

Disruption at Grand Central Library. Report to my office immediately.

 

‘This –’ Basst growled as she turned back into the Bodleian, her lilac bob swishing – ‘would never happen in Bologna.’
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PEREGRINE

Location: Dorm 24, East Quarter, the Stables, Chiron Academy, Mountain Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.257

‘They told me I should let you sleep.’

‘Good idea.’ Peregrine liked sleep. Her mum knew this, so why was she waking her up? It couldn’t be time for school yet, could it?

Peregrine yawned. Images drifted around her head like half-formed spectres in smoke. Metal horses and golden trees and . . .

‘But I said you wouldn’t be sleepy, what with the time difference.’

‘Time difference?’ Peregrine sat up and was instantly enveloped in a crushing hug.

As she breathed into her mum’s shoulder, the events of the day before crystallised in her mind. ‘Whoa.’ She was really here, in the Cosmic Realm! And more than that – she was going to compete in the Cosmic Games! Joy swirled inside Peregrine, rippling through her body like raspberry through a Comet and Gambles ice-cream cone.

Penelope pulled away and put her hand on Peregrine’s cheek. ‘You know that you can back out of this at any moment, don’t you? I’ve spoken to Sibyll and she’s agreed we can leave at any time.’ Her dark eyes peered into Peregrine’s own. ‘It was very unfair how they sprung it on you, and no one will hold you to it.’

‘What?’ The ripples stopped rippling. ‘But I want to be here.’ Peregrine tapped her mum’s hand away and met her gaze. The wings in her chest thudded. She needed to be here. Why couldn’t her mum understand?

‘That’s great, pumpkin.’ Penelope smiled, tightly. ‘I just wanted you to know that it’s your choice, that you still have a choice.’

‘Sure.’ Peregrine rubbed her eyes and looked more closely at her mum. Penelope’s ponytail was shoved under a baseball cap and, instead of her tailored blazer, she was wearing an oversized university hoodie. ‘Mum, what are you wearing?’

‘Good look, huh?’

‘Not really.’

Penelope grinned. ‘I wanted to bring you your birthday present. And it is still your birthday . . . in one of the realms, anyway.’

‘Is it one of those hoodies?’ Peregrine wrinkled her nose. ‘Because I’m good, thanks.’

Penelope’s grin widened as she brought out a framed photograph from a capacious pocket and placed it on the bed cover.

Peregrine picked it up. It was similar to the photograph she had seen on the yellow Muse Letter poster, but instead of eight champions, it showed nine. And right there in the middle of the picture was Penelope, holding a sunflower and beaming.

‘Mum?’ Peregrine brought the photograph up to her face, realisation dawning. ‘You were a Games champion?’

Penelope nodded. ‘I was . . . the winner.’

‘Oh. OH!’ The puzzle piece snapped into place. Peregrine looked between the young Penelope in the photograph and her mum in front of her. ‘That’s why everyone knows who you are!’

‘It was a long time ago.’ Penelope smiled sheepishly. ‘I was just seventeen.’

‘This is so much cooler than your TV show!’

‘Thanks, pumpkin. I think.’ A blush blossomed on Penelope’s cheeks.

‘So, you won the apple then?’ Peregrine’s eyes flitted, scanning her mum. ‘Did it give you . . . magic?’

Penelope shook her head. ‘No, it didn’t.’

‘Oh.’ Peregrine stopped scanning. ‘But Daedalus said the golden apple gave you powers, or made them bigger, or something?’

‘I did win, pumpkin, but I didn’t actually get the apple.’ Penelope shifted on the bed. ‘There were some claims of Cosmic interference – of cheating – so that year the apple was destroyed. That’s why Hades isn’t competing this year; his champion came in second place and he didn’t take it well. He’s actually never been seen since . . .’ Her voice trailed off, the unsaid words sucked into a past that Peregrine did not share.

‘Hades,’ Peregrine repeated as she looked back down at the photograph. Not only had her mum competed in the Games, but she had won them. Something fluttered in Peregrine’s chest – it felt like hope. Then she yawned.

Penelope took the photograph from Peregrine gently and put it on the night stand. ‘I should let you sleep.’ After hesitating, she brushed her hand over her daughter’s cheek. ‘You’ll be all right?’

‘It’s only two days, Mum!’ Peregrine grabbed the bedcovers and pulled them up. ‘I’ll be fine, really. Think of it like . . . camp.’

‘A camp with swords,’ Penelope muttered. ‘But OK. I’m staying at the Ghoul’s Head, in the square, and I’ll be working in Grand Central Library during the day.’ She pulled something off her wrist. ‘You can reach me anytime with this.’ She smiled. ‘It’s a CosWatch. I’ve never been a fan of CosTech myself, but Callimachus assures me it’s the latest edition.’ She shrugged. ‘I want you to be able to contact me, whatever realm you are in.’

Peregrine took the watch from her mum. GrumBug bounced off the nightstand and hovered over the watch face, prodding it with a leg. The CosWatch had two circles around its main digital panel, one copper and one a dull pewter colour.

‘This one is for the Terran Realm.’ Penelope pointed at the copper circle, which had twenty-four notches, each with a Roman numeral.

‘And this one?’ Peregrine traced her finger around the grey band; this had nine notches.

‘That’s for the Under Realm.’ Penelope pointed at a bead of mercury bobbing within the metal. ‘Time goes slower the lower down you go, you see.’

‘That’s amazing.’ Peregrine brought the watch closer to her face. It was even shinier than the phone Candice had got for her birthday. Peregrine blinked at the main panel, which glittered gold. Wow. It really was late in this realm. ‘Thanks, Mum.’ She smiled. ‘I love it.’

Penelope knotted her fingers together. ‘I could stay here, if you’d like me to? Or you could stay with me. I’m sure Linus wouldn’t mind –’

‘I’ll be fine, Mum.’ Peregrine yawned again, this time on purpose.

‘Hint taken.’ Smiling, Penelope stood up before bending down to kiss Peregrine on the forehead. ‘Sleep well, pumpkin.’

After her mum had left, Peregrine slipped the duvet down and reached again for the photograph. GrumBug settled on her pillow and, without Peregrine asking, switched on its butt-light. The article with this year’s champions beamed into the room.

Champions (left to right) are Cormac Rodriguez (Hermes); Tappis Holmes (Apollo); Tia Holmes (Artemis); Faizan Khan (Hephaestus); Belladonna Knox (Dionysus); Petra Luda (Poseidon); Cassius Rose (Aphrodite)

Peregrine scanned the blue copy until she found the face of the smiling redheaded girl.

Cynthia Vale, Athene. ‘Well, at least we know that you’re not the thief,’ Peregrine whispered into the empty room. ‘One down, just seven more to go . . .’
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PEREGRINE

Location: Dorm 24, East Quarter, the Stables, Chiron Academy, Mountain Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.258

Peregrine didn’t know how long she’d been asleep; all she knew was that it had not been long enough. She rolled over and reached for her new CosWatch. She groaned at the numbers blinking on its golden face. If she was going to make the nine o’clock orientation, it was definitely time to get up.

Next to the CosWatch, and in front of the photograph, was a muffin with a note in her mum’s handwriting: Eat. Peregrine smiled and propped herself up on her elbows. Yawning, she looked at the painting opposite the bed. It was of a man sitting on the edge of a cliff looking out at a wide, dark sea, his eyes shining like two wet pebbles. He looked strong, adventurous, and a bit lonely. Peregrine blinked. She had noticed the painting the night before; she noticed it even more now that it was moving.

BEEP. BEEP.

‘Aargh!’ Peregrine slipped off the side of the bed as the frame slid up to reveal a screen.

‘Are you dressed?’ A broad, leathery face webbed with wrinkles filled the space where the painting had been. The face had its eyes closed.

‘One second!’ Peregrine scrambled up and pulled on her tracksuit. She recognised that voice from somewhere. ‘OK.’ She glanced down at her CosWatch. It was eight forty-five.

The face on the wall opened its eyes. ‘Somewhere else to be, Peregrine?’

‘Well, Linus said orientation was at nine . . .’

‘It can wait.’ The face leaned in. ‘SIT.’

Peregrine sat.

‘Humph.’ The woman nodded. ‘I am Chief Inspector Sibyll.’

Peregrine inhaled quickly. Sibyll? Sibyll was Rowan’s boss, and it was Sibyll who had asked her to come to the Cosmic Realm. Peregrine gulped.

‘We have a few things to discuss. First . . .’ Sibyll looked down at what Peregrine assumed was a list of things, ‘I need to –’ Sibyll squinted. ‘SIMON!’ She called behind her. ‘This writing is so small . . .’

A sprite leaned in to whisper something in Sibyll’s ear.

‘Right, yes, I need to thank you for agreeing to step in at such short notice.’

Peregrine exhaled. ‘That’s OK. I really want to see more of the Cosmic Realm –’

‘This is not a sight-seeing tour, Peregrine!’ Sibyll snapped.

Peregrine blinked again, then reached for her breakfast muffin.

‘And second, we need to discuss how to find out which of the champions broke into Hekate’s lab.’

Hekate’s lab? That was where the burglary had taken place? Peregrine’s stomach tightened. ‘Why do you think it was a champion?’

Sibyll pressed a button and a black-and-white image, slightly pixelated, appeared on the screen. It was a figure wearing a mask. Sibyll gestured with her hand and the image zoomed in on the figure’s extended arm. Something glinted on their wrist.

Peregrine looked down at her own Games bracelet. ‘Oh!’

‘Oh indeed.’ Names that Peregrine was now familiar with from the article scrolled down the side of the screen. ‘We think they took something but, due to a delay in our cataloguing –’ Sibyll coughed – ‘we can’t be sure what exactly.’

To cover her nerves, Peregrine took a bite of her muffin. The buttery sweetness expanded in her mouth like popcorn. ‘Whatff do you wantff me to do?’

‘I want you find out what they took, of course.’

Peregrine swallowed. ‘How?’

‘By being smart.’ Sibyll waved her hand and the image disappeared. ‘I am reliably informed that you have a brain cell or two. I need you to use them to see if one of your fellow champions is using a talisman, a potion, or some unusual piece of CosTech to their advantage.’

Peregrine nodded. So Sibyll was asking her to check if anyone was cheating; she could do that.

Sibyll leaned back, so her face moved away from the screen. ‘We just have to hope that’s all it is,’ she muttered.

Hekate’s lab. Peregrine’s fingers pressed into the muffin so hard that crumbs fell onto her lap. Since Alexandria, Peregrine had been doing a very good job of forgetting the terrifying vision of Discord that had appeared to her in the portal. But now the image returned: a pair of glittering red eyes and white grasping fingers blazed in her skull. ‘W-what do you mean?’

‘Only that I will need you to report anything of interest. Do you understand?’

Peregrine nodded, more slowly now.

‘Yes, perhaps you do.’ Sibyll sighed. ‘Well, good luck, Peregrine. If you are half as stubborn as your mother, then I am sure you will do very well in these Games.’ Sibyll’s eyes flicked upwards. ‘Tempus fugit! You’d better go. You don’t want to be late on your first day, Linus will lose his stripes.’

 

The wisteria sparkled in the sun, bouncing light from its petals onto the stone walls as Peregrine jogged across the quad, so she felt as though she was being watched by dozens of winking eyes.

The rest of the champions were already gathered by the statue when she arrived in the courtyard. At least Linus wasn’t there, which meant she couldn’t be that late. Peregrine inhaled. The sweet smell of cut grass and geraniums fluttered around her on the warm, light breeze.

Like Peregrine, the other champions were all dressed in their different coloured tracksuits, presumably indicating the Cosmic they were representing. There was a slight kid with neat black hair, a flame-coloured tracksuit and a nervous energy that reminded Peregrine of a meerkat. He seemed to be examining the mechanical centaur, tapping at its base. ‘Mother would adore this,’ he whispered. ‘So delightfully archaic . . .’ He took out a CosPad and began to take pictures.

Two centaurs that had more than a passing resemblance to the statue were sniggering behind their hands. Peregrine, who had never seen a centaur in person before, tried very hard not to stare. Instead, she shoved the last bit of muffin into her mouth, then paused. Her own ice-blue tracksuit was too new and shiny to wipe her hands on. She considered wiping them on her hair, but settled for rubbing them together and letting the crumbs fall onto the flagstones.

‘Ugh.’ A girl wearing a deep red tracksuit and with sweeping black hair sliced to shoulder length had apparently been watching this whole routine. Before that moment Peregrine hadn’t thought that you could dislike someone on sight, but that girl’s gaze shot hate like venom from the fangs of a spitting cobra, right at Peregrine’s face. ‘Who are you?’ the girl asked, in a voice that somehow made it perfectly clear that (1) it didn’t matter and that (2) she didn’t care.

‘Hi.’ You will like me, Peregrine thought as she put her hand out, because I am energetic, I am engaging, and . . . ‘I’m Peregrine.’

‘Nice to meet you.’ The girl’s grip was arctic. ‘Penguin.’ Her teeth flashed an orca-like smile.

‘No.’ Peregrine let her hand fall, her frond-shaped scars itching. ‘Not Penguin, Peregrine. Pe-ra-grin.’

‘Whatever.’ The girl shrugged. ‘Penguin.’

‘So what’s your name?’ Peregrine pushed her fingernails into her hot palms. ‘I bet I can think of one –’

Before Peregrine could say one, or even three or four of the names that had sprung to her mind, Linus stepped through the doors. That morning he was dressed much the same: no clothes except for his rucksack. He was also carrying a Chiron Academy branded thermos.

‘Good morning, micro-heroes.’ He pulled out his CosPad and, in between swigs from his thermos, proceeded to check names against the people in the room. ‘Bella . . .’ The dark-haired girl nodded. ‘Good – making friends, I see.’

Bella. Peregrine scowled. Well, that sucked. Nothing rhymed with that. She mentally put Bella at the top of her list of suspects to report back to Sibyll. She didn’t know what she would report exactly, except that Bella was a –

‘Faizan.’ The meerkat boy raised his hand, then went back to taking pictures.

‘Tia and Tappis,’ the badger continued.

The centaurs raised their eyebrows, not their hands, then giggled in synch. They must be twins, Peregrine thought.

‘And Cormac –’

‘Hi there.’ A boy in a green tracksuit waved.

‘Hi . . .’ Linus typed something into his CosPad. ‘And Cassius?’

Cassius was wearing a yellow tracksuit that clashed spectacularly with their bright red hair and neon-green sneakers. The overall impression was that of an edgy, designer traffic light.

‘Petra?’

‘I am here.’ A girl wearing a deep turquoise tracksuit and with spiky hair and a septum piercing nodded, then sniffed.

‘Good. And Peregrine, of course.’

‘Where’s Cynthia?’ the girl called Petra interrupted. Her head was cocked to the side so Peregrine could see the silver-striped gills flapping on the side of her neck. She turned away quickly, but not before the girl had caught her staring. ‘That’s rude, you know!’

It was rude. ‘Sorry,’ Peregrine mumbled, embarrassed. Great start, Penguin.

‘Cynthia’s magic matured unexpectedly.’ Linus stuck the CosPad back in his bag. ‘Terrible timing, but it can’t be helped. Luckily the committee found a replacement just in time. This is Peregrine Quinn.’

Everyone turned to Peregrine, who waved. ‘Hello.’

Tappis neighed. ‘Quinn.’ He grinned. ‘Nice.’

‘Quinn? Seriously?’ Petra’s voice was barely audible. ‘Pretty convenient, isn’t it?’

Another wave of embarrassment rolled over Peregrine; she could feel the heat rising in her cheeks. Tia and Tappis broke into spontaneous laughter.

Linus sighed and loped towards the Academy entrance. ‘And so it begins.’

 

The street looked different in the daylight, and now that Peregrine wasn’t being chased by Olympic law enforcement. A few market stalls had appeared overnight, decked out with colourful fabrics. A handful of early-morning shoppers flitted around them like butterflies. Peregrine looked up to see two sprites attaching a large banner to two balconies, their wings beating hard with the effort.

The black banner flapped above the street. On it in glittery silver text was written:

[image: A dark, banner flag with text in capital letters: FOR ONE NIGHT ONLY. GIANT FREAK OUT! LIVE. Proudly sponsored by Goat Herder Craft Ale.]

Peregrine stared upwards, almost tripping over her feet.

‘My Uncle J. and I saw Giant Freak Out last year. Their stuff is great.’ Cormac paused. ‘And really LOUD.’

Peregrine nodded. She did like loud music. ‘Are they playing at the Games?’

Cormac shook his head. ‘Nah, just at the fair.’ He pointed to another Muse Letter taped to a lamp post. ‘I heard Pan is going to perform at the opening ceremony though – can you believe it? Pan!’

Peregrine couldn’t. But then, she was currently following a talking badger, so she was willing to run with it.

‘Pfft.’ Petra’s accent was thick and salty. ‘A Cosmopolis market.’ She spat out each syllable like gum. ‘Confection and . . . clutter.’ She waved a hand at a stall laden with tiny chocolate ships. ‘Now an Atlantian coralle, that is something truly magnificent to behold.’

‘Oh well, a coralle sounds nice too.’ Peregrine did not know what a coralle was, but Petra didn’t seem to like her very much and Peregrine was keen to get her on side.

‘Nice?’ Petra sniped. ‘Your eyes would melt from your tiny Terran face if you perceived such wonder.’ She swanned on ahead. ‘Nice, ha!’

‘OK . . .’ Peregrine whistled so that her fringe floated upwards. That could have gone better. There were seven other champions, and she’d only managed to make enemies of . . . two of them so far. Peregrine felt a sinking feeling in her chest, as if someone had added a weight to her heart.

A soft clicking made her turn. Cormac had taken something out of his pocket. It was a metal cube about the size of his palm, with intersecting circular dials looped around the outside. It reminded her of her CosWatch.

Peregrine’s heart leapt. Sibyll had asked her to look out for champions using any talismans or technology that might give them an advantage. ‘What’s that?’ she asked. ‘Is it CosTech?’

‘Nope.’ Cormac twisted another of the intricate dials. ‘It’s a CosCube.’ The cube buzzed, then spun 90 degrees counter-clockwise.

Faizan scurried up behind them. ‘CosCubes are kinaesthetically charged puzzle cubes that work to produce celestial matter.’ He leaned in as they walked. ‘You have the platinum edition?’

‘So, it’s a game?’ Peregrine peered sideways at the object, then at Faizan, who was staring, enraptured. ‘Can I have a look?’

Cormac did not look up. ‘Nope.’

Peregrine’s nose twitched. If Cormac had stolen that from Hekate’s lab, he was being pretty brazen about it. ‘So, where do you think we are going?’ she asked.

‘Probably to the Schola Physicae.’ Cormac pocketed the CosCube and shrugged.

‘The Schola Physicae . . .’ That was what had been on Linus’s lanyard. ‘Is that a different school? Different from the Academy, I mean?’

Cormac shook his head. ‘It’s still part of the Academy. The buildings are split up into different departments, see?’ He pointed to a building made from glass panels behind a low wall. ‘That’s the Schola Botanicae, and that one up there –’ he pointed to a tall, bullet-shaped building – ‘is the Schola Astronomie.’

Peregrine groaned. There was so much to take in, she felt like a hungry bear slapping at a wave of salmon and missing every single one. ‘I hope you’re getting this,’ she muttered to GrumBug, who clicked merrily on her tracksuit.

Cormac dropped his hand. ‘I haven’t really found my way around yet either.’

‘Oh?’ Peregrine snorted. He didn’t look particularly lost. ‘You’re not from Cosmopolis, then?’

Cormac shook his head. ‘I live near the coast, with my mum. She doesn’t much like the city; she finds it too . . . intense.’ He turned the corner of his mouth up, almost as if he was apologising.

Peregrine was going to ask more, maybe about his uncle who liked loud music, but Linus gestured them forward. ‘Quickly, you two!’ Linus had one paw on a panel and was holding a glass door open.

‘Quickly!’ Cormac mimicked the badger. Peregrine bit back a laugh as she hurried in after him.

‘I saw that,’ Linus growled as the door shut behind them with a metallic clang.

‘Whoa,’ Peregrine whispered. They were in what looked like a giant sports hall, but instead of the climbing frames that Peregrine was used to, wooden spears, swords and shields hung on the walls. Peregrine would have loved to have PE in here, rather than in St Margaret’s gym, which always smelled faintly of dead mouse.

Around the weapons were paintings of warriors, all wearing armour except for one, who was wearing a leopard skin. ‘Who are they?’ Peregrine pointed.

‘You’ve never heard of the Argonauts?’ Petra tutted. ‘What do they teach in those Terran schools?’

‘Manners?’ Peregrine offered, quietly.

‘What did you say?’ Petra snapped at her.

Peregrine coughed. ‘Er, the Argonauts went to seek the golden fleece, right?’ She did recognise the name from her mythology books, but even if she hadn’t, there was no reason for Petra to be mean.

‘Right . . .’ Petra rolled her eyes before muttering, ‘Terran.’

Peregrine’s next words were thankfully drowned out by Linus booming, ‘QUIET!’

She scowled at Petra, as Linus clapped his paws together. ‘Games rules dictate that I am to give you one day of training in some of the more traditional –’ Linus air-quoted – ‘skills that might be, er, helpful –’ he air-quoted again – ‘on Games Day.’ He waved a paw at the wall of weapons.

Tia and Tappis whooped as Peregrine’s eyes widened. What had her mum said? A camp, but with swords? Penelope had never let Peregrine use weapons in their training sessions, but Peregrine had seen the wooden staff leaning against the wall in her mum’s office. Was this where her mum had learned to fight? In this hall? The wings at the back of Peregrine’s chest fluttered.

‘You should know that no matter how much you train,’ Linus continued, hooking Peregrine out of the memory, ‘there is very little that will prepare you for what awaits you in that stadium.’

Faizan let out a squeak, which made Peregrine feel for a split second that she was back at St Margaret’s.

‘But I will tell you this.’ Linus coughed. ‘The fight for the golden apple is about more than strength; it is about guts, determination, and –’ he tapped his furry chest – ‘heart.’

Peregrine’s palm flew to her own chest. Guts? Determination? Heart? Yes! She clung on to Linus’s words like a parachute. Surely she had proven that she had those?

Linus placed his rucksack down on the gym floor and took out his CosPad. ‘The fight for the apple begins here –’ he tapped a button and a holo-pic of a stadium appeared, spinning slowly – ‘at Cosmopolis stadium. And it ends here –’ another holo-pic appeared of a tree with a pulsing dot in the middle ‘– at the Great Tree.’

Out of the corner of her eye, Peregrine could see Bella leaning forward, her eyes ravenous.

‘The champions . . .’ Linus pressed another button and eight glowing figures appeared. ‘That’s you lot.’

Tia coughed.

‘Ah, sorry, Tia.’ Linus clicked another button and two of the figures grew an extra set of legs. ‘The champions have sixty minutes to retrieve the golden apple, from the very first cannon sounding –’ a firework popped over the stadium – ‘until seven cannons fire in quick succession.’ Seven fireworks opened like blue flowers, raining blue glitter down on the tiny stadium.

Sixty minutes. One hour. Peregrine shook her head. After just one hour, one of them in this room would have the apple, would have magic. For a moment she imagined holding it, heavy in her hands. That apple could change everything.

‘Traditionally, there are three trials, in which champions can be knocked out at any time.’ One by one the glowing figures – both two-and four-legged – disappeared. ‘These trials are controlled by the Games Masters.’

Games Masters. Peregrine nodded, thankful to hear a term that she understood.

Linus clicked another button and the stadium vanished, replaced by blue holo-pics of three figures wearing long-sleeved glittering robes that made them all look as if they were going to a Halloween party dressed as either wizards or seventies rock musicians. They were spinning slowly.

‘Master Zephyr –’ Linus indicated a long-haired rotund figure, whose sky-blue gown billowed around him – ‘is a Class B weather sprite.’ Linus pointed at the second figure, who had a pointed face, a fin-like hairstyle and gills like Petra. ‘Master Triton is a B Plus marid, so perhaps there will be a water trial in these Games?’

‘I will win that one,’ Petra said simply.

‘Then –’ Linus’s striped face glowed blue from the hologram – ‘there is Master Fantasia.’

Peregrine looked closer at the woman. ‘Master?’ she asked.

Linus nodded. ‘Yes, “master” is gender-neutral.’

Cassius rolled their eyes. ‘Yeah, it really isn’t, though, is it?’

Peregrine grinned. Fantasia looked about Peregrine’s mum’s age, and just as nimble. She was moving her ringed fingers as quickly as her dark-rimmed eyes, which rolled in their sockets. Peregrine gasped. She knew it was only a holo-pic but she could swear, that in that instant, the projection was looking right at her.

Suddenly, Peregrine’s vision blurred. She was still in the gymnasium – the outlines of the weapons and the people were still visible – but she was also, somehow, in a library. Her heart quickened. The library . . . it was Alexandria, it was on fire! It was . . . gone.

The vision dispersed, but Peregrine was left panting. Her heart thumped wildly and her chest heaved. Had anyone else seen it? She looked to her fellow champions, who were all still looking attentively at Linus, waiting for his next instruction. Peregrine glanced at the tiny figure of Fantasia, who was smiling. Had she been smiling before? In the warm hall, Peregrine suddenly felt a sharp chill.

‘A controversial posting, as many of you will know, as Fantasia is a B Plus murmur.’ Linus shook his head. ‘Her forte is glamours. Mind tricks.’

Mind tricks. Peregrine placed her hand on her temple. Her head was throbbing.

Linus pressed another button and the holo-pics disappeared. You could have heard an apple pin drop. Peregrine looked at Bella. Her lips were pressed together, but she was moving her mouth in a way that looked as if she was quite literally biting her tongue. Peregrine grimaced. And Bella thought she was gross.

‘Now.’ Linus clapped his paws and turned to the weapon wall. ‘Who has thrown a javelin before?’

Everyone, apart from Peregrine, put their hand up.
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PEREGRINE

Location: Schola Physicae, Chiron Academy, Sappho Lane, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.258

Peregrine tugged on the training jumpsuit. It was bulkier than the ones she’d worn before, and it was padded and covered in small shiny metallic dots. She jumped up and down and the dots lit up in a sequence similar to the buttons on a lift in a fancy hotel. She grinned.

‘The suits are shielded, though of course we still expect a few scrapes.’ Linus pointed to a black briefcase stamped with two gold serpents wrapped around a staff.

‘Scrapes?’ Faizan asked, his hands darting to his elbows, then to his knees.

‘Best not dwell.’ Linus gathered them in to demonstrate. ‘We will start with Swipe and Duck – standard rules.’

‘Swipe and . . . duck?’ Peregrine looked at Linus.

‘Swipe.’ Linus tossed blunt metal swords to Cormac, Tia and Bella. ‘And DUCK.’ Linus rolled a shield to Peregrine as if it was a car tyre. Then one to Faizan, Tappis and Petra. ‘You fight in pairs – one with a sword, one with a shield.’

Linus gestured to Cassius to come forward, then reached up and tapped them lightly on the shoulder. All of the suit’s metallic discs went green. ‘If the sword hits, then you get a point. Five points on the suit –’ Linus tapped Cassius four more times and the dots went red – ‘then you win. Ten points on the shield, you also win. You have until I blow the whistle to get ten points. If you don’t get ten points by the time the whistle blows, then your partner with the shield wins. Got it?’

The champions nodded. ‘Good.’ Linus handed Cassius his sword. ‘Winner takes all.’

‘Um.’ Holding his shield steady, Faizan put up his hand. ‘Isn’t that a bit unfair?’

‘I suppose it is a bit.’ Linus raised his eyebrows. ‘Let’s get going, shall we?’

‘Don’t worry, little mouse.’ Tia patted Faizan on the back. ‘A shield never gets to the final round. Just remember to duck, hey?’

Thinly padded mats were dragged forward to offer some kind of protection for when they fell or – Peregrine side-eyed Petra – were shoved.

Linus separated the champions into two lines, as though they were preparing to charge each other in a very small battle. ‘Quinn and Rodriguez, Knox and Rose . . . there you go.’ He ushered Bella into place opposite Cassius. ‘Luda and Holmes, Khan and Holmes, here.’

Linus lifted up a small, hairy paw. ‘Good. Each time you hear my whistle, you will move to the next opponent. Do you understand?’

Peregrine stared down at her shield. It was covered in the same metallic dots as the sword and jumpsuit, but these dots were placed on the branches of a tree. ‘Like apples,’ Peregrine whispered. She traced the design with her finger. This was the same symbol that she’d seen on the back of Rowan’s jumpsuit. She hadn’t recognised it at the time, but this must be the tree she’d seen in the square, the one that held the golden apple. What had Linus called it? The Great Tree?

‘Champions, are you ready?’ Linus bellowed.

Cormac was opposite her, grinning. ‘So, you feeling lucky?’ He danced sideways. ‘Terran?’

Peregrine flipped her shield and pressed a button at the back. Two metal straps buckled around her forearm, tightening with a mechanical click. She grinned back, bounced once, and stuck a thumb up.

Linus’s whistle pierced the air.

Cormac rolled his sword around his hand, and before Peregrine could arrange her feet, Cormac sliced his sword through the air like a tennis racket. Peregrine swerved, so Cormac’s sword glanced off her shield. The shield lit up in green, as if the tree had spontaneously grown leaves. One point to Cormac.

Cormac now cut low, as if to slice through her Achilles tendon. Peregrine jumped, but before he could readjust, she landed two-footed on his sword. The shock caused Cormac to let go of the sword and topple backwards. ‘Oh!’ he yelled in surprise.

Peregrine froze. She was still standing on his sword. Was this even allowed? She stared at Cormac’s shocked expression, and then watched it crack into a laugh.

‘That’s a fancy move, you know, for a Terran.’ He lay flat on his back then rolled sideways, still laughing. ‘Your mum teach you that one?’

Peregrine grinned, relieved. She held out a hand to help Cormac up. ‘Yeah, I reckon she did.’

‘Well, that figures.’ Petra was to the left of Cormac, dancing around Tia, her sword moving as gracefully as a serpent through water. Tia was doing well to avoid the blows. ‘Point.’ Most of them, anyway.

Peregrine hefted her shield. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It means that I saw you.’ Petra did not take her eyes from Tia, who was trying to use her height, and hooves, to her advantage. ‘You cheated.’

Cormac rolled his eyes. ‘It’s a game, Petra.’

‘It’s not just a game,’ Petra snapped, tapping Tia on her knee. ‘It’s a fight – point – and a fight has rules. Or did they forget to teach you that in Terran school too?’

‘Fighting’s not really part of our school curriculum.’ Peregrine crossed her arms over her chest. ‘It’s more, you know, maths, and design and technology, and –’

The whistle blew. ‘Winners, move on!’ Linus called.

‘Thank Hera,’ Faizan breathed, as he rolled sideways away from a triumphant Tappis.

Peregrine was still glowering at Petra when Bella stepped in front of her. ‘Hi, Penguin.’ Bella smiled so her braces glittered like tiny knives.

Peregrine’s fingernails once again dug into her burning palms. From the frying pan and into the fire. Fan-flooing-tastic.

Linus blew the whistle again. ‘Go!’

Bella immediately surged towards Peregrine, her sword jabbing at Peregrine’s stomach like a viper.

Peregrine’s suit turned green. ‘OW!’ she yelled, sliding right.

‘Better keep up, Penguin.’ Bella’s eyes flashed as she raised her sword high and then struck it down.

Peregrine only just lifted her shield fast enough. The clang of the metal echoed through the room as Peregrine was pushed back by the force of the blow. ‘Ooft!’ The shield turned green. Another point. Peregrine gritted her teeth. She refused to lose this easily, especially to someone who couldn’t even remember her name. ‘My name isn’t –’

CLANG.

Bella’s sword crashed down again on Peregrine’s shield, which turned green and then buzzed a vivid blue. The shield seemed to get heavier on Peregrine’s arm.

‘Hey!’ Peregrine’s heart jumped as she bent her knees, intending to move into a crouch, but she didn’t have enough time before Bella’s next blow hit her shield.

CLANG. The blue light vibrated, making the metallic echo sound as if it was covered in cotton wool. Perhaps this was what Linus had meant by ‘shielded’?

There was a power to the hit that Peregrine was not expecting. Turns out the shield wasn’t either. Its blue light flickered.

CLANG. CLANG.

The bones in Peregrine’s arm juddered and a laser-like pain seared through her shoulder. ‘Stop it!’ She was yelling, but her words were muffled by the shield.

‘Winners, move on!’ Linus blew his whistle.

CLANG.

‘Move ON!’

CLANG.

Peregrine could hear Linus’s paws thudding across the gymnasium. She looked out from behind the shield to see whether she could roll to safety. There, right beside her, was a . . . mountain lion! Or rather, a painting of one. Peregrine bit back a scream. The lion’s golden eyes were fixed on her, its muscular shoulders winged back as if ready to pounce.

The next strike drew Peregrine’s attention back to the fight with a painful judder. CLANG.

‘You –’ Bella hissed as her sword hit the metal shield, almost drowning out her words – ‘are not supposed to be here.’

CLANG.

Something twitched inside Peregrine’s brain, like the tiny spark that fizzes in a light bulb just before it goes out. She squeezed her eyes shut, making everything dark. No, she wasn’t supposed to be here. Here, huddled behind a shield waiting to be hit again. Petra was right, this was a fight. And Peregrine knew how to fight.

The light bulb fizzed back on, and Peregrine’s eyes snapped open to see Bella lifting up her sword. Before Bella could swing it down, Peregrine had pressed her hand into the gym floor and jumped her feet underneath her. She then pushed off using the full force of her legs, shoving her shield up and forward.

She heard a small, but definite, crack.

Bella shrieked as Peregrine rolled to one side and leapt up. Bella had dropped her sword and had both hands over her nose. Peregrine gasped and pressed the button on her shield so it, too, fell to the floor with a dull metallic thud.

Blood, the colour of wine, was soaking the front of Bella’s jumpsuit. And everyone was staring at Peregrine.

‘I didn’t mean . . .’ Peregrine began. She stepped towards Bella, her shoe slipping on some of the blood.

‘Don’t!’ Bella spat behind her hand. She took a purple silk square from her sleeve, and dabbed at her nose.

Linus looked at Bella, then at Peregrine, then at the abandoned weapons, and then at the pool of blood. ‘We’ve got quite the makings of a Greek tragedy here, haven’t we?’ He opened his black briefcase and brought out a wodge of gauze and a can of Ice It Now. ‘Best not dwell. Now, Bella.’ He shook the can. ‘Where does it hurt?’

Bella glared at him, lowering the silk square to show the blood still gushing from her nose.

‘Moorfvhat,’ Cormac muttered, then immediately slapped a hand over his mouth.

Faizan gasped and Linus wheeled on Cormac. ‘I will NOT have that kind of language in my school, Rodriguez!’

Peregrine was still shocked, but also confused that Linus seemed more cross about the swearing than the nosebleed.

Cormac, his hand still over his mouth, mumbled, ‘Sorry.’

‘Hmm.’ Linus shook the can of Ice It Now and turned back to Bella. ‘This might sting a little.’

Bella only just had time to close her eyes before an icy cloud shot from the can, and hit her full in the face.
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HEKATE

Location: Dorm 107, West Quarter, the Stables, Chiron Academy, Mountain Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.258

‘That cow almost broke my nose.’

‘Linus? I thought he was a badger?’ Dionysus was flicking through one of the Chiron Academy textbooks Hekate had arranged on the desk as props to her disguise. Introduction to Botanical Ritual. Child’s play. ‘Funny who –’ Dionysus snorted – ‘what they let on the Mountain these days.’

‘Funny.’ The word carried no hint of amusement, however, because Hekate’s nose was not a laughing matter. Vital? Yes. The subject of both intellectual curiosity and tabloid speculation? Of course. Amusing? No. She lifted it up now, dabbing at the last flakes of blood encrusted around her nostril.

She needed to be more careful. She didn’t know how much damage to this body would affect her true form. The Hebera flowers Hekate had used to create her disguise were an experimental drug and, though she was loath to admit it, had been made illegal for a number of fairly good reasons. You would have thought eternal youth was a bit passé for a realm stuffed with immortals but, it turns out, vanity never gets old.

She wiggled her nose and let out an involuntary squeak, like the sound of a rusted spring.

Dionysus raised his eyebrows, but Hekate ignored him. She had decided early on in their partnership – and that was what it was – not to be starstruck by his divinity. He was a Cosmic, yes, but it was she, Hekate, who had been chosen by Discord.

Hekate tossed the blood-stained tissue into the recyclone. It was true that she owed him a debt; he had, after all, snatched her from the portal in Alexandria. He’d also contributed a few key players to her plans for the Games. But that still didn’t mean he was her boss. Quite the opposite, in fact. He needed her.

When Dionysus had saved Hekate from the burning library, he had made it clear that it was an olive branch of sorts. He wanted to rekindle his alliance with Discord, and aid in her return from exile.

Once this had been established, it had simply been a matter of planning. And Hekate was an Architect, so planning – along with poisoning – was what she knew best. She had decided that if she couldn’t get her mistress back from the Fourth Realm via a portal, then she would use the only thing she could reasonably rely upon: herself.

Hekate moved her tongue over her braces. It was worth it. It had to be. The apple would supercharge her ability to move between realms, enabling her to not only travel to the Fourth Realm, but also to bring Discord back with her. Hekate pressed against the crystal hanging from her throat. And with the return of her mistress, she wouldn’t need anyone else, not even Dionysus.

Dionysus closed the book and looked up. ‘What are you thinking about?’

Hekate smiled and turned to face him. ‘The future.’

‘Oh good. I’ve been thinking about that too.’ Dionysus brought a cigarette packet out of his jacket pocket.

Smoking really was the most disgusting and overtly mortal affectation; Dionysus had no doubt adopted it after watching too many Terran gangster films. Which also explained the baggy trousers.

Hekate wrinkled her nose, then winced at the effort. Anger tickled at her like a sneeze. She had let that child hurt her again, but this would be the last time.

‘What do you reckon Discord’s take is on reinstating Tartarus? I’m not much for fire and brimstone myself, but there is a certain poetry to it.’ Dionysus took out a cigarette and waved it around like a baton. ‘And I do like a bit of poetry.’

He lit the cigarette and watched the end burn. ‘Especially when it means watching old Zeus boil in lava . . .’ He smiled, perhaps picturing it. ‘Poetically.’ Hekate nodded. Dionysus was a spoilt child with an expensive suit, a hurt ego and a vile smoking habit, but she could sense the rage bubbling beneath the surface. It made him dangerous. And – at least for the moment – dangerous was what she needed.

‘You decide what happens to the Cosmics, that was the deal.’ Hekate’s tone was flat. The Cosmics’ fates did not concern her. When her mistress was released, a New Order of Chaos would begin, a chance to begin entirely anew. That was what mattered, and she would do anything – to anyone – to make sure that happened. Dionysus took a drag of his cigarette. ‘So, how do you see this future of ours?’

‘Me? I see the future as . . .’ Hekate turned back to the mirror, imagining the Mountain, the Academy and specifically Peregrine, on fire. She smiled. ‘Bright, very bright indeed.’
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PEREGRINE

Location: The Dining Hall, the Stables, Chiron Academy, Mountain Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.258

Peregrine trailed behind her fellow champions as Linus herded them into the dining hall. It felt as if her shoes were filling with sand, getting heavier with each step. She had quite possibly just broken Bella’s nose. A student in a magenta jumpsuit turned to point at her, whispering to his neighbour. Peregrine winced, realising that it wouldn’t be long before everyone knew about it. Great job being undercover, Penguin.

She looked behind her. They’d been told they needed to be back in the Schola Physicae in an hour. Peregrine could go back to her room and think really hard about what she had done. Maybe write Bella a long apology note or record a video message? Her CosWatch could probably do that.

But then again, she was hungry. Turns out desperately trying to stop your arm from being broken did work up a bit of an appetite.

She inhaled. The faint charcoal-like smell of slightly burnt potatoes wafted towards her from the stone dishes arranged on the tables. That was just how she liked them: crispy around the edges. She could also see heaps of bright salad being tonged onto students’ plates by staff in midnight-blue aprons stamped with the same gold tree crest. At the other end of the vast hall there was a bookcase filled with teapots and mugs, next to a row of copper taps that had steam swirling from the spouts. On a raised platform above the line of taps sat Linus and half a dozen others in indigo robes, who Peregrine assumed were his fellow teachers. Sunlight streamed through the stained-glass windows behind them.

In front of the platform were rows of long wooden tables, and on one of them, wearing a band T-shirt with what looked like an old goat on it, was . . .

‘Pear-grinn!’ Cal waved and gestured at the two metal trays in front of him, both of which were filled with oozing wedges of lasagne, slices of rich dark chocolate cake and cups of a fruit that looked a bit like apricot, but pink.

Peregrine headed towards him then stopped, her smile slipping. Had Sibyll heard what had happened? Was Cal here to tell her that she was being sent back to the Terran Realm? She sat down opposite him. ‘Hi . . .’ she said cautiously.

‘How are you?’ Cal beamed. ‘Made any new friends?’ He picked up the copper pepper shaker and twisted it over his lasagne, then hovered it over Peregrine’s questioningly.

Peregrine shook her head in relief. So Cal hadn’t heard. ‘We just did some training, and I –’ it felt almost too awful to admit – ‘I hurt someone.’

‘Oh.’ Cal sneezed into his handkerchief. ‘Badly?’

Peregrine thought for a moment. Bella had obviously been very angry, but not in much pain. ‘No, no, I don’t think so.’

‘I’m no expert, but I hear these things sometimes happen when you’re learning.’ Cal tucked his handkerchief back into his sleeve and nudged her tray forward. ‘Are you hurt at all?’ He took out his CosPad and jotted something down.

‘No, I . . .’ Peregrine’s voice trailed off. ‘Cal, did my mum send you here to check up on me?’

Cal shook his head, put the CosPad away and picked up a checked napkin. ‘No?’

‘Cal?’ Peregrine narrowed her eyes.

‘Yes.’ Cal’s shaking head swivelled into a nod. ‘Yes, OK, yes.’

‘I knew it!’

Cal tucked the napkin into the collar of his T-shirt, which Peregrine now saw said Pan at the Disco. ‘Your mum is very scary, Pear-grinn.’

‘Yeah, scary and annoying.’ Peregrine picked up her fork and looked over Cal’s head. ‘Oh, hi, Mum!’

Cal jumped and glanced quickly at the empty space behind him.

Peregrine snorted.

‘Oh yes, very funny.’ Cal wiggled his hands over his tray and picked up his lasagne square. ‘Terran humour.’ He shook his head then took a bite out of the lasagne, as if it was a sandwich. ‘Hilariousff.’

‘Hmm.’ Peregrine was looking at the Academy students. She was imagining wearing one of their jumpsuits, maybe a copper Architect one, or an olive-green one like Rowan’s. What would it be like to actually be a Chiron Academy student rather than just a visitor? She frowned. Were there many Terran students here?

‘What’s wrongff, Pear-grinnff?’ Cal said, sauce dripping into his beard. ‘Are you worried about what happened in training? These things are really very common, you know.’

‘A little.’ Peregrine tore her eyes away from the students and prodded her lasagne again. ‘It’s just . . .’ She glanced at the table where the other champions were all laughing and nudging each other. ‘I thought I’d feel different in the Cosmic Realm.’ Her face felt hot. ‘You know – not so out of place.’ The truth burned in her throat. ‘But I don’t. I just feel like I do at school. As if I –’ she inhaled – ‘don’t fit.’

‘Well, of course you don’t fit!’ Cal said, a little too quickly.

‘Cal!’ Peregrine dropped her fork on the tray with a clatter. ‘You’re not supposed to agree!’

‘What I mean is,’ Cal wiped his hands on his napkin, ‘that I also know a thing or two about not feeling like you belong.’ He pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘I don’t know if you know this, Pear-grinn, but not many fauns decide to work on the Mountain. In fact, none do.’ He paused. ‘Not really our style – not historically anyway.’

Peregrine stared at the faun. Cal, brilliant and bumbling and brave, was what she thought the Cosmic Realm was. He had been her first introduction to this world, after Daedalus, and the idea that he also felt that he didn’t belong here was – well, what would Daedalus say? Centaur droppings!

Cal dabbed at the corners of his mouth, picked up the slice of chocolate cake, then swallowed it whole. ‘Delicious. Really, Pear-grinn, you must try.’ Cal tapped himself on the chest, then looked back up at her.

Peregrine was still staring at him. ‘I’m so sorry, Cal,’ she began. ‘I didn’t know.’

‘Oh, don’t be sorry, Pear-grinn.’ Cal smiled. ‘As Nanny Goat always says, you can’t see a snake when you’re standing on it.’

Peregrine blinked.

‘It means that by being . . . different we have a different way of looking. We see things that others can’t. Important things.’

‘Oh.’ Peregrine thought of the lioness she had seen earlier when she’d been crouching behind her shield.

‘Perhaps you don’t fit, Pear-grinn, but the realms are filled with those who belong to more than one world and choose to wander between them.’ Cal smiled kindly. ‘I dare say that not fitting in hasn’t hindered you so far, hmm?’

Peregrine shook her head. No, it really hadn’t.

‘Good.’ Cal nodded seriously. ‘Now, more importantly –’ he looked down at Peregrine’s lasagne – ‘are you going to eat that?’
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CAL

Location: Schola Physicae, Chiron Academy, Sappho Lane, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.258

Cal lingered for a moment in the porch. He’d just walked Peregrine back to the Schola Physicae. She seemed content enough among the other champions, all of whom, as far as Cal could tell, appeared to be more or less in one piece. He wondered for a moment what it would be like to be a champion himself. Then shuddered. Not for all the sandwich fillings in the Foothills. Though he wouldn’t mind getting his hands on that CosCube; he’d always wanted one.

He was thinking about what exactly to report back to Penelope when a stream of thick purple smoke swirled around the doorframe, blocking his exit. The smoke smelled of tar and late nights at the Bacchus Bar. Cal gulped. He knew that smell; every faun from the Foothills did.

The smoke thickened until a gap appeared, revealing a bright-lipped, neatly bearded smile. ‘Well, hello, Callimachus.’ Dionysus raised his eyebrows.

Cal was caught between equal instincts to run and to grovel, but he did not run. Instead, he bowed. ‘What brings you here, my lord?’

Dionysus stepped through the wall of smoke and sucked on his cigarette. ‘I am always here, Callimachus.’ He tapped the wooden theatre mask over the door, so tiny glowing embers flickered down on Cal.

Cal stood up from his bow and sneezed. ‘Right, of course,’ he said, dusting the ash from his curls. He had forgotten that the Academy sometimes used the Schola Physicae for play rehearsals.

‘Athene’s girl has been causing quite a stir . . .’ Dionysus nodded to the gymnasium floor, which was still spotted with blood.

‘Yes.’ Cal shrugged guiltily. ‘She’s a Terran, you know how they

are . . .’ he added, as if this was an excuse for hitting someone. It was an unfortunate stereotype, but Terrans were known to be prone to thoughtless violence. ‘Which is why I wanted to check in.’ He coughed. ‘On behalf of the Terran Communications Department.’

‘Well, you are doing a marvellous job.’ Dionysus tapped his cigarette with the side of his thumb. ‘Nanny Goat would be so . . . proud.’

‘Nanny Goat?’ Cal’s ears twitched; dread trickled down his spine like raindrops on a window.

Dionysus looked up at the grinning theatre mask. ‘Have I not supported your people, Cal? Hmm?’

Cal nodded slowly. Dionysus could always be relied upon to cut the ribbon to a new vineyard in the foothills. It was perhaps because of this availability that he was considered something of a lesser Cosmic – somewhere between a B Plus and an A Level immortal – just holding on to his status in the Pantheon by his cigarette-stained fingernails. Of course, you would never say this, or even think it particularly loudly, not unless you wanted to risk being turned into some kind of sacred rodent.

‘So, you would tell me if there was anything, er, special about this particular champion, wouldn’t you?’ He looked back at Cal. ‘About Peregrine?’

‘Pear-grinn? Special?’ Cal squeaked. The cold drops of dread had pooled somewhere by his knees, and were making them wobble.

‘You must understand my wariness of Athene’s choices, given her history.’ Dionysus relit his cigarette and wafted it about, refilling the porch with smoke. ‘Nasty business with the apple last time, very . . . nasty.’

Cal agreed. It had been nasty. In the previous Cosmic Games, Athene had been accused of placing the answer to a riddle directly into Penelope’s mind. She had denied it, of course, but the Cosmics had been in uproar. And so, despite Penelope’s impressive performance, it had been decided that the apple would be forfeit, and it was consequently destroyed.

‘Hades has still not returned, and Poseidon – well, he’s never been the most level-headed when it comes to Athene’s favourites.’

Cal gulped.

Dionysus twirled his finger in the smoke as if wrapping a ribbon around it. Cal thought that he could make out a familiar face within the smoke: old, with short, curly horns and a turquoise scarf tied around her neck.

‘So, anything I should know?’ Dionysus tugged his finger towards him, and the face – if it had been there at all – disappeared into the smoke.

‘Special?’ Cal repeated. He could feel his face redden. But it wasn’t as if Pear-grinn was cheating. OK, she was here to spy on the other competitors, but that definitely wasn’t the same thing. She was the daughter of a famous Terran. Other than that she was, well, ordinary. Wasn’t she?

Dionysus blinked slowly. It was very unnerving. ‘This is all very . . . festive, Callimachus.’ The Cosmic indicated the white flags embroidered with the golden apple that hung from the ceiling. ‘But let us not forget what these Games are really about, hmm?’

Cal followed Dionysus’s gaze to the gently fluttering flags. ‘You mean the Apple Accords?’ Cal looked at the Cosmic. This was apparently not the answer. Cooperation? Celebration? No, better than that. ‘Peace!’ Cal shouted the word like it was an answer on the popular quiz show Propertius Means Prizes.

‘War.’ Dionysus breathed and the end of his cigarette lit up in fiery red. ‘The Games are a reminder that we, with all our organic farming –’ he was talking about Zeus, Cal thought – ‘and our teaching –’ Professor Demeter – ‘and relentless memos –’ that must be Hera – ‘we are gods. Gods that once broke the sky with our rage, and could again!’ His eyes flashed.

Cal stared, open-mouthed. Wow, there really was a reason why Dionysus was the patron Cosmic of theatre.

‘But for now, we let the children play at being heroes, hoping that this . . . performance is entertainment enough.’ He moved his long fingers towards Cal as if directing a puppet, then leaned forward.

‘I s-see,’ Cal stuttered, stepping back and pushing his glasses up his nose.

‘I hope you do.’ Dionysus smiled grimly. He turned his hands over, revealing an onyx-black card. ‘If you were to . . . er, see anything else, be sure to let me know, hmm?’

Cal took the card. On the back was a gilded mask. It was smiling.

[image: The back of a business card which shows a smiling mask.]

‘Speak my name three times while holding this card, and I will come.’ Dionysus took a step back. ‘Goodbye, Cal.’ And with that, Dionysus vanished into the smoke. The smoke itself did not vanish; it lingered, forming the same face that Cal had thought he’d seen earlier. This time it was unmistakable: kind, wise eyes, the neckline of an expertly knitted cardigan. Nanny Goat.

Zeus’s bolt! Cal’s rapid breathing was blowing the image away so only fragments remained. Would Dionysus really hurt Nanny Goat? No, no. NO. Cal took a long inhale and attempted to calm the rising tide of panic. The Cosmics didn’t do that kind of thing any more, not since the treaty, and definitely not since Hera had taken charge.

Cal shook his head and tucked the card into his cardigan pocket. It was nothing more than a threat. A horrible, mean threat, and one that he would tell absolutely no one about. Just in case.
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PEREGRINE

Location: The Quad, Schola Physicae, Chiron Academy, Sappho Lane, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.258

Peregrine yawned as she followed Cormac into the quad. She patted the mechanical centaur affectionately as they passed. Linus had decided that after the morning’s ‘excitement’ they would spend the afternoon session doing a kind of Cosmic tai chi where they imagined their worries as clouds drifting away from them, over the horizon. Peregrine smiled. It had actually been very relaxing.

‘Peregrine Quinn!’

‘Aargh!’ Peregrine jumped back as blue light seared her eyeballs. ‘WHAT?’ she snapped, lightning forking across her vision.

‘You have an incoming communication.’ There was a definite note of sulk in the centaur’s tone.

‘Oh, sorry.’ Peregrine pressed her palms against her eyes. ‘How do I, er . . . ?’ She looked around.

‘First door to your right.’ The centaur shifted so its bow pointed at a narrow arch to the left of the entrance, then turned so swiftly that its mechanical haunches almost knocked Peregrine over.

‘Thanks, then,’ Peregrine mumbled as she walked towards the arch, careful to give the centaur a wide berth.

‘We’re going to look through some old footage of the Games,’ Cormac called after her. ‘In the snug.’

‘OK!’ Peregrine called back, then paused before adding, ‘Can I join you?’

She saw Cormac roll his eyes, then grin. ‘Well, yeah.’

Peregrine could feel her smile returning as the small door under the arch slid open. Inside was a box-like room, empty but for a chair and a wide blank screen. Peregrine squeezed in. As soon as she sat down a screen flicked on in front of her, and a face emerged.

‘Well?’ Sibyll raised her brows. ‘Have you found anything?’

Peregrine hesitated. ‘Cormac has a CosCube . . .’

‘Which edition?’

‘Platinum, I think . . .’

‘Good for him.’ Sibyll’s expression did not change. ‘And?’

‘Well, Bella and Petra are both pretty mean . . .’

‘Oh yes. That girl Petra does not like you.’ Sibyll chuckled. ‘She mentions it quite a lot in her diary. But other than Bella having what I would consider an excessive beauty regime for a sixteen-year-old, our searches have revealed no sign of foul play there.’ Sibyll looked at her CosWatch.

Hang on. CSI had searched their rooms? Read their diaries? Peregrine’s breathing began to speed up. Her eyes swivelled around the space; was the small room getting smaller?

Sibyll looked back up. ‘Anything else?’

Forcing herself to focus, Peregrine shook her head meekly. ‘No.’

‘Well, I suppose we should be grateful that nothing disastrous has happened.’ Sibyll paused. ‘Yet.’ The giantess leaned back, away from the screen. ‘Keep your eyes open, Peregrine. I’ll be keeping track of you via your Games bracelet.’ The screen went black, then immediately turned back on. ‘Oh, and please phone your mother.’

 

Peregrine entered the cosy cinema room to the sound of whirring curtains. Faizan seemed to have hooked his CosPad up to the large screen and was flicking through old clips on something called CosTube.

Peregrine edged towards Cassius. They were standing by an alcove on the wall and frowning. The sign above the alcove read ‘Just Desserts’.

‘Everything OK?’ Peregrine asked, her voice still a bit shaky.

Cassius’s frown deepened, then they said loudly, ‘Gingerbread.’

‘Gingerbread,’ the computer chirped. The alcove lit up in green,and kernels of festive-smelling popcorn shot down into a small wooden bowl.

‘Welcome to the best thing about the Academy.’ Cassius grinned at her as they grabbed their bowl.

‘Wow!’ Peregrine approached the dispenser. ‘And I just . . . ?’

Cassius nodded. ‘Yup. It does ice cream too.’

Peregrine’s eyes widened. Daedalus had a lot of cool inventions at the apartment, but not a dessert dispenser. She would have to ask him to install one pronto, maybe even in time for their Sunday tea with Raj.

After a moment’s deliberation, Peregrine said, ‘Salted caramel. Please?’

‘Salted caramel,’ the Just Desserts machine repeated.

‘Whoa!’ Peregrine stared at the bowl of hot popcorn that appeared in the alcove. ‘I LOVE the Cosmic Realm!’

‘Glad to hear it. Now sit.’ Cassius laughed as they nudged her forward towards the beanbags, where Peregrine flopped down gratefully. She did not realise who she was sitting next to until she heard Petra’s sharp exhale.

Flooharght. Well, she was here now. Peregrine shoved a handful of popcorn in her mouth to prove just how comfortable she was, and looked around. Everyone was there except Bella, and they were all on beanbags, apart from Tappis and Tia, who were lounging on large red sofas.

‘Shall we start with the most recent Games?’ Petra stretched her arms up and shifted on her beanbag. ‘Makes sense, no?’

Faizan nodded quickly. The screen fuzzed and then filled with a wide shot of a sand-covered arena.

‘That’s the Cosmopolis stadium.’ Cassius settled in on the other side of Peregrine. They threw a piece of popcorn into the air and caught in their mouth. ‘That’s where we’ll start too.’

On the screen there were nine champions standing in a circle. Each of them held a shield and a sword, just like the ones they had practised with. Peregrine leaned in, squinting at the small figures on the screen. These were the most recent Games – that meant one of these champions was her mum.

‘Boring!’ Tappis threw a chocolate-coated kernel at the projector. ‘Let’s get to the action!’

‘Absolutely, yes.’ Faizan obediently sped up the footage.

‘Stop!’ Peregrine called. She’d knocked the bowl from her lap in surprise, scattering popcorn onto the antique rug. The middle of the arena was sinking, as if someone had pulled out the plug. Sand poured in a rapid spiralling pattern down towards the centre, and the champions were scrambling for the edge.

Peregrine couldn’t make out their faces, but she could see her mum’s blonde ponytail. Her fingernails dug into her palm. None of these champions were going fast enough, the sand was pouring too quickly, they were going to be sucked in . . .

‘What are they doing?’ Peregrine leaned towards the screen. Her mum and a couple of others had paused to bend down. They were picking something up . . . Ropes, they were picking up ropes!

‘Moorfvhat,’ Cormac whispered. The whole of the arena floor had disappeared into emptiness. Four champions had either managed to get to the edge or had picked up a rope and were swinging down the side, as if abseiling. But the rest were falling and then they . . . disappeared.

Faizan had his finger over the pause button. It was shaking.

‘Don’t worry, little mouse,’ Tia said, not unkindly. She flicked her tail so it thumped on the sofa. ‘They just reappear again in the Cospital. They’re fine. Well –’ she thew a kernel into her mouth – ‘apart from being losers.’

Tappis took the CosPad from Faizan, who was still staring at the paused screen, open-mouthed. ‘The best bit’s near the end. I’ll show you.’

The events fast-forwarded on the screen as the remaining champions climbed down the ropes into the dark. The next bit of the footage was a bit fuzzy as the lighting was so low, but Peregrine could see there was a huge wooden box, about the size of a portacabin, at the bottom of the pit. Two champions got there almost at the same time.

‘That’s Hawker Giles, Hades’ champion.’ Tappis gestured at the teenager with dark curly hair. ‘And that’s –’

‘Mum!’ Peregrine gulped. Penelope Quinn had slipped from the end of the rope and was standing in front of the box. She had her hands out and seemed to be tracing the engraving, bouncing her fingers lightly along it just as Peregrine had seen her do when examining friezes. Hawker, by contrast, was moving around the perimeter, banging on the box with his palms.

‘Wait for it,’ Petra whispered.

Suddenly, Penelope paused. She turned her head sharply, then walked straight to the furthest side of the box. The cameras swivelled to show her trace a line across the box’s surface all the way to an engraved circle. The circle opened under Penelope’s hand like a hatch and, without missing a beat, Penelope jumped through. She was swiftly followed by Hawker and another champion. The footage paused on the open circle, rays splaying from it like a sun.

‘Those Games only lasted seventeen minutes.’ Petra’s tone was cool. ‘The shortest in Games history. They didn’t even get past three cannons.’

Peregrine squirmed on her beanbag but kept her eyes locked on the screen. The moment when her mum had unlocked the box – that must have been why they had destroyed the apple. The Cosmics had thought that Penelope had – the word snagged in Peregrine’s mind – cheated. Peregrine shook her head. Her mum did not cheat; she didn’t even lie very well.

Suspicion prickled at the back of Peregrine’s mind. Her mum had managed to keep the fact that she knew about the Cosmic Realm secret all these years. Maybe she was better at lying than Peregrine thought?

Peregrine’s attention was brought back to the screen as the footage restarted, showing Penelope tumble out beside the tree. Hawker was there as well, but Penelope was too far ahead for him to catch up. Penelope reached for the apple, her fingers outstretched . . .

‘Next!’ Tia paused the footage.

‘Hey!’ Cormac yelled. ‘We were watching that!’

‘What?’ Tia shrugged. ‘We all know what happened next. Quinn won, Cosmics got mad, apple destroyed.’ She snorted. ‘NEXT!’

Tappis let out a soft neigh and unfolded himself from the sofa. ‘Such a waste, you know?’ He clopped over to the popcorn dispenser. ‘Chocolate mint!’

‘It was a waste.’ Petra had still not taken her eyes from Peregrine. ‘Well, at least no one will be trying anything like that at these Games. Will they, Peregrine?’ She said this calmly, her finger tracing the line of her jaw, just above her gills. ‘You see, some of us had to work to be here.’

It felt as if the temperature in the room had been lowered by the ice of Petra’s stare. ‘Not all of us have famous parents. Famous parents who cheat –’

‘Leave it out, Petra!’ Cassius threw a kernel at Petra, who shrugged.

Peregrine stood up. She didn’t need to stay and listen to this. ‘I’m going to get ready for the fair.’

‘What?’ Cormac sounded offended. ‘But it’s pizza night!’

‘I’m good.’ Peregrine leaned down to grab her bowl and scoop a handful of popcorn from the rug, then darted out of the room. A few steps down the corridor she paused and pressed her back against the wall. She could still hear Cormac and Tappis talking about going to see Giant Freak Out at the fair. Breathe, just breathe. 

Peregrine hugged the bowl to her stomach. The image of her mum’s face swirled in her mind like a ball round a roulette wheel. The moment when her mum had paused, it had looked as if she was in a trance. Was Petra right? Had her mum . . . cheated?

Peregrine shook her head and brought her CosWatch up to her face. She needed to talk to someone about this: someone she knew would listen, someone with pointy, green-tipped ears.
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ROWAN

Location: The Games Fair, Market Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.258

Flashing multicoloured lights; the screams of children on bumper-pods; the click-click-brinng of Arcade whizz-machines. Rowan’s first thought as she nibbled the crisp edge of her golden toffee apple was that this was fun. Rowan’s second thought was that she didn’t particularly like toffee, and that ‘fun’ looked exhausting.

But Peregrine had asked her to come to the fair, and Rowan hadn’t seen her friend since she’d been snatched from the Oxford Botanical Gardens and transplanted to the Academy. She hadn’t spent time with Peregrine since Alexandria, really, and she had sounded so worried on the phone . . .

Huh. Friend. Rowan chewed over the word along with the toffee. Rowan did not go in for friends much. Her studies at the Academy were very intense, and then there were her library shifts. It didn’t leave much time for friends. It was a sticky point, one that her sisters commented on. Often.

Rowan stepped further back from the path to let a family of fauns pass by. Market Street was always busy, but tonight it was rammed with residents, tourists, officials and students all eager to experience what the Games Fair had to offer. To have, Rowan supposed, fun.

A couple of off-shift OPS agents sauntered through the crowd, their arrogance shining from them like hat-high-beams. Rowan screwed up her nose. They both had Games T-shirts on with flashing lilac apples. Apollo fans – no surprises there then.

One of the agents paused at a stall where a faun wearing a red-and-white striped apron was arranging cheese samples on a wooden platter. ‘So, what did the Admiral have to say about the debacle at the Tree the other night?’

Rowan suddenly got very interested in her boots, lingering while she pretended to tie and retie her laces.

The other agent wrinkled his nose. ‘Somebody reported me.’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘And I got my blaster privileges revoked!’ He stared forlornly at the spot on his belt where his HekTek blaster would have been.

‘I’m so sorry, Li.’ The female agent patted him on the back. ‘I know how much you like blasting things.’

Agent Li sniffed, and nodded. ‘I do.’

‘But the kid’s competing, so you never know – she might trip and fry herself on the defence shield. No one would survive that.’

‘Thanks, Sandra.’ Agent Li wiped his nose with his hand. ‘You always know the right thing to – aargh!’

There was a high-pitched shriek. Rowan dropped her toffee apple and stood up, immediately reaching for her CosPad, primed for action (CSI agents were not armed as standard; they had no need to be, they were just very well trained). Rain had appeared as if from nowhere directly over the agents’ heads. Rowan stared as water dripped down their buzz cuts, onto their Games T-shirts and combat trousers, and into their shiny silver boots.

‘These are NEW!’ The woman wrenched one boot off and tipped out a small flood. ‘Where did that come from?’

‘YOU!’ The agents’ faces were thunder as they spotted Rowan.

‘You’re the Librarian who caused that mess at Grand Central.’ Agent Li stormed forward, pointing an accusing finger at Rowan.

Yes. Rowan nodded. Yes, she was.

‘YOU did this!’

Rowan stopped nodding. ‘No, I didn’t!’

A low whistle sounded by her ear – a whistle that Rowan would recognise anywhere. Weather! She smiled as she felt the weather system rush upwards. Rowan hadn’t seen much of the weather recently as she’d been spending so much time in the lab. She had asked if the weather could join her but Olympus Inc. had not loved the idea of a rogue weather system roaming around their offices. And anyway the weather had spent enough time cooped up in the Under Realm tunnels. It was good for them to be outside, see the sites, meet new people . . .

Rowan’s smile faded as she surveyed the angry, dripping faces of the OPS agents. This was just what they needed: an inter-agency brawl in the middle of the Games Fair. ‘Flooharght,’ Rowan muttered.

Rowan saw the tiny hairs on the agent’s head stand up. ‘What did you say?’ His eyes narrowed.

‘Um.’ Rowan coughed. She took a deep, calming breath, and then spoke incredibly fast, trying to remember the exact wording of the cross-agency cooperation memo. ‘The Cosmic Games are a celebration of peace: a chance for solidarity, for unity between agencies, for –’

‘Cheese?’ The faun in the striped apron had moved from behind the stall. She thrust a platter underneath their noses.

‘Ooh.’ Rowan took a long whiff, and almost swooned. All nymphs have heightened olfactory systems and so find cheese platters almost irresistible. The pungent odour of fourteen – no, sixteen – kinds of cheese, each aged in a different cave with subtly different moisture levels, wafted up Rowan’s nose. She let out a little moan.

Agent Li, who was also a nymph – though a nyad, rather than a dryad – looked longingly at the platter, then angrily back at Rowan. ‘I have reached my OPS allocated calorie quotient for today.’ He spoke through gritted teeth.

‘Shame.’ Rowan shook her head as she bit into a slice of oak-smoked cheddar and thought, not for the first time, that being an OPS agent was much worse than being a Librarian.

Agent Li was looking at Rowan, and then the cheese platter, as if deciding which he was more angry at.

‘Come on, Li.’ Agent Sandra tugged at his sleeve. ‘There might be some more of that cave fungus stew back at the barracks.’

‘Yum,’ Rowan muttered as she watched the agents stalk off, their damp, athletic figures disappearing into the crowds.

Her hat tipped forward. ‘Hey!’ She glared up. ‘Yes, I know it was you.’

The weather whistled.

‘I mean it.’ Rowan readjusted her hat. ‘Weren’t you listening? We’re supposed to be working with OPS, remember? On Games security and –’ she lowered her voice – ‘other things.’

A hollow, forlorn sound blew around her ears.

‘Well, as long as you’re sorry.’ A smile tugged at Rowan’s mouth. ‘How long will it take for those boots to dry out, do you think?’

Thanking the faun for the cheese, she bought three packets of the mino-mozzarella and popped them in her pocket. She looked at her CosWatch. She was still a few minutes early. Peregrine had asked Rowan to meet at the crossroads. It was as good a place as any, as the Games Fair didn’t have an official entrance as such. The stalls trickled like a river all the way from the stadium to the collection of Arcade games and rides that occupied the outside of the square.

She was about to amble back when FlutterBug clicked, agitating the weather, which whooshed over Rowan’s head. ‘What?’ Rowan spun around. ‘What is it?’

The CosBug hovered off Rowan’s collar and flew between two stalls towards a Games banner flapping in the evening breeze. A sprite pushing a hover-trolley moved in front, but when they shifted, Rowan saw that the apple embroidered on the banner was changing. No, not just changing, it was rotting. Rowan’s stomach lurched. This was just like the incident in Grand Central Library, but this time the apple disappeared completely and in its place a large embroidered figure appeared. It was Zeus, holding a lightning bolt, and he was angry. Emotions rolled over Rowan, making her feel as if she was on a boat – and she did not get on well with boats, or any vehicles really. Pushing down the rising nausea, she stumbled forward in a zig-zag pattern.

She knew that image of Zeus. It was the same as the mural that Tyron had painted in the Under Realm. This had to be the work of the rebels, just like Sibyll had said, but how did they know about Tyron’s mural? Suspicion nibbled at Rowan’s neck like bark-lice – was Tyron caught up in this somehow? The old centaur had never liked Olympus . . .

No. Rowan shook her head. Tyron had agreed to put aside his misgivings about Olympus Inc. Hadn’t he? Another wave of nausea rolled over her.

And then she saw them – the same trio of orange and red striped spiders that she had seen the day before. They were climbing down the flagpole!

An angry FlutterBug met them just as they reached the ground and started to scuttle along the cobbles. ‘Wait!’ Rowan stepped forward, watching the spiders weave around the hooves, paws, talons and boots of the gathered shoppers. ‘Excuse me . . . I just need to . . .’

Her words splintered and she froze, watching in horror as one by one the spiders ran into an open terracotta pot. But it wasn’t just any pot; it was a Cosmic Animus Negator, or CAN for short. Rowan had only seen them in old CSI reports. They were highly restricted objects: rightly so, as their main function was to trap sentient magical creatures and quell their spirits.

Fury shot through Rowan’s body as she looked up to see who was holding the CAN, likely without the proper licence. Eyes the colour of frost stared back at her.

The weather sprite was wearing denim cut-offs and a ragged denim jacket. Rowan had to hand it to him: double denim was a hard look to pull off, especially when you were blue.

‘Are you responsible for that graffiti?’ Rowan stepped forward, her hand reaching for the Librarian’s Handbook in her jumpsuit pocket. She paused. Would the Handbook have information on how to deal with rebels?

The sprite gave her a half-smile, screwed the lid on the CAN, and winked. He then tucked the CAN under his arm and made off at a jog through the crowd.

The weather flew forward with an excited whistle, almost knocking over the apron-wearing faun. Rowan paused to help steady them before, with one hand on her hat, rushing after the sprite herself. He was moving quickly – left, then right, then left again. Rowan’s legs screamed; they were not used to this.

Turning a corner, she skidded to a stop in front of a centaur wearing a biker jacket. He was standing directly in her way and looking up at the sky.

‘Move!’ Rowan yelled, then added, ‘Please!’

‘What makes you think that your need is greater than mine, dryad?’ the centaur said slowly, without turning his head.

Rowan waved her arms. Why did immortals find it so hard to have a sense of urgency? ‘I’m on Olympus business!’

‘Oh, Olympus business.’ The centaur sighed. ‘And that means that you can just order people around?’

‘No! I mean, yes! That’s our job!’ Rowan took a calming breath. ‘And this is an emergency!’ She moved to the left to try to pass the centaur, but he trotted forward to block her.

He pointed up. ‘Perhaps if you looked a little bit beyond your immediate present –’

Rowan did not have time for this. She ducked underneath the centaur then, scrambling between his legs, and got up and kept running. ‘Thank you!’ she called over her shoulder.

‘That was VERY rude!’ the centaur yelled after her.

Rowan knew she would have to deal with a complaint about that later, and the thought of the extra admin fired another shot of fury through her limbs, propelling her forward. She scanned the crowd for the sprite.

There he was, at the edge of the market, and still clutching the CAN under his arm. Rowan gritted her teeth. It would be too easy for him to hide in the square; she had to get to him before then.

The sprite was fast, but for someone so obviously agile, he seemed to be finding it hard to navigate the crowds and so, remarkably, Rowan was gaining on him.

Just before he got to the fair, he turned and threw the CAN up into the air. Rowan gasped and FlutterBug whirred anxiously next to her. ‘STOP!’ Rowan yelled. She couldn’t believe he was being so casual with the CAN – there were living creatures in there!

With another infuriating wink, the sprite caught the CAN, then sprinted through the gate.

‘Ugh!’ Rowan ran after him. Her legs were tired, and she was full of toffee and different kinds of cheeses. She weaved around the popcorn stands, the bumper-pods and the hoop-a-champ, where you could win an action figure of the champion of your choice. A dozen tiny Bellas scowled at Rowan from the stall as she passed.

She was almost at the centre of the square now. This – thank Hera – was surely the end of the line. The Realm Tree had been cordoned off and if the Pea Hen Defence Shield wasn’t enough of a deterrent, there were half a dozen OPS agents stalking the perimeter to shoo away any over-eager tourists. There was no way the sprite would get past them.

The sprite seemed to think this too, as he was slowing down. Rowan touched her hand to her hat. First, she would ask him to hand over the CAN. Second, she would arrest him. She nodded. Yes. And third, she would ask him how he knew about the Under Realm mural. Her brow furrowed. Or second, she would ask him and third, she would arrest him. Yes, that’s what she would do. She scratched her ear. She’d never actually arrested anyone before, but she was fairly confident of the theory.

Beside the Tree was a huge Ferris wheel made up of massive glass apples, each pulsing with golden moss-light. Enthusiastic punters were boarding the glass carriages in twos or threes. Rowan saw the sprite passing by the lowest apple.

Rowan halted. ‘Stop that sprite!’ she called.

An elderly female faun with a crocheted floral hat and a turquoise scarf was about to step into a carriage. Instead, she turned and grabbed the sprite’s wrist. ‘What did you do, young man?’

Rowan was shocked. It had worked!

The sprite also looked genuinely surprised. He shook his arm. The old faun tutted, but did not let go.

Emboldened by the bravery of the old faun, Rowan grinned. She would definitely catch him now. ‘There’s nowhere for you to go!’ Rowan yelled across the crowd, who were turning to see what all the fuss was about. A few CosPads flashed.

Rowan was almost upon them: ten metres, five, then . . .

The sprite smiled slyly and spoke in a voice that grated like sandpaper. ‘Oh, there’s always somewhere to go.’ He beat his wings once and lifted into the air.
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‘Aaaargh!’ the old faun squealed. She was still holding on to the sprite’s denim sleeve, which was lucky as they must have been forty metres off the ground. ‘Rogue! Scoundrel! Braggart! Is this how you treat your elders?’

‘Elders? Lady, I’m two hundred years old!’

‘Two hundred years old, ha! I’ve got pickles that are older than that.’ She slapped the sprite with her purse. ‘Now take me DOWN! I will be having a word with my grandson about you. He’s a CSI agent, you know!’

‘Ow!’ The sprite’s cool veneer was wobbling. He dropped to a metre off the ground then shook his arm again, this time harder.

‘Oh!’ The faun yelped as she slipped, falling from the sprite’s arm. The crowd in the market gasped, while the crowd above on the wheel mouthed their horror with their noses pressed to the glass. The weather blew a breeze through Rowan’s hair.

‘Ooh!’ The elderly faun paused just off the ground, bouncing on an invisible cushion of air, before landing in an awkward but undamaged heap.

‘Oh, thank Hera!’ Rowan looked over her shoulder. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered. The weather whistled in response.

Rowan rushed forward to help the faun up, but was pushed away. Rowan yelped. The old faun was surprisingly strong. ‘Don’t worry about me, girl. Go after him!’ She waved her purse skyward. ‘Behaviour like that – well I never.’

‘Oh, OK.’ Rowan looked up. The sprite had now flapped to half the height of the wheel. Rowan groaned. This was going to make the front page of The Muse Letter for sure.

Out of the corner of her eye, Rowan saw an Invisible, the woman’s finger pressed to her earpiece. Rowan looked again, and she was gone. There was no point in asking her to help anyway; the Grey Ladies would report, not interfere.

Rowan turned to look pleadingly at the OPS agents stationed around the Tree. One went to step forward but a very damp, very familiar off-duty agent moved to whisper in his colleague’s ear. Rowan’s heart sank as the agent nodded, and stepped back into his guard position.

‘SERIOUSLY?’ she yelled. ‘You have to help me!’

All of the OPS agents crossed their arms in sync, proving her wrong.

‘So much for cross-agency cooperation!’ she yelled. ‘Flooharght!’ She couldn’t let that sprite go. He was her only real lead to the rebels. If she caught him, she could prove that the break-in at Hekate’s lab was something less sinister, something less dangerous, than they feared. Something less than . . . Discord.

Rowan gulped, turned, and sprinted towards the Pod rank at the edge of the market. A row of IrisPods was waiting there for tired shoppers or customers who had drunk too much St Elmo’s Fire ale to remember how to use the tramline.

A rider in a rainbow unitard was leaning against her rickshaw, popping a piece of bubblegum the same shade of hot pink as her hair. Upon seeing Rowan, she sucked the bubblegum back into her mouth. ‘Yo! You cool?’

‘No.’ Rowan had no time to answer obvious questions. She was not, nor ever had she been, cool. ‘I’m CSI.’ Rowan panted. Even on a temperature level she was, at this moment, very, very warm. ‘I need you to follow that sprite.’ She pointed at the dusky blue figure that was flapping over the river.

‘Sweet! I’m Pop –’ The rider’s bubblegum bubbled, then popped on cue. ‘Poppy.’

‘Yes, yes.’ Rowan leapt into the rickshaw; they really didn’t have time for introductions. ‘Just hurry, he’s getting away!’

Poppy shrugged, and as she did so her wings – which were striped blue-grey like a jay bird – ruffled on her back. Pulling her driving goggles down from her gold cycle helmet, Poppy jumped onto the seat of her cycle and with a loud, and very conspicuous, ‘Yeeee-haaa!’ she kicked off from the ground.

‘Well done, dear!’ Rowan looked down to see the old faun waving her handbag at her encouragingly.

Pulling her CosGogs on, Rowan waved a very formal I-am-just-doing-my-job-ma’am wave back, then turned forward to search for her quarry. The sprite was still a way ahead of them. Rowan scrambled for her CosPad. ‘Chief Inspector?’

Sibyll’s large, wise head appeared on the screen veiled in steam. Her great tangled locks were wrapped in a towel, and one of her eyes was covered with a slice of karula root. ‘I’m off duty, Agent Strong,’ she growled.

‘Oh, ah, apologies, Chief, but I’m in pursuit of a suspect.’ She had never said those words before outside of simulations. Librarians, as a rule, did not pursue anything – other than knowledge, of course. ‘A weather sprite. Probable link to the Cosmic Games sabotage.’

‘Huh.’ The karula root slice plopped off Sibyll’s eye as she sat up.

‘He’s heading towards the city walls.’

‘I see. Keep in pursuit, Agent, but don’t engage. I’ll put out a call to send back-up to your location.’

Rowan nodded. ‘But we’re in the air, how will you –’

The CosPad fuzzed out.

‘Can we go any faster?’ Rowan called.

Poppy looked over her shoulder, her pink hair flicking in the wind. ‘You givin’ me permission to break the speed limit?’

Rowan gritted her teeth. Breaking the rules was not something Rowan particularly enjoyed, despite what the recent additions to her personnel file implied. But needs must. ‘Yes, absolutely yes.’

‘You got it!’ Rowan watched as Poppy’s wings thumped the air like a swimmer’s arms slice through water. ‘All right! Now y’all get yourselves strapped in!’ Poppy called. ‘We’re surfing the air currents and the dampeners have been acting up, so hold on TIGHT!’

Immediately the IrisPod pitched forward, and Rowan was thrown back in her seat. Nausea rose in her gut as she grabbed the seat belt and clicked it in place. She took a long, steady breath. ‘Do not be sick,’ she whispered. ‘Do not be sick.’

At least they were going faster. The lights of the fair fell away as they travelled over the city walls and further from Cosmopolis. Minutes flew by as the excited bustle of the city quietened and was replaced by the steady thump-thump of Poppy’s wings and the whooshing of the wind through the rickshaw. The air was getting cooler: not only were they high up, but they must be getting closer to the ocean.

Rowan thrust her hands into her armpits. All the heat from running had drained from her body and she was starting to shiver. A moment later a warm breeze swirled around the Pod, lifting Rowan’s curls and wrapping her in a hug. Rowan smiled. The weather was still here, then.

‘Have you got a weather system up there?’ Poppy called back. ‘That is rad!’

‘Uh-huh . . .’ Rowan was warmer, but she was still worried. The only buildings she could see were the occasional farmstead. They really weren’t in Cosmopolis any more.

‘M-maybe we should turn back?’ Rowan’s teeth chattered. ‘Poppy?’

IrisPods were fuelled by wing-power, and Rowan was starting to think that Poppy wouldn’t have enough in the tank to get them back. Rowan was just about to demand that they give up and turn around when she noticed that the sprite was losing altitude. Relief washed over her. He must also be running out of puff.

She looked down, then instantly regretted it. They were over a cliff, and the cliff edge was getting closer.

‘POPPY!’ IrisPods were relatively short-range transport; there was no way Poppy would have enough power to take them across the sea. ‘Poppy, slow down!’

The IrisPod dipped, and then Rowan’s stomach flipped. The IrisPod followed the sprite in short, sharp jerks as he zigzagged across the sky, finally coming to land just a few metres from the cliff’s edge.

SLAM.

The rickshaw thumped onto the ground – first the wheels, then the carriage. Poppy’s IrisPod sped straight at the sprite, only turning at the last moment to squeal to a stop. Rowan took a ragged breath before opening the Pod door and falling out onto the grass.

Clawing her way back up to standing, Rowan pointed a finger at the sprite. ‘You.’ She gasped. ‘Are.’ And again. ‘Under arrest.’ She sucked in air, proud that she had got that many words out without vomiting. She looked at the sprite’s eyes, icy and determined. ‘Who exactly am I arresting?’

The sprite smiled. ‘Mayflower.’ He bowed his head. ‘Jarvis Mayflower.’

Why was he smiling? ‘Well, Mr Mayflower, you are going to have a lot of questions to answer back at Olympus Headquarters.’ Rowan readjusted her hat. ‘We will be going there shortly – just give me a . . . minute.’ Rowan bent down with her hands on her knees. ‘Do not be sick,’ she whispered.

There was a faint squeaking sound. She looked up and saw Jarvis was unscrewing the CAN. ‘I should think so too!’ Rowan put her hands on her hips. The spider trio scuttled out onto the grass.

Wind blew around Rowan’s ears. ‘We should be off.’

‘There’s no hurry.’ There was a resonance to Jarvis’s tone, something that hadn’t been there before. ‘Why don’t you come over here?’

Rowan huffed. ‘I will NOT!’

A low whistling floated on the cool breeze.

‘That’s it, just a little further . . .’ Jarvis’s words were soft, almost song-like.

The whistling continued, it was getting further away from Rowan and closer to . . . him. Dread skittered down Rowan’s spine. ‘What are you doing?’

‘What a safe home I have for you, where no one will ever leave you again . . .’

In one nauseating flash, Rowan realised what was happening. Jarvis was a weather sprite, and one of the unique abilities of weather sprites was to charm the weather. And Jarvis was definitely charming: he was kneeling now, the CAN open in his hands.

Rowan heard a gentle whooshing as the weather flowed towards Jarvis.

‘Very good,’ he called. ‘Very, very good.’

All tiredness forgotten, Rowan rushed forward. ‘Stop it, you can’t –’

SLAM. The CAN snapped shut. Jarvis looked up at Rowan, his eyes narrowing.

‘Let the weather out right now!’ Rowan moved forward to grab the CAN, but Jarvis stepped back so he was almost at the cliff edge.

‘What? You think the weather belongs to you? You and your Olympus abandoned the weather, remember.’ The sprite held up the CAN and shook it. ‘Poor Weather.’

Rowan skidded to a halt. ‘Abandoned? What do you mean, abandoned?’

‘Olympus Inc. abandoned the weather when they left the Under Realm.’ Jarvis tutted. ‘So of course the weather followed you out, like a lost puppy, clinging to the first people who showed them any kind of attention.’ He shook the CAN again.

Rowan narrowed her eyes. How did Jarvis know that the weather was from the Under Realm? That mission had been a secret. First the mural and now this. Somebody must be leaking information to the rebels!

‘Poor Weather. Separated from its sprites. Unwanted.’ He looked back at Rowan. ‘And unthought of. Pretty typical of Olympus, wouldn’t you say? To forget about those that are under their care?’

An inconvenient memory slid into Rowan’s mind, like a train arriving late into a station. It was Hansel Pine telling her that a Thunderbolt missile was heading to Alexandria to destroy not only the portal, but Daedalus as well. At the time, Rowan had not believed that Olympus Inc. could do anything so calculated, so . . . cruel.

But Olympus Inc. had decided that sacrificing Daedalus’s life was worth the destruction of the portal. Rowan hated to admit it, but she had briefly agreed with them. All of Rowan’s training had taught her that the safety of the Cosmic Realm was more important than anything else. But she had been wrong. It had been Peregrine who had made her see that there were more important things than her job, than her duty, and it had been Peregrine who had been the one to risk her life to save Daedalus, to save them all.

Rowan shook her head. This was not the time to think about all that; she was at work.

Jarvis cocked his head. ‘I know independent thought isn’t something they teach you at the Academy –’ he tapped his skull – ‘but you should try thinking about that sometime.’

Rowan glowered at him. She had enough patronising lectures from OPS agents; she didn’t need any from criminals. ‘I think that you’re a –’

Jarvis cut her off. ‘Olympus Inc. is out of touch, Agent. It’s run by Cosmics, by gods, for Hera’s sake.’ Jarvis rolled his eyes. ‘We want a free Cosmopolis. We want elections and we want Hera off the Council.’

Rowan stared. She wasn’t Olympus Inc.’s biggest fan, not lately anyway, but the Cosmics had always been in charge. Did the rebels want a full-blown revolution? If so, they could have chosen a better time!

Rowan took a step towards Jarvis. ‘Look, just give us back the weather and I can let you off with a warning.’

Jarvis snorted and tossed the CAN upwards. ‘Nope.’

Rowan gritted her teeth. That was it, they’d talked enough. She side-eyed Poppy. ‘Do you think you can catch him if he flies again?’

Poppy popped her gum. ‘Yup.’

‘My friends and I deserve to be heard,’ Jarvis breathed.

‘Oh, really?’ Rowan crossed her arms of her chest. ‘What friends?’ That fact that it was most likely a planned manoeuvre didn’t make what happened next any less cool. From the edge of the cliff behind Jarvis emerged a hand, then two, then a dozen. Rowan took a step back. Flooharght.

Jarvis smiled. ‘These friends.’

Half a dozen cloaked figures stepped onto the cliff. Rowan peered closer. Maybe she would recognise some of their faces from the CSI criminal database. Their hoods shielded their identities but from their heights, and ability to hover, Rowan thought that most were sprites, with a few nyads too. She shook her head, disgusted. She would have thought the nymphs at least would have had more sense than to join the criminal underworld.

Poppy unwrapped another stick of gum. ‘So, what do we do, boss?’ she whispered.

‘Er . . .’ Rowan scratched her left ear. The rebels didn’t seem to be physically threatening them, but they could hardly let them just fly away with the weather. ‘Well . . .’

The sound of sirens blasted through her thoughts. Jarvis, still with the CAN clutched under his arm, saluted. ‘See you later, Agent.’

‘No, I will see you –’

Before Rowan could finish her second cliché of the evening, Jarvis disappeared over the edge of the cliff. CosQuads buzzed over Rowan’s head, their white-blue searchlights illuminating the cliff and the stretch of water before them.

She ran forward, the wind whipping at her scarf. But the rebels were gone. And so was the weather.
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Peregrine prodded her new CosWatch. Rowan was late. Rowan was never late. Annoying, yes. Rude, definitely. But not late.

Peregrine gave up on the prodding and instead cast her gaze along the jaggedly paved, crowded road that led up to the Mountain. Where was she?

‘Hmm.’ Cal was right next to Peregrine. He had been given the job of being her chaperone and was taking the job very seriously indeed. Peregrine didn’t know why she needed a chaperone exactly. She was perfectly capable of navigating the fair by herself, and anyway Rowan would be with her. Well, she was supposed to be with her.

GrumBug clicked. Cal’s twitchiness was infectious.

‘Maybe we should just go in?’ Peregrine tapped another message out to Rowan on her CosWatch; she was steadily getting the hang of it. ‘Linus told us that we should try and get an early night, and I heard that there was this band playing –’

‘You looking for your friend?’

Peregrine snapped her head towards a booth where a large, stubble-chinned man was sitting in front of a glass cabinet lined with glistening, sticky toffee apples.

‘Tall?’ The man leaned forward and turned his mouth into an exaggerated frown. ‘Face like this?’

‘Yes, that’s her!’ Cal was bouncing on the spot and pointing. ‘Her face looks exactly like that! Uncanny.’

Peregrine side-eyed Cal, who shrugged. ‘Well, she does,’ he muttered.

‘I’ve done a little theatre in my time.’ The man tipped his cap. ‘I once understudied with Hansel Pine, if you can believe it? That was before he made it big, of course –’

‘You said you’d seen my friend?’ Peregrine interrupted.

‘She left a while ago.’ The man waved at some tents. ‘Looked like she was in a hurry too.’

Peregrine’s face fell. ‘She . . . left?’

Cal gave Peregrine’s shoulder a squeeze. ‘She’s probably been called back to the Mountain.’ He sighed. ‘A Librarian’s work is never done.’

Peregrine scowled. She wanted to talk to Rowan about Sibyll’s instructions. Rowan, more than anyone, would understand her conflict between what Olympus wanted from her and what she thought was a kind of betrayal of her fellow champions. Peregrine’s nose twitched as she remembered that she hadn’t been very understanding of Rowan’s struggles in the Under Realm, or of how difficult it must have been for Rowan to go against Olympus’s orders.

She also wanted to know if Rowan had found out anything else about what had been stolen from the lab. ‘She could have sent a message,’ she mumbled.

Cal was standing on tiptoe on a stool in front of the booth. He handed a couple of copper-coloured coins to the man, who swapped them for a toffee apple and a mug of coffee.

Peregrine’s mum had explained the coinage system to her. The small copper coins were dinars. There were thirty dinars to an obol, and six obols to a drachma. Peregrine hadn’t seen an obol or a drachma yet, but she had twenty denarii in her pocket that her mum had given her – and another ten from Daedalus.

Cal stepped down carefully and offered Peregrine the apple. ‘Looks like it’s just you and me, Pear-grinn!’ Cal’s eyes were so wide behind his glasses that he looked a bit like a blinking, bearded owl. ‘What shall we do first?’

‘Thanks, Cal.’ Peregrine took the toffee apple gratefully. After all, she might only be in the Cosmic Realm for a few days, so she should make the most of it. ‘I was thinking we could find where Giant Freak Out were playing – they sound fun. And loud.’ She licked the toffee, trying to remember what else Cormac had recommended. Suddenly sparks appeared at the edge of her vision. ‘Whoa.’ She stepped back, feeling unsteady on her feet. ‘What –’

The man from the stall was at Peregrine’s side in a flash. ‘Ah.’ He grabbed the apple out of Peregrine’s hand and threw it behind him, then manoeuvred her onto a stool where she sat staring at the scene that had appeared in front of her. Instead of the twilight sky and the golden twinkle of fairy lights, there was fire. Everywhere. Peregrine gasped, her heart thumping in her chest. Lightning was falling from the sky and a glowering bearded face appeared in a cloud above. Peregrine blinked. ‘Who is that?’ she asked, pointing upwards.

Cal’s face appeared in front of her, temporarily blocking out the lightning-streaked sky. His eyes were getting wider and wider. ‘Pear-grinn! Can you hear me?’ He turned to the stall holder, furious. ‘What in Hera’s name is going on?’

‘Sorry about this, mate.’ The man coughed and scratched his chin. ‘We’ve had a few bad apples turn up. Someone’s idea of a joke.’

‘Bad . . . apples,’ Peregrine repeated. She felt like the man was far away. Or perhaps she was. Yes, that was it. She was drifting, drifting away.

Peregrine scanned the sky again. Her sparking vision was slowly turning back to normal, the flames were receding and the lightning had stopped. Only the face remained. Zeus. Peregrine remembered his portrait from the hospital. She also remembered the plaque underneath the portrait: Zeus the protector.

The man pressed a cup of something into Peregrine’s hands. It smelled of chocolate, and something citrussy. Marmalade.

‘It’s not a very funny joke,’ Cal snapped.

Peregrine giggled, and sipped.

‘Oh, it only lasts a moment. No lasting damage.’ The man clicked his fingers in front of Peregrine’s face. ‘Just a little illusion. Probably some sprites trying out a new charm.’

‘Trying out a new charm on children?’ Cal blustered.

The man shrugged. ‘She’s all right.’

Peregrine was all right. The cloud face was gone now, and the marmalade hot chocolate was delicious. She sat on her stool sipping her drink, and looked up at them both.

The apple seller took another step towards Cal, his head becoming rounder and rounder, like an apple. ‘Maybe you don’t mention this to anyone, eh?’

Cal pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘Maybe you stop offering apples to children until you’re sure they’re not POISONED?’ He paused, coughed, then added meekly. ‘Eh?’

Peregrine tottered to her feet. ‘I’m fine, Cal!’ She took a breath, then took a considered step sideways. ‘Totally fine.’

‘See?’ The apple seller nodded to Peregrine, who still had her feet and arms wide in a star-shape. The ground had almost stopped moving.

Cal looked like he was about to say something, then took hold of Peregrine’s sleeve and pulled. ‘Let’s go, Pear-grinn.’

‘But –’

Cal kept tugging.

‘Mmm.’ Peregrine took one last slurp of the warm chocolatey drink and thrust the cup back at the stallholder. ‘Thank you!’ She hiccupped, then wiped her mouth with her other sleeve. ‘That was lovely!’

As Cal dragged Peregrine away from the stall, she saw two women in dark grey suits out of the corner of her blurred vision. One had a finger to her ear, and they were walking at a brisk pace towards the stall.

‘Cal, I keep seeing these people in . . . suits?’ Peregrine wasn’t sure. Maybe this was an illusion too? ‘I saw them the day I got here. I thought I might have been imagining it, but . . .’

‘Ah, you mean the Invisibles.’ Cal looked over his shoulder. ‘They work for Hades.’

‘Oh.’ Peregrine had seen a statue of Hades in the Under Realm: tweed suit, a tight, serious smile, about thirty metres high. ‘Invisibles?’ she repeated.

‘They’re not actually invisible.’

Peregrine nodded. ‘Yep, I got that.’

‘They can shift within realms, which means they don’t tend to stay in one place for very long.’ Cal let go of Peregrine’s sleeve in front of a row of red-and-gold striped tents and took off his spectacles. ‘It looks like Hades wants to be kept informed about the Games.’ He breathed on the lenses, then wiped them on his cardigan. Peregrine thought he looked a bit shaken.

‘Invisibles . . .’ She hiccupped.

Cal put his glasses back on. ‘I have no idea how I’m going to explain this to your mother.’

‘Explain what?’ Peregrine shrugged, then hiccupped again. Penelope had opted to stay away from the Games Fair; apparently there had been quite the ruckus when she’d been recognised at Grand Central Library. When Peregrine had called to tell her about the Games Fair, Penelope had used this as an opportunity to explain – adding Daedalus to the call – that just because Peregrine was now thirteen, that did not mean she was allowed to do everything, and also had anyone noticed how much evil had been around recently?

Daedalus had listened, nodding, and then had explained that while he would very much like to spend quality time with Peregrine, he did not want to go to the fair, actually. But he could do with a new set of cufflinks, so if anyone saw any nice ones, he would appreciate it, thank you.

Cal got out his CosPad. Peregrine leaned over to see that he was messaging her mum. ‘Pear-grinn poisoned.’ Cal sighed, deleted it and retyped. ‘Pear-grinn almost poisoned.’ His finger hovered over the send button. ‘I’ll tell her later,’ he mumbled, then pocketed the device. He pointed to a stall selling Games T-shirts. They were white and had golden apples on the front that kept changing colour. ‘I’ve got mine, of course.’ Cal patted his chest where the apple on the T-shirt would be. ‘Olympus Inc. staff aren’t really supposed to show who they’re supporting until Games Day, but –’ his voice dropped to a whisper – ‘I would be supporting you.’

Peregrine grinned. A family of fauns walked past them, all dressed in orange. Her grin widened. They must be supporting Faizan. Peregrine’s eyes drifted to the stall behind the fauns. It was selling what looked like toy hot air balloons in jewel-like colours. They bobbed up and down above the table, pulsing as they did so.

Peregrine edged closer. In the basket of the nearest hot air balloon – which was a vivid emerald – was what Peregrine recognised as a miniature fire fern. ‘Whoa,’ she whispered. The delicate frond must be letting hot air out as it uncurled, allowing the balloon to lift.

Peregrine’s thumb traced the frond-shaped scars on her palm – reminders of when she’d had to grasp Portal One’s vines to help destroy it. She closed her eyes for a moment and took a breath.

‘Do you like it?’

Peregrine’s eyes snapped open. The vendor of the stall had bucked her head forward in between the balloons. She had quick-moving eyes and tawny feathers where hair would have been. She was tapping the glowing emerald balloon so it bobbed more vigorously.

‘Er . . .’ Peregrine put her hand in her pocket for the denarii her mum had given her. Maybe she could buy one for Rowan? On second thoughts, given their recent encounter with a burning library, buying Rowan something flammable probably wasn’t the best plan.

‘Callimachus?’

Peregrine spun at the sound of a new voice. Cal’s face was moon-pale and he seemed to be chanting some kind of prayer, or possibly song lyrics.

Peregrine leaned sideways to see who had spoken. An older faun wearing a purple cardigan and a bright pink bucket hat festooned with crocheted flowers was trotting towards them at a considerable pace. Peregrine could see Cal’s Adam’s apple wobble as he gulped.

‘CALLIMACHUS!’

Peregrine looked again at Cal’s fearful expression. ‘Cal, is that your –’

‘Ma!’ Cal’s eyes were still wide with terror, but he stretched his mouth into a smile as he swivelled to embrace the woman. ‘Pear-grinn, this is my Ma-Goat, Loreta Thorn. Ma, may I introduce you to Pear-grinn Quinn?’ Cal made a grand, sweeping gesture. ‘Athene’s champion!’

‘This is Penelope Quinn’s daughter?’ Loreta cocked her head to the side. ‘She’s a bit short, isn’t she?’ She looked back at Cal.

‘I’m thirteen!’ Peregrine began, but Cal coughed.

‘You got the Games tickets in the post, then?’ He adjusted a button on his waistcoat.

‘Yes, we did!’ Loreta picked out two shining gold tickets from her crocheted clutch purse. ‘These are excellent seats. Will you thank whoever sorted them for us?’

‘I will, of course.’ Cal’s hand was shaking a little, making his coffee spill over the edge. ‘Did you, um, also get my CosMail about my promotion?’ He tapped his lanyard.

‘Yes, yes.’ Loreta put the tickets back in her purse.

Peregrine’s attention wandered from Cal’s ma back to the balloons. The vendor had moved from behind the stall. Peregrine noted with wonder that she had chicken legs. She blinked. Petra’s words echoed in her head. That’s rude, you know.

‘Would you like to take a closer look?’

Peregrine blushed. ‘Well . . .’

The woman scratched a long raptor claw in the dirt and pushed the emerald balloon so it hovered in front of Peregrine. ‘They’re not just pretty, you know. They also help you focus, calm your thoughts.’ Her voice lowered. ‘I bet you have a lot of thoughts that need calming, don’t you, little hero?’

The green light pulsed in front of Peregrine’s eyes and images appeared around the glowing orb, like bubbles. ‘Yes, lots of thoughts,’ she said. There in one bubble was Portal One in Alexandria, and there, in another, was Daedalus lying on the apartment floor. Then, just as suddenly as they had appeared, the bubbles popped. Peregrine did feel calmer. Maybe one of the balloons wouldn’t be such a bad gift for Rowan after all . . .

‘You probably have some doubts. Being the youngest hero, being a mortal . . .’

More bubbles appeared. Bella sneering at her. Petra telling her that she’d cheated, that her mum had cheated. These bubbles didn’t pop. Instead they hovered and . . . were they becoming bigger?

‘That is just about enough of that!’ An oddly familiar voice broke through Peregrine’s reverie.

‘Leave me be, Zel!’ The balloon woman clucked and fluffed up her feathers. She tapped the balloon again. ‘Keep focusing, hero –’

‘She doesn’t want any of your cheap charms and trickery, Felicity.’

Peregrine wasn’t sure where the voice had come from. ‘What? Actually, I’d quite like –’

But she didn’t finish her sentence, because someone grabbed hold of her sleeves and yanked.
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THUMP. It was a very soft, very pink landing. ‘Whoa.’ Peregrine looked up. She had landed in, or rather had been dropped into, a silken blue tent whose sides rippled like the bottom of a swimming pool. The tent was lined with bookcases and cabinets, all with intricately inlaid mother-of-pearl doors, and above them, hung like mobiles, were words: inspire, peace and brilliance.

Peregrine squirmed on the pastel pink cushion. ‘Where am I?’ She had to call over the music, which sounded a little like wind chimes and also a little like whale song.

‘Mmm.’

Peregrine leaned sideways around a mosaic-tiled pole to see a willowy, pale-haired woman sitting cross-legged on another pile of cushions, these ones purple. Asleep on her lap was a sleek white cat. The woman had her eyes shut in an attitude of complete serenity.

‘Hey!’ Peregrine blinked. ‘How did you get there so fast?’ She pointed to the pile of cushions.

The woman held up a hand, then opened her eyes. ‘I have been waiting for you, Peregrine Quinn.’ She stroked the cat, whose purr filled the tent like the sound of a chainsaw in a forest.

‘Waiting?’ Peregrine edged forward on her seat, so her feet could touch one of the purple furry rugs that were scattered across the floor. ‘But you grabbed me –’

‘Mmm,’ the woman hummed, and placed one hand over her heart. ‘Destiny works in mysterious ways.’

‘Is that your name?’ Peregrine went to stand up. ‘Are you Destiny? Because grabbing someone isn’t mysterious.’ She walked towards what she assumed was the door of the tent, as it was the only side without any bookcases. ‘It’s assault.’ She looked back to the woman to make sure she had heard her.

The woman’s stance had not changed. She was still smiling at Peregrine with a wan, vague expression. Then, without warning, she laughed.

Peregrine stared, then inched further towards the door. The cat, also surprised at the woman’s laughter, jumped off her lap and onto the floor.

‘My name is not Destiny.’ The woman stopped laughing. ‘Though I do like that.’ Her gaze flicked to the row of pastel pink mugs, which all had a loopy Z printed on them. ‘No, too late to rebrand now.’ She sighed. ‘My name is Zelendine.’ She paused, as if waiting for a reaction from Peregrine. When none was forthcoming she added, through gritted teeth, ‘Zelendine Wynn.’

Peregrine stopped moving and turned. ‘Wynn? As in, Nim Wynn?’

Zelendine sighed. ‘Yes, Nim is my sister. My twin sister.’

‘Oh!’ Well, that explained the tent’s water theme. Hang on. ‘Did you say twin sister?’ Peregrine squinted at the woman. Her skin was smooth and much less crinkled than Nim’s, and her eyes were a pale, dawn blue, to Nim’s algae-green. She also looked about half a century younger.

Zelendine flicked a lock of starlight-silver hair from her face. ‘Non-identical.’

‘Right . . .’ Peregrine nodded slowly. ‘Nim is a friend of mine.’

‘Mmm.’ That sound again. ‘I heard that my sister had returned, perhaps because of you? What a . . . gift for my dear sister to grace the Cosmic Realm with her presence once more.’ She leaned down and stroked the cat all the way to its tail. ‘Has she tried to give you any weapons yet?’

Peregrine remembered her first meeting with Nim in Kew Gardens. She had indeed tried to arm Peregrine and Rowan for their trip into the Under Realm. ‘Well –’

‘Always trying to give people weapons.’ Zelendine shook her head. ‘She got in quite a lot of trouble for it at school. Me – well, I’ve always preferred the subtler art of attuning to the Cosmos.’ She pointed above her head, at what Peregrine assumed was the Cosmos, until she glanced up and saw the sign that had previously been hidden by the pillar.

[image: A door plate, which reads: Zelendine Wynn, Prophetic Insight and Constellation Consultancy]

The wings at the back of Peregrine’s chest beat with such force that she coughed. ‘Prophetic insight?’ The question was out of Peregrine’s mouth before she could stop herself. ‘You work with prophecies?’

‘Oh yes.’ Zelendine stroked the cat on her lap. ‘I could help you, Peregrine.’

Peregrine hesitated. Girl with wings who soars so far, you do not know yet who you are. She remembered Nim: her eyes white and pupil-less when she had delivered those words, her voice unrecognisable as it echoed off the walls of the Under Realm station.

She bit her lip. That was hardly a prophecy. ‘Help me? Do you mean for the Games?’ Peregrine suggested. ‘Because I don’t think I’m actually allowed help, apart from with training.’

The woman paused in her stroking for a moment, before continuing. ‘Not with training, exactly . . .’

You do not know yet who you are. Could Zelendine help Peregrine find out what that meant? Peregrine took a step towards the door. No. Even if Zelendine was Nim’s sister, this whole situation was creepy – the cat especially. ‘I should go. My friend Cal will be looking for me . . .’

Zelendine leaned forward, pressing the fingers of one hand to her temple. She spoke in a melodic lilting tone. ‘You have much to prove, Peregrine, much to discover.’

‘Yep.’ Peregrine stepped backwards towards the door. This woman might not be evil, but she was clearly a little unhinged. Peregrine already had enough to explain to her mum with the poisoning. If she got out now, she might be able to get away with saying she’d got lost rather than been kidnapped. Again.

Peregrine had one hand on the tent flap when Zelendine called, ‘Don’t you want to hear what I have to say . . . girl with wings?’
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Cal’s hand reached instinctively for Dionysus’s card in his cardigan pocket. ‘How is Nanny Goat, Ma?’ he asked, trying to sound casual. ‘All . . . OK?’

‘Oh fine, fine.’ Ma Goat waved her hand. ‘You know, Nanny. Never complains.’ Ma shook her head. ‘She wanted to come to the Games with us, can you believe it? At her age!’ She tutted. ‘I explained that it would be fully televised with all those fancy CosCams they have now, so she shouldn’t worry. And we set her up with that CosPad you sent us.’

‘Thank you.’ Cal nodded glumly. He would have liked to have seen Nanny, of course. But with so many people in the city, it probably would have been quite uncomfortable for her. She couldn’t trot as well as she used to. Plus, now with Dionysus to think about, it was definitely better that she stay away. He was still dwelling on these thoughts when Ma Goat coughed.

‘Callimachus.’

Cal blinked. ‘Er, yes, sorry, Ma.’

Ma Goat looked at him with Medusa-like intensity. ‘I want to talk to you about your cousin, Mervyn.’

‘Mervyn. Yes, of course, he is very talented.’ Even though this was true, Cal said this through gritted teeth. Mervyn was talented. He excelled in piping, jigging and wine-making (all a faun’s traditional skills). He was also about as arrogant as a pegasus with a Race rosette, especially now that he was the supporting act for the opening ceremony.

‘He is talented.’ The Thorn clan pride in Ma’s voice scorched Cal’s ears. ‘But do you know what else he is, Callimachus?’

‘Family?’ Cal guessed.

‘He is family.’ Ma Goat had yet to blink. ‘And you know how important family is.’

Cal chewed the coffee cup silently.

‘Callimachus?’

‘Yes, Ma.’ Cal rubbed his temples.

‘Wonderful. So you’ll watch the opening ceremony with us then?’

‘I might have to work, Ma. You know how busy it’s been –’

‘It is going to be such a treat for the family to see Mervyn performing at the Cosmic Games. Such a treat.’ Ma Goat picked out a couple of sweets from her purse and thrust one into Cal’s hand. When she spoke again, it was with a toffee in her mouth. ‘I wonder whether Mervyn could introduce us to Pan. You know he’s performing, don’t you?’

‘I know Mervyn’s performing.’ Cal looked over his shoulder. Where had Peregrine got to?

‘Not Mervyn.’ Ma sighed. ‘Pan.’

‘What?’ Cal stopped rubbing his temples. ‘Pan? The Pan?’

‘Don’t say “what”, say “pardon”.’ Ma Goat put another toffee in her mouth. ‘And of course the Pan. It was all over The Muse Letter this morning. A surprise performance!’ She put her hands over her heart. ‘It’ll take me back to when your father and I first met. Why, Pan hasn’t performed for –’

‘Ninety-seven years,’ Cal whispered. There were not many faun-ish things that Cal loved, apart from Nanny Goat. But Pan, the forest god, the legend – well, Cal wasn’t made of marble.

‘Oh, this is going to be divine, Callimachus! I will be rooting for your little friend on Games Day.’ She looked around.

‘Friend?’ Cal blinked.

‘Yes!’ Ma Goat chewed, pointing behind Cal. ‘The one who just got pulled into that tent.’
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Peregrine froze. Girl with wings? Girl with wings who soars so far, you do not know yet who you are. She turned to Zelendine. ‘Do you know what that means?’

Zelendine had her eyes open. ‘Oh good, I’ve got your attention.’ She gestured to the pile of pink cushions. ‘Now sit.’

Peregrine eyed the cushions. She had not talked to Nim about what she had said in the Under Realm – not yet. Peregrine wasn’t even sure that she would remember. She felt the familiar thrum of wings behind her ribcage and sat down.

As soon as Peregrine’s bum touched the cushions, the light in the tent changed. The central pole started spinning, light bouncing off the mosaic shells like a disco ball. Peregrine leaned back. She had an odd feeling, and that feeling was seasickness.

GrumBug clicked. ‘It’s all right.’ Peregrine patted her pocket. The words were not just for the CosBug.

Zelendine unfolded her legs and, sliding off the cushions, flounced to one of the cabinets, her pink skirt wafting as she walked. Taking a thumb-sized gold key from around her neck, she used it to open the cabinet door. ‘So, how would you like to do this?’

Peregrine shifted in her seat. ‘Do what?’

Zelendine sighed in what, to Peregrine, sounded like a very Nim-like manner. ‘Your prophecy interpretation, Peregrine.’

‘But it’s not a prophecy –’

‘You have a choice.’

Peregrine looked over Zelendine’s shoulder. Inside the cabinet was a collection of items, including a mirror, a large ceramic jar and a pack of what Peregrine assumed were tarot cards.

‘Are you going to use cards?’ Peregrine asked.

‘Cards?’ Zelendine spun and stared at her. ‘CARDS?’ The cat meowed. ‘What kind of operation do you think I’m running here, Peregrine?’ She crossed her arms over her chest.

Peregrine looked at the inspirational signage. ‘Er . . .’

‘Cards, honestly,’ Zelendine muttered before hefting a crystal ball from the shelf and setting it down on the table.

Peregrine leaned forward. The ball was balanced on a plinth that had the letters OI engraved on it. ‘A crystal ball?’ The opal surface sparked with tiny electric-blue lightning bolts. Peregrine jolted backwards.

‘Not just any crystal ball; this is an Oracle Intelligence unit.’ Zelendine looked down at the ball lovingly. ‘All the top mystiques are using them.’

GrumBug clicked in warning and Peregrine looked towards the door. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea. Cal must be wondering where she was; perhaps she should send him a message. She brought her wrist towards her face and was just about to speak into the CosWatch when Zelendine looked up sharply.

‘Or there is . . . the HypnoCat.’

‘HypnoCat?’

Smiling, Zelendine picked up the snoozing feline by its armpits and held it in front of Peregrine’s face. ‘Say hello, Cyril.’

The cat opened its eyes to reveal irises the same rose colour as the cushion. ‘MEOW.’

‘Aargh!’ Peregrine pushed the back of her skull into the chair, trying to get away from the slowly blinking cat. ‘Er, ball! I choose the BALL!’

‘Are you sure?’ Zelendine moved the cat closer to Peregrine’s face, its lower half swinging back and forth like a pendulum.

‘I’m sure,’ Peregrine repeated, firmly.

Zelendine plonked herself down next to the table and settled Cyril on her lap. ‘Fine.’ She rolled up her sleeves and nudged the crystal ball towards Peregrine. ‘Let’s begin. Place your hands here, like so.’

Peregrine did as she was told, hovering her hands over the gently sparking ball. There was a faint buzzing from the jar vibrating in the cabinet.

‘What was that?’

‘Concentrate, please, Peregrine.’

‘Sorry.’ Peregrine looked across at Zelendine, whose pale eyes reflected the blue-grey glow of the ball. ‘I do appreciate you helping me, but . . . why are you helping me?’

Zelendine tilted her head to the side. ‘You said it yourself, Peregrine – you are my dear sister’s . . . friend.’ There was a pause as Zelendine let the answer float in the space between them. ‘And as much as my sister and I differ in our understanding of this plane of reality –’ Zelendine waved a hand above her head – ‘she does have a habit of choosing winners.’ She gazed into the glowing orb. ‘Your mother, for example . . .’ Zelendine stretched her fingers so they clicked. ‘You don’t really think she won without help, do you?’

Peregrine’s stomach tightened. ‘My mum did not cheat!’

‘I didn’t say that.’ The corner of Zelendine’s mouth turned up. ‘Don’t you want help, Peregrine?’ Her eyes grew sad, and a bit watery. ‘Don’t you want to know who you are?’

Peregrine inhaled. She did want to know. She nodded.

‘Good.’ Zelendine rolled her shoulders as if warming up for a boxing match. ‘Now the system will ask you a few questions, to calibrate.’

‘OK, I’m ready.’ The cat’s pink eyes followed Peregrine as she edged closer towards the crystal ball. She could see mist swirling, forming shapes inside the cloudy opal.

Zelendine moved her hands over the orb, the sparks bouncing under her fingers in intricate geometric patterns.

Suddenly the mists flashed an electric blue. ‘Oh!’ Peregrine flinched as golden letters flew around the mist, slowly forming words:

How old are you?

Peregrine gulped.

‘Answer, Peregrine.’ Zelendine’s voice was low.

‘Thirteen. I’m thirteen.’

What is your favourite colour?

Peregrine thought of Bernadette. ‘Green.’

‘Hmm.’ Zelendine hummed.

And what is your second favourite flavour of icing? 

Peregrine blinked. ‘Er . . .’

‘QUICKLY!’ Zelendine snapped, her eyes blazing that same electric blue.

‘LEMON!’ Peregrine yelled, then slapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Sorry,’ she said more quietly. ‘Lemon.’

The letters separated and then disappeared into the mist, as if swallowed. Peregrine held her breath.

Zelendine moved her hands over the ball so new geometric patterns sparked on its surface. ‘That doesn’t look good, does it?’

Peregrine whipped her head up. ‘It doesn’t?’

‘But let’s not panic.’ Zelendine stopped shaking her head, and stilled her hands. Her gaze bored into Peregrine.

Peregrine waited for an explanation. When one did not arrive, she looked back into the orb where an image was emerging, gold like the letters.

‘It’s the tree from the square!’ Peregrine’s eyes widened. ‘The one with the golden apple.’ She looked up at Zelendine. That wasn’t that bad, was it?

Then the tree caught fire.

‘Aargh!’ Peregrine pushed her chair back. ‘What’s happening?’ Flames were licking the edge of the crystal ball, turning the watery blue light of the tent orange, making it feel as if Peregrine and Zelendine were sitting in the middle of an inferno.

The cat meowed.

‘Oh dear, oh dear.’ Zelendine sat back and scratched Cyril between the eyes. ‘It looks like destruction follows you, Peregrine. An ever-present shadow . . .’

‘What? No! I –’ You do not yet know who you are. Peregrine looked down at the frond-like scars on her hands. It was she who had destroyed the portal: that brilliant, beautiful plant. She had told herself that the portal had wanted her to destroy them, that they had asked her to, that something new could grow out of their ashes, but maybe . . . maybe she had been wrong. Was she going to destroy the Games too? Or maybe the other champions? She’d already hurt Bella. Peregrine’s face grew hot, and tears pricked at her eyes.

‘Weren’t you searching for what makes you special, Peregrine? Your . . . gift, your destiny, perhaps?’ The tree blazed, and as the fire died down, in its place was the charred skeleton of a tree. ‘Perhaps you have found it?’ Zelendine’s voice was still calm. ‘Fire . . . destruction,’ she whispered the last word.

‘No.’ Peregrine’s hands were shaking. ‘I’m not – my destiny’s not destruction!’

‘No need to get upset with me, Peregrine.’ Zelendine waved a hand at the crystal ball. ‘You answered the questions, remember; the Oracle just interprets them.’

Peregrine took a deep breath. ‘But I –’

‘Pear-grinn!’

Zelendine jumped up, tipping Cyril from her lap. This unbalanced the Oracle Intelligence unit, which began to roll off its plinth, crackling as it went.

Peregrine turned to see Cal rushing through the tent door, relief painted over his flushed face. ‘Thank Pan you’re all right!’ He reached her side, panting. ‘You are all right, aren’t you?’

Peregrine was about to reply that yes, she was fine – which would mostly have been true – when the crystal ball fell to the ground and smashed loudly, sending spirals of purple mist into the tent and redirecting Cal’s attention.

‘Zelendine?’

Cyril hissed.

‘Hello, Callimachus.’ Zelendine coughed, then smoothed down her pink skirt.

Peregrine batted her gaze between the nyad and faun. ‘You two know each other?’

‘Unfortunately.’ Cal sighed. ‘Ms Wynn has priors.’ Cal picked out his CosPad. ‘An invalid prophecy licence, for one.’

Peregrine leaned closer, trying to get a look at the CosPad screen. ‘You have to have a prophecy licence?’

‘Of course!’ Cal looked shocked. ‘Otherwise people would be going around handing out prophecies like, like –’

‘Poisoned apples?’ Peregrine offered.

‘Exactly.’ Cal glared at Zelendine.

Zelendine huffed, flicking a river of hair over her shoulder. ‘That is not what I am doing.’

‘Really?’ Cal looked down at the crystal ball that buzzed at their feet, purple gel oozing out onto the rug. Zelendine looked up – perhaps to the Cosmos – and avoided Cal’s gaze.

 

Peregrine and Cal stepped out of Zelendine’s tent and into the sound of heavy rock music. That must be Giant Freak Out, Peregrine thought glumly as she felt the ground shake. They sounded great.

She turned to Cal. ‘Do you think we could go and catch the last bit?’ The flames from the tree were still dancing across her mind. Fire. Destruction. Was this really who she was?

A thump-thump, so loud it could be heard over the speakers, surrounded them. Two helicopter-style vehicles and a small fleet of CosQuads buzzed overhead, flooding the Games Fair with spotlights.

Cal and Peregrine stepped back as a CosQuad landed in front of them, blasting Peregrine’s plaits so they flapped behind her. Peregrine spotted Rowan perched on the back of one of the CosQuads. ‘What is Rowan doing with OPS?’

Cal shook his head, his curls whipping about his cheeks.

‘Hi.’ Rowan slid down, her face the bright emerald of the balloon Peregrine had considered buying.

‘What is all this?’ Peregrine hissed as soon as the dryad was close enough. And then, remembering, ‘And why were you late?’
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The image of the tree burned behind Peregrine’s eyelids. Fire. She huffed and kicked her duvet. Destruction. ‘Ugh.’

There was a clicking from above her head. GrumBug had taken to sleeping on the bedroom ceiling, its new ruby glittering red among the gold stars. It now buzzed down and landed on the photo of her mum and the other champions, then nudged it.

‘GrumBug!’ The photo frame had fallen forward with a thick smack. ‘That was a present.’ Peregrine switched on the bedside lamp and leaned down to pick it up. As she lifted it, she noticed the photo had tilted. Underneath the photograph of the beaming champions, she could see a line of text. ‘What’s this?’ Peregrine unclipped the back.

The photograph was part of a Muse Letter article that had been folded so only the photo of the champions showed. Peregrine readjusted the lamp and unfolded the article slowly. She smoothed it out on her duvet.

Athene’s champion Penelope Quinn (17) has beaten her competitors and emerged victorious! We at The Muse Letter congratulate this new Games victor: however, these Games, as rich in athletic prowess as any we’ve seen, have also been charged with scandal.

Viewers of the Games will have seen Quinn (pictured, centre) unlocking what the Games Masters are calling ‘Pandora’s box’ at lightning speed. How could she have reacted so quickly? Now, we are all aware of how fast Quinn is on her feet, but her mind too? Well, we at The Muse Letter were not the only ones to find this a little suspicious, especially as the speed that Quinn solved the puzzle meant that she reached the Tree first, narrowly beating Hades’ champion, and Games favourite, Hawker Giles (pictured, centre left).

Though we at The Muse Letter stand very much outside Cosmic politics, we can report that Athene has been accused by both Hades and Poseidon of placing the answer directly inside Quinn’s head, thereby robbing her fellow Cosmics of victory. This is not without precedent for Athene, and an immediate decision was made – by Hera – to destroy the golden apple. Quinn has been allowed to keep the victory and title of Games victor, making for an uneasy peace between the Cosmics, but a peace nonetheless. Full Games coverage continues on p. 12.

GrumBug clicked. Peregrine remembered her mum’s quick snap of the head, her decisive steps: the swift, confident line she had drawn with her finger. Her mum was smart, everyone knew that. So why did the Muse Letter think she’d cheated just because she was faster than that Hawker boy? Peregrine looked back down at the photo of her mum smiling, her chin tickled by the petals of the sunflower. She looked . . . happy.

‘Maybe I could ask Daedalus about this?’ He’d been the first to tell her about the Cosmic Realm after all, so perhaps he could help explain what Zelendine had told her.

Fire. Destruction.

Peregrine placed the photograph carefully back inside its frame and grabbed her CosGogs. She shuffled off the bed and pulled on her tracksuit. There was only one more day until Games Day. If she wanted answers, she would have to get them now.

GrumBug landed feather-soft on Peregrine’s shoulder as she opened the door, then hovered in front of her, a little green light blinking from its butt.

‘You know where you’re going?’ Peregrine whispered.

GrumBug didn’t bother answering, just buzzed on ahead, blinking.

 

Peregrine carried her boots in her hand as she padded after the CosBug. As they passed the open door of the dining hall, she peered in. There on the nearest wooden table was a plate of scones, glowing eerily green in the dim moss-light.

Peregrine edged forward. She wasn’t exactly sure where GrumBug was taking her. It might be far, she might need snacks . . .

The CosBug clicked softly, making Peregrine pause. Shadows shifted in the corner.

‘We can’t let her win.’ That was her mum’s voice. Her mum.

Peregrine pressed herself against the wall and squeezed her jaw tight.

A taller shadow scratched its chin. ‘I know.’ Daedalus sighed. ‘But it is the Games, Penny. You know more than anyone how tough they are. It’s so unlikely . . .’

‘I should never have let her do this.’ Penelope’s voice sounded strained, like an elastic band pulled too tight.

‘Well, it’s not as if we had much of a choice now, did we?’ Daedalus went as if to tap his hat, then remembered it wasn’t there.

‘I could have said no. I could have demanded to speak to Athene herself. I could have –’

‘We’ll keep her safe.’ Daedalus squeezed Penelope’s shoulder. ‘This is what we do.’

Safe. Peregrine’s face was heating up. SAFE? It was like the last few weeks hadn’t even happened! Had they forgotten already? Steely determination flowed through her limbs. Her mum and Daedalus were just biding time until her mum could whisk her away back to Oxford. She remembered what her mum had said back in the apartment. Once she was back there, they probably wouldn’t let her come back to the Cosmic Realm, not for years. The wings at the back of Peregrine’s chest beat in panic.

‘This is what we do.’ The band of Penelope’s voice was close to snapping. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow. Do you have everything you need?’

‘Oh yes.’ Daedalus tapped the side of the plate of scones. ‘These should sort me for the next few hours.’

Peregrine crouched down by the entrance as she watched her mum walk past, boots clacking on the dining-room tiles. In the dim greenish moss-light, Peregrine thought her mum looked old. She’d never looked old before.

Daedalus, who often looked old, was sitting on one of the long wooden tables, swinging his legs as he sketched in his notebook with wide arcing movements.

We can’t let her win. Peregrine felt her anger spark, like a struck match. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

The embers of her anger glowed as she opened her eyes.

‘Ha! Yes, that would be excellent.’ Daedalus twirled his pencil. ‘Most, most excellent. What a good idea.’

GrumBug clicked, and led a still smouldering Peregrine out of the hall.

 

‘You really know where you’re going?’ Peregrine asked the CosBug again. She’d thought they were going to see Daedalus, but that was clearly no longer the case.

GrumBug clicked, insulted.

‘OK.’ Peregrine shrugged. They had left the Stables and were now walking along a path next to the dark river, which was slap-slapping against the bank. Peregrine noticed a few canal boats tied to the side, none of which had lights on. The whole of Cosmopolis seemed to be asleep. She saw the glass dome of the Schola Botanicae in the distance. Was that where they were going? She was about to ask the CosBug this when she heard a pterodactyl-like wail.

GrumBug buzzed ahead of her, clicking excitedly.

‘What are you doing?’ Peregrine jogged after the CosBug. They turned a bend in the river and there, bobbing in the water by the bank, was a giant tortoise. Not giant as in bigger-than-your-average garden tortoise, but giant as in huge, as in as big as a bus. Peregrine shuddered to a stop.

The scene was . . . beautiful. The rippling golden glow of lamplight on the water, fireflies pulsing in the reeds . . .

SNAP! SNAP! SNAP! The lights went out, and the sound of the tortoise’s crunchy chewing filled the beautiful, and now slightly darker, night.

GrumBug buzzed up to the tortoise, its butt-light illuminating the face of the figure who was sitting cross-legged on the creature’s back. ‘How nice to see you, Peregrine.’ Nim opened her eyes as if from a nap.

GrumBug clicked. Peregrine smiled. Nim, of course! Cal had said that Nim had been a Games Master! She would be the perfect person to ask about her mum.

‘Let me introduce you. This –’ Nim gestured to the shell beneath her – ‘is Earnest.’

Without interrupting his chewing, the creature bowed his head.

Peregrine nodded slowly. ‘Oh, Earnest is a . . . tortoise?’

Earnest snapped.

‘A bogturtle, dear.’ Nim uncrossed her legs and slid off the shell. ‘A giant bogturtle.’ She patted the bogturtle’s door-sized head. ‘It is wonderful to see how strong he’s got!’ She smiled lovingly at the scaly giant. ‘Used to fit in a teacup, didn’t you?’

Earnest nuzzled Nim’s hand.

‘Oh, wow.’ Peregrine returned the turtle’s bow. ‘Hello.’ She looked up at the bogturtle’s leaf-green scales, mottled shell and huge clawed feet. Raj would be so impressed; Earnest looked as if he had walked out of the Natural History Museum. ‘He’s like a dragon!’ Peregrine breathed.

‘Oh no.’ Nim chuckled. ‘He’s much, much more interesting than that.’ Muttering, ‘Dragon, ha!’, Nim directed Peregrine towards a simple yellow building, hunched on the riverbank. Peregrine could hear music thumping inside so wildly that the red tiles on the roof were shaking. She watched as a tile slipped off the roof and smashed onto the steps.

The door flew open.

‘Quack.’ Arthur was staring up at Peregrine. He waddled forward.

‘Hi, Arth— OW!’

Arthur had hit her foot with his beak, like a hammer on a nail.

‘HEY!’ Peregrine groaned and clutched her foot. ‘Nim?’ She looked at the nyad for support, but Nim had somehow nipped past her. She was already dancing around the room to the thudding beat, picking up objects from the wall and placing them on the workshop table.

 

Thump, thump.

The rocks are shaking. 

Thump, thump.

And hearts are breaking. 

Thump, thump . . .

 

Peregrine leaned forward to see that the large wooden table already held a grappling hook, a coil of rope, a compass and a pair of secateurs.

Arthur took another waddle towards her, and Peregrine jumped back. ‘NIM!’

Nim looked at Peregrine, who was still scowling and pointing at her foot. ‘Ah, Arthur does not like being interrupted during his meditation.’

‘Meditation? To this?’ Peregrine waved her arms overhead.

Thump, thump.

Peregrine shook her foot to make sure she could still move her toes, which she could. ‘Is there anything Arthur does like?’ she grumbled, loud enough for both Nim and apparently Arthur to hear.

Arthur quacked, then flew onto the table. He looked as if he might be about to pick up the secateurs. GrumBug clicked in warning.

Thump, thump. 

‘Cauliflower.’

‘What?’

Thump, thump.

‘Yes, I don’t understand it either. I personally hate the stuff. Broccoli’s bad enough.’ She screwed up her nose. ‘And not that I don’t appreciate the visit, dear, but was there something you needed?’

‘Yes, um . . .’ Peregrine edged away from the table. She hadn’t meant to come here, but she knew what she needed. She thought of the list waiting back at the florist. Answers. She needed answers. ‘I wanted to ask about Mum, about the last Games.’ She inhaled. ‘Everyone is saying – I mean, The Muse Letter and some of the champions – that she . . . cheated.’

Nim plonked a lantern on the table with a clatter. ‘Codswallop.’

Peregrine jumped.

‘Oh, that’s just noise, Peregrine.’ Nim shook her hips to the music. ‘Your mum is brilliant, and brave.’

‘I know that.’ Peregrine bit her lip. She did know that.

‘And this is your time, Peregrine; your Games.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Peregrine scratched her nose.

‘Hmm.’ The music stopped. ‘There is something else, isn’t there, dear?’

Peregrine gulped. ‘It’s . . . it’s what you said in the Under Realm.’

‘You’ll have to remind me, Peregrine.’ Nim tapped her chin. ‘It was a bit of an odd time.’

Arthur clanged his beak against the secateurs.

Peregrine narrowed her eyes. ‘Girl with wings that soars so far, you do not know yet who you are,’ she repeated. ‘That’s what you said!’ She could feel her face warming. ‘I thought I’d find out more about who I am in the Cosmic Realm, but I’m not finding out anything!’ Peregrine clenched her jaw, biting back all the words that wanted to break out of her mouth and into the room, causing havoc in their wake. Why had she thought Nim would be any different? Nim was just another . . . adult who was keeping information from her. ‘No one is telling me anything!’

Nim looked at her blankly. ‘And what would you like me to tell you, Peregrine?’

Peregrine glared back. You do not know yet who you are. ‘But you said . . .’

‘Would you like me to tell you who you are?’ Nim turned to pick up her walking stick. ‘Is that it? Do you really think I know that?’ She tutted, rummaging in a cupboard. ‘This is exactly why you don’t mess with prophecies,’ she muttered. ‘If it hadn’t been an emergency . . .’

Peregrine closed her eyes. Zelendine had known who Peregrine was – or at least, thought she had. Fire. Destruction.

‘Oof!’ Peregrine’s reverie was interrupted by Nim throwing her a heavy canvas rucksack.

‘Now that we’re done with all that prophecy nonsense –’ Nim tapped her walking stick on the ground ‘– are you ready to go?’

‘Go?’ Peregrine opened the rucksack, then looked at the table. How had all of those objects ended up in there so fast? ‘Go where?’

‘I thought we might –’ Nim began, but was interrupted by a quack from Arthur.

‘Now that is a better idea,’ Nim said as she gently tugged the secateurs out of Arthur’s beak. ‘I just don’t know whether we’ve got enough rope . . .’
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At three in the morning, standing in front of a boulder on a craggy mountainside, with rain shooting wet bullets at her face, Peregrine almost wished that she’d stayed in bed. Almost.

She turned to see Nim leaning on her cane, her hot-pink mackintosh whipping around her like a cape. Arthur was huddled under Nim’s coat. He looked unimpressed and, annoyingly, dry. Peregrine scowled. Why was the duck the only one not getting soaked?

As if guessing her thoughts, Nim shrugged, sending raindrops flying from her shoulders. Peregrine wasn’t an idiot. This was clearly a test of some sort – training that would help her in the Games. She looked back at the boulder. All she had to do was figure out how to get past this big rock and then – what? A clue would be on the other side?

Nim shrugged again. Arthur squirmed in her arms.

‘Ugh!’ Tugging her hood over her face, Peregrine turned back to the rock. She squinted. Perhaps there was a secret button, or a hatch like the one her mum had found? Peregrine felt across the rough surface. There weren’t any symbols or pictures, but . . .

The footage of Penelope flashed into Peregrine’s mind. Why not try? She inhaled, extended her index finger and drew a long line across the boulder. Nothing.

‘Moorfvhat!’ she muttered. Nim cackled.

‘Fine!’ Peregrine huffed. Then she would do the only thing that she, fragile Terran that she was, could do. Peregrine gritted her teeth, put her whole body weight against the rock, and shoved.

The rock moved. A bit.

‘Quack, quack, quack.’

Peregrine turned and stared at the duck.

Nim whooped. ‘Well done, my girl! Lesson one.’ She tapped her cane against the soggy earth. ‘Sometimes a rock is just a rock.’

Peregrine blinked at her.

Nim waved the cane at the boulder. ‘Keep going, then.’

Sometimes a rock is just a rock but, it turns out, a rock is still a very difficult thing to move. It took Peregrine another five muscle-screaming minutes to make a gap wide enough for her small frame. When she’d done that, she felt a tap on her shoulder.

‘Good, good.’

Peregrine stepped back and watched Nim give the boulder a light poke. Peregrine shook her head in disbelief as the boulder rolled easily to the side.

‘How did you . . . ?’ Her voice was swallowed by the darkness. The thin slice of moonlight stretched just a metre or so inside the cave entrance and beyond that . . . nothing. That was, until Nim switched on a white-blue lantern and handed it to Peregrine.

‘What is this place?’ Peregrine swung the lamp upwards, but the light didn’t even reach the sides.

‘Quack.’ Arthur waddled in front so fast that he moved out of the light and into the darkness.

‘Wait!’ Peregrine rushed to keep up, but then stopped, worried that she might step on him. Noticing this, GrumBug buzzed off her collar and hovered above Arthur, flashing like a bike light.

The inside of the Mountain smelled like the outside: of earth and moss and rain, but with something else mixed in: something tangy, like iron, or blood. It reminded Peregrine of the Under Realm; not the glittering platforms that were covered in marble and magma moss but the long, shadowy tunnels she’d had to walk through when the UUG train had stopped. Peregrine shuddered.

Peregrine’s hair brushed the cave ceiling. ‘Aargh!’ Her hand flew to her head, but instead she whacked it against the rock. ‘Ow!’ When had the cave got so narrow?

‘Hmm.’ Nim’s voice was faint. Peregrine realised that she had stopped a few paces back.

‘Looks like it’s going to be a bit of a squeeze for me.’ Nim put her lantern down next to a conveniently placed flat rock, and sat.

‘What?’ Peregrine spun around. ‘Seriously?’

The nyad’s face shone in the lantern light like a pearlescent, crinkled moon. ‘Yes, I’d best stay here.’ Nim took a silver thermos out of her mackintosh pocket, then a stack of sandwiches.

Peregrine nodded to the thermos. ‘How big are those pockets?’

Nim looked shocked. ‘You should never ask a lady that!’

‘Oh sorry, I –’

Nim cackled, and took a bottle of amber liquid out of her other pocket.

Peregrine sighed, then swung her own lantern towards Arthur, who was waddling towards the blanket that Nim had laid out for him. Nim looked at him, then back at Peregrine, then – for what felt like the hundredth time that day – shrugged.

GrumBug clicked in disgust and buzzed to land loyally back on Peregrine’s shoulder.

Peregrine squinted into the darkness. A long dark tunnel with only a CosBug for company? This was all starting to feel a little too familiar.

‘I’ll be right here when you get back, Peregrine,’ Nim called. Peregrine looked behind her. Nim’s thermos was open next to her and her eyes were closed.

‘Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine!’ Rattling the lantern so it clattered in front of her, Peregrine ducked her head and kept walking. A gentle snoring – whether it was Nim or Arthur, she couldn’t be sure – followed her.

Peregrine crouched down so low she was on her hands and knees. GrumBug buzzed. ‘It’s going to open up soon,’ Peregrine insisted as the cave narrowed. ‘And Nim wouldn’t let me do anything that dangerous, right?’

GrumBug didn’t respond.

‘Hmm.’ The air was close and hot and she was sticky with sweat. Peregrine wiped the back of her hand over her face as she stuck the lantern handle in her teeth and inhaled through her nose. ‘Letsff gowff.’ She reached forward and tried to ignore the pain in her knees where the stones stuck in. Her legs were cramping. GrumBug whirred on ahead. At least she had the CosBug, a clicking Tinkerbell in the darkness. ‘GrumBugff?’

Its light had disappeared.

‘Whereff are youff?’ Peregrine shuffled forward on her knees. Her fingers clawed at an edge. Where had the CosBug gone?

Click-click-click. GrumBug flew out of the dark to hover in front of her face. Peregrine growled, and a little drool dripped onto her hands. The CosBug turned and disappeared again. ‘Stopff!’ She waved her hands about. They felt cooler! The tunnel was opening up! Peregrine slid forward on her belly, allowing the lantern light to beam out into the cavern ahead of her. Glittering stalactites hung from the ceiling, webbed with strands of silver that glinted in the darkness. On the sides of the cavern, the rock looked more like melted candle wax, dripping down into a large, black pool.

Peregrine peered over the ledge. There was a short drop to the cave floor. Peregrine’s mum had shown her how to get out of a window in their extensive – and timed – fire drills. At the time Peregrine had thought these were a little over the top, but now she repeated the manoeuvre, just as they had practised: knees bent, turn, belly to wall, and drop. Or almost. Her feet did drop, but then they slipped.

‘Aargh!’ Peregrine yelled as she slid down the side of the cavern towards the pool. The lantern fell out of her mouth and smacked against the rock. ‘Flooharght!’ Peregrine swore as she watched the lantern, its blue-white light still casting a bright circle, roll down ahead of her. The slick rock felt more like ice than anything safe and solid, and she was still sliding. She scrambled frantically for purchase.

The pool was getting closer. Peregrine’s breath came out in ragged, panicked gasps. Just in time, she managed to hold on to a wedge of the slippery rock.

PLOP! The lantern fell into the water. The blue-white light that had flooded the cave immediately became cooler, duller. ‘No!’ Peregrine’s scream echoed into the cave as she slipped to the edge of the pool and thrust her hand into the freezing water. She needed that light! But it was falling, falling, flickering and . . . gone.

Peregrine’s breath snagged. What was that? GrumBug buzzed to sit on Peregrine’s shoulder as she crouched by the pool, the dark water biting at her boots. Beneath the pool’s surface something was flickering. This was not the blue light of Nim’s lantern but an amber-gold. This was the colour of . . . fire. A light was burning in the middle of the pool.

Peregrine wiped the bottoms of her boots on her tracksuit to increase their grip then, taking careful steps, she edged around the pool. ‘I wonder how deep it is?’ she said out loud, then moved her CosGogs down over her face. She blinked through the settings, then turned the dial on the side. Click, click, click.

Fifteen metres. She glanced back at the cave entrance. She might be able to scramble up . . . She turned, her gaze drawn once more to the pool and to the firelight flickering under its surface.

The wings beat in the back of Peregrine’s chest and she inhaled. She had an idea what that feeling meant: there was something down there that she needed to see.

‘GrumBug!’ The CosBug buzzed over and Peregrine thrust it into her tracksuit pocket before zipping the pocket shut. Opening the rucksack, she pulled out the rope and the grappling hook. Her brain whirring through possibilities, Peregrine attached the hook to the jutting piece of rock she had held on to earlier, and inhaled deeply.

This, she thought, was a pretty terrible idea.

Adrenaline fizzed through her as, holding the other end of the rope, Peregrine stepped towards the edge of the pool, and jumped.
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Peregrine had not tried her CosGogs underwater before, but Nim was both a nyad and a first-rate inventor so they were, of course, waterproof. The amber light that had seemed so dim above the pool was bright here, almost blinding. Peregrine squinted and kicked her legs, the water pressing against her ears. She knew that people could hold their breath for longer than they thought they could, but if she was wrong and she wasn’t swimming towards anything, would she have enough air to turn around?

Be calm, pumpkin. You are stronger than you think you are. Her mum’s voice echoed in her head as Peregrine pulled herself through the water towards the light. She could see it was a circle now, some kind of entrance. She reached forward and her hands touched metal – a grate, or a gate of some kind. It came away easily, the fastenings made loose with age. Peregrine felt a thud in her lower chest. Her diaphragm. Her diaphragm was telling her to breathe. No, not yet, not yet! She willed her lungs to hold on to the air. As she swam through the gate she imagined the great branches of her trachea, the little alveoli, the dendra holding on to every last molecule of oxygen and . . . she exhaled as she broke the surface.

Cold night air smacked her in the face and she inhaled it greedily, only just remembering to pucker her lips as her mum had taught her. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. Inhale –

‘Good, good.’

Peregrine looked up to see a blurry silhouette in a halo of firelight. Nim was bent down at the edge of the water, her silver cane held out towards Peregrine. A stone building stood behind her, its stone columns cast in the firelight that flickered from a huge copper brazier. Trees arched, waving overhead in a breeze. Peregrine was in a . . . forest.

Nim smiled, and splashed the water with her cane. ‘You can let go of the rope now, Peregrine.’

Peregrine uncurled her blue, shaking hands and, still gulping air, grabbed hold of the cane. She might have pulled Nim in, had Nim not also been pulling Peregrine towards her, swiftly and with surprising ease. Peregrine’s feet touched flat stone and she stumbled out of the water and into Nim’s arms.

‘Well done, dear,’ Nim said and pulled a towel out of her large pocket which she draped over Peregrine’s shoulders.

‘Well,’ Peregrine panted, ‘done?’ She squeezed the water out of her hair and watched it drip on the flagstones. Her chest burned with the effort of keeping the air locked in. ‘I could have drowned!’

Nim shook her head. ‘Very unlikely.’ She pointed behind her. ‘Arthur was with you all the time.’ She paused. ‘Since the gate anyway.’

Peregrine turned to see Arthur sailing calmly towards them from the middle of the pool. What exactly would Arthur have done if she had blacked out? Dragged her up with his beak?

‘But –’ Peregrine began.

‘Drink this.’ Nim gave Peregrine the bottle she had seen her get out of her pocket in the tunnel. ‘Not too much, mind.’

Peregrine placed the bottle to her chattering lips and took a sip. ‘Aach!’ Licks of flame were snaking down her throat and hissing in her stomach. She sneezed, then screwed up her face. ‘What,’ she gulped, holding the bottle away from her, ‘what is that?’

‘St Elmo’s Fire ale.’ Nim took the bottle and screwed the cap back on. ‘Don’t tell your mother.’

‘Quack.’ Arthur had arrived next to them and was nudging a pile of clothes with his beak. He waddled forward to tug at Peregrine’s tracksuit.

‘Ow!’ Peregrine batted him away.

‘He’s right.’ Nim held out her hands. ‘We do need to get you out of those clothes.’

‘Wait!’ Peregrine flexed her fingers and was relieved to find that they no longer felt cold, just a bit stiff. She unzipped her pocket and GrumBug buzzed out. Flicking water from its scarab-like wings, it flew straight onto Nim’s cane, clicking in a machine-gun chatter.

‘Well, I was sure she could do it.’ Nim tutted at the CosBug.

Peregrine sighed and pulled on the spare silver jumpsuit Arthur had offered. She remembered these from the AquaPod, and jumped up and down to activate the suit’s heat sensors.

‘And a little water never . . . yes I’m aware that’s not technically true –’

Arthur quacked.

‘Agreed.’ Nim tapped her cane on the stone. ‘Let’s get moving.’

Still towelling her hair, Peregrine followed Nim and Arthur towards the stone building. It had obviously been unoccupied for a while. Tree roots pushed up through the stone and vines had wrapped themselves around the columns and across the façade as if the forest was pulling the building back in towards its centre. Peregrine looked up at the lintel and squinted. The frieze was cracked, but she could make out two animals – one on either side of a large circle.

‘Mountain lions,’ she breathed. This couldn’t be a coincidence. She pointed to the lion on the right, relieved to see that her hands had lost their blueish tinge.

Nim grinned. ‘Recognise her, do you?’

‘Yes, in the Schola Physicae, there’s a painting of a lion just like this one.’

Nim smiled. ‘So you met Atalanta!’ She nodded. ‘I’m impressed. Not everyone notices her. You must have had your eyes wide open.’

Peregrine flushed. She did not want to admit that she had not seen the painting until she had been crouching right beside it, angry and afraid. ‘Who is Atalanta?’ She coughed. ‘And what is this place? Is it a temple?’

‘Let’s go inside where it’s warmer.’ Nim strode ahead. ‘And then let an old nymph tell you a tale.’

Peregrine hesitated. There was a feeling around this place, something different from the sparky, tingly magic she was used to. It felt powerful, and a bit . . . sad. The kind of place that made you question whether you should even be there. Peregrine stepped forward; the brazier fire roared in her face and she paused. Maybe she shouldn’t be here. Maybe Nim had made a mistake. This place was probably for heroes, or immortals, or . . .

‘Quack quack.’ Arthur ruffled his wings, then tapped the back of her knee, urging her to keep going.

‘All right,’ Peregrine muttered, rubbing her leg. It wasn’t like her to overthink things; her recent swim had proven that. GrumBug landed on her collar and Peregrine stepped over the threshold.

The sounds of the forest dulled as soon as Peregrine was inside, but the power of the place rang in the air. ‘Whoa.’ Peregrine swooped her gaze around. The shadows of the trees danced on the bare stone walls, cast there by the brazier light, but the room itself was barren, except for some leaves and twigs and a low stone table with a few objects scattered on it: a ring, a model of a ship, and – she gulped – some bones. Why had Nim brought her here?

Nim was standing with her back to Peregrine in front of an empty wall, her mackintosh swaying, though there was no breeze. Peregrine could see the nyad’s footsteps behind her in the dust; just hers. No one else had visited here in a while.

‘What is this place?’ Peregrine whispered.

‘Arthur, if you wouldn’t mind?’ Nim called behind her. There was a clang that made the air hum, and the shadows on the wall suddenly became sharper. ‘Now –’ Nim tapped her walking stick on the earthen floor – ‘where shall we begin?’
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‘Do you know how the Games began, Peregrine?’

Peregrine shook her head, slowly.

Nim settled down in the middle of the room and patted the floor next to her. ‘Come, sit with me.’

Arthur waddled forward and plonked himself down, ruffling his feathers so a plume of dust swirled upwards. Nim smiled indulgently at him. ‘Peregrine?’

‘O . . . K . . .’ Peregrine sat down cautiously on the other side of Arthur.

Nim tapped her chin.

Arthur quacked once. ‘Ah yes.’ Nim pointed her cane at the large wall ahead of them. Peregrine gasped as the tree shadows twisted into the shape of a hall, with tables piled high with food.

‘A feast?’ Peregrine leaned forward. It was like having your own private cinema, or shadow puppet theatre.

‘Of course!’ Nim smiled. ‘Every story needs a banquet. And this was an excellent one, and for an excellent reason: the Cosmics had defeated their enemies, the Titans, and were celebrating a New Order of things in style.’ She waved a hand, indicating a table at the end of the shadow hall, like the one where Linus had sat at lunch. At the table were three twig-like figures. ‘Zeus, Lord of the Cosmic Realm, Hades, Lord of the Subterranean, and Poseidon, Lord of all the Oceans.’

Peregrine bit her lip. She didn’t want to interrupt, but there was clearly at least one realm missing from that list, wasn’t there?

Nim cleared her throat. ‘Now to celebrate this New Order the Cosmics invited everyone to the banquet. Well, almost everyone.’ Nim waved her cane and the tree shadows parted. In the doorway at the end of banquet hall was the stick-silhouette of a figure.

‘Discord,’ Peregrine whispered. The red eyes, the grasping hands. She fought to keep her eyes on the figure. It always came back to Discord.

‘Indeed. The Cosmics suspected Discord’s affinity with the Titans, and as such left her off the guest list.’ Nim clicked her tongue. ‘In her fury at being ignored, Discord cursed the collected Cosmics and rolled a golden apple into the banquet hall.’

‘A golden apple,’ Peregrine repeated, as the trees curled their branches into a circle.

‘Clever – to seal an aeon’s worth of anger into such a small bauble.’ Nim cocked her head.

Peregrine remembered what Nim had told her before about Discord being a primordial. An Old One. How old was Discord? Before she could ask, Nim continued. ‘Every battle-hardened Cosmic in the room recognised the apple for what it was: a weapon. The apple was from the Garden of the Titans, from their sacred tree they called Hespera.’

‘A sacred tree?’ Peregrine squinted at the shadows. ‘Like, the Great Tree?’

‘Yes, I would agree that there are perhaps one too many trees in this story.’ Arthur quacked indignantly and the trees shook their branches in wild disagreement. ‘But that is how this story goes.’ Nim shrugged. ‘During the war this garden was fiercely guarded by the Titans.’ The shadow banquet had disappeared and was replaced by a shadow tree, its branches reaching to the edges of the temple. ‘It was said that the Titans boosted their power by eating the apples from this tree, making them unbeatable.’

‘Unbeatable?’ Peregrine thought back to the beginning of the story. The Titans clearly had been beaten if Zeus, Hades and Poseidon were now in charge. ‘So . . . what happened?’

‘Well, the Cosmics destroyed the garden, and Hespera.’ Nim shook her head as the shadow tree shattered.

Peregrine gasped. This wasn’t the first time she had heard of the Cosmics destroying things. Things like libraries.

‘The most powerful tree in the universe, the most sacred.’ Nim paused, her gaze fixed on the stump where the tree had been. ‘The destruction of the garden was a turning point in the war; there was no coming back for the Titans after that. So, to see a golden apple again – an object with the power to upgrade abilities – well, you can imagine it caused quite the ruckus.’

Peregrine shifted, sending dust into the air. The tree was reminding her a little too much of the image in Zelendine’s crystal ball. Fire . . . destruction . . .

‘And these are the same apples that we get in the Games?’ Peregrine asked, using the question as an excuse to turn away from the tree shadows.

‘We’ll get there, Peregrine.’ Nim nodded. ‘I promise. Zeus, Hades and Poseidon already had their prizes, so the next most powerful Cosmics stepped forward: Aphrodite, direct descendant of Creation; Athene, General of the Olympic forces, and Hera, who was already at this point pretty much managing the Cosmic Realm.’

‘How did they decide who got the apple?’ Peregrine turned back to the wall to see three shadows figures growing out of the ground around the tree stump.

‘Well, the story goes that the Cosmics did as they always did and went to their favourite plaything – the Terran Realm – to answer this difficult question.’

Peregrine’s nose twitched. Some of this was sounding familiar to her, from her mythology books.

‘Aphrodite, Athena and Hera appeared in front of Paris, Prince of Troy, and asked him to choose between them.’ Another figure joined the three, this one smaller, gazing upwards. ‘Who should have this apple?’ Nim’s voice echoed around the hall.

One figure rose higher than the other. ‘Well, Paris chose Aphrodite. As direct descendant of Creation itself, surely she should be awarded the prize?’ All the shadow people disappeared with a flicker of the firelight. ‘But there was, of course, no right answer. Squabbling arose immediately, with the other Cosmics saying that there had been a trick, or bribery or . . . cheating.’ Nim smiled sadly. ‘In the furore that followed, the apple was destroyed by Zeus. Only its dust remained.’

‘Oh!’ Peregrine remembered the Muse Letter article. ‘Like when they destroyed the apple my mum would have won?’

‘Yes, Peregrine. But this time Athene, in her deep wisdom, kept the dust. That comes later in the story.’ Nim closed her eyes. ‘The grudge match began, and the Cosmics took sides.’ A shadow city that Peregrine recognised as Cosmopolis uncurled on the temple wall. ‘The city of Cosmopolis fell into disrepair as the Cosmics played out their petty bickering on the stage of the Trojan War.’ Nim’s tone was distant. ‘The Trojan War itself lasted ten years, but for the Cosmics it lasted much longer, fuelled by Discord herself and the infinite time available to Cosmics, who only grow more bitter with age.’ She opened her eyes and sighed. ‘When a truce was finally reached, they signed an agreement: the Apple Accords. These Accords forbade Cosmic meddling in the Terran Realm.’ The trees manipulated their shadow branches into the shape of a flag flying in the breeze, an apple at its centre. ‘And to mark the peace treaty, Athene planted the dust of the apple in the centre of Cosmopolis, and from this dust grew the Great Tree that is there to this day.’ Nim smiled. ‘A descendant of Hespera herself.’ The shadow flag morphed so only the apple remained in its centre, a shadow dot on the golden wall.

‘And this last part you know: it was agreed that every time the Great Tree bore fruit, there would be a Cosmic Games to mark the occasion, where each Cosmic would choose a champion to compete for them. And this apple would grant the winner a great gift – a gift of heightened magic.’ Nim looked to Peregrine, who was gazing at the hovering apple.

If the apple could give Peregrine magic – any kind of magic – then she would have to be allowed to stay in the Cosmic Realm. There was no way they could make her go back and take regular lessons again if she had magic. Fizzing bubbles of joy rose in Peregrine’s mind.

You are not even supposed to be here. Bella’s needle-sharp laugh echoed, popping the bubbles and leaving behind a horrible flat feeling in Peregrine’s stomach. Of course she wouldn’t win. She was a mortal, a Terran. ‘Why are you telling me this?’ Peregrine rubbed her nose angrily.

Nim raised an eyebrow.

‘Quack!’ Arthur flapped his wings and flew to the other side of Nim.

‘I’m just here because Olympus wants a spy,’ Peregrine’s voice got louder, reverberating off the walls of Atalanta’s Hall. ‘It’s not like I’m going to get the apple.’ She was done with this, and she had to be back in her bedroom before dawn in case Sibyll called again.

Nim was silent.

‘You don’t have to pretend that I have some kind of chance.’ Peregrine stood up, dusting down her tracksuit. ‘Even Mum doesn’t think I can win.’

‘What?’ Nim looked up at her, confusion flickering across her face with the firelight.

‘I heard her.’ Peregrine sniffed.

‘You did?’ Nim tapped her staff with her index finger. ‘That doesn’t sound right.’

Peregrine put her hands on her hips. ‘Well, it is! I heard her tell Daedalus that she didn’t want me to win.’

‘Ah!’ Nim leaned on her staff, and stood up, batting Peregrine’s offered hand away. ‘Well, now that I can believe.’

‘What?’ The embers of Peregrine’s anger were becoming hotter. ‘But it’s the same thing –’

‘Forgive me, dear, but it absolutely is not.’ Nim sighed. ‘I have no idea whether you will win or not, Peregrine. And neither does your mother. That, in some small part, is up to you.’

Arthur waddled forward, turning his beak towards Peregrine, his beady eyes unblinking. Nim smiled down at him, then back at Peregrine. ‘I brought you here, to Atalanta’s Hall, because I want you to know that winning does not come without consequence.’

‘Consequences? You said the winner would get magic?’

‘Yes.’ Nim waved her staff and the branches began to move again. ‘You know, Atalanta was also a Cosmic Games champion?’ Nim nudged her cane at the wall. ‘She was the youngest of the Argonauts, and though she came from no Cosmic lineage, she was an equal to Hercules himself.’

Peregrine sighed. She’d had quite enough of stories for one day, but the trees were forming shadows again. This time it was a ship, speeding through waves. The wonder washed Peregrine’s anger away, like the tide retreating. ‘Wow,’ she whispered.

‘Atalanta was strong, fast, fiercely independent.’ Nim side-eyed Peregrine. ‘It surprised very few when she won.’ The ship disappeared and now a shadow girl stood in front of a tree, holding aloft an apple. ‘Atalanta ate her prize in front of all Cosmopolis and, in front of all Cosmopolis, she began to change . . .’

‘Change?’ Peregrine stared as the shadow girl crouched, then sprang up. But she was no longer a girl. She was a mountain lion, pawing the air. Peregrine gasped and Arthur flapped.

‘Atalanta came here.’ Nim gestured to the wall and the tree shadows. ‘The metamorphosis need not have been permanent. The Grand Architect offered to change her back, but Atalanta refused. She enjoyed the cool smell of the pines, the rush of the hunt, the hours spent basking in the sun. And so, for the rest of her days she roamed the forest, living as she wished: as a lion. She only agreed to be transformed back into a human for one year, before disappearing again, this time forever.’ Nim grinned. ‘One year was time enough to tell her story, to tell others what she had learned.’ The shadow lion disappeared, melting into the flickering golden wall.

Nim squeezed Peregrine’s shoulder and turned her back to the door. Arthur waddled at her side. ‘The apple – if it is meant to be yours, Peregrine – will give you a gift; it will reveal something that is already inside you, waiting to be brought forth.’

‘But I’m not going to win. Daedalus and my mum know that.’

Nim sighed, hugging Peregrine closer. ‘Your mother knows more than most about the transformation that the Games enacts on its players, not just the one who eats the apple. She loves you – why would she want you to change?’

Peregrine scowled.

Nim chuckled. ‘You are growing up, my dear – you’re a teenager! And in my experience, that is much more terrifying than any lion.’ Nim paused, pushing her cane down onto the stone floor and rubbing her back with a groan.

‘Nim?’ Peregrine turned to her, suddenly concerned, but Nim waved her hand, as if shooing her worry away.

‘If I’m honest, Peregrine, I don’t know if I want you to change either. But –’ she looked up, her eyes twinkling – ‘I cannot wait to see what happens when you do.’

Peregrine and Nim followed Arthur as he waddled into the trees. After just a few minutes the trees cleared and they were greeted with a carpet of bell heather, shining silver in the dawn haze. They were on the side of the Mountain, the lights of Cosmopolis winking at them in the near distance.

‘WHAT?’ Peregrine stared. ‘Why didn’t we come in this way?’

‘Ah yes, lesson number two.’ Nim did not look at Peregrine as she breathed in the cool mountain air. ‘There is always more than one way out.’
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ROWAN

Location: Reception Desk, Level Three, Olympus Inc., the Mountain, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

‘Morning, Taylor.’ Rowan nodded to the stout nymph at the reception desk.

Taylor lowered his copy of The Muse Letter. Rowan winced at the headline.

 

Games Fair Fiasco: CSI Strikes Again

 

Thoth Thompson’s reporting may not always be entirely accurate, but by Hera was it fast.

‘You’re early.’ Taylor edged the paper back up again.

Rowan nodded. She was early. All she had to do was get into the lab before the crowds and she’d be able to spend a day happily filing, labelling and, most importantly, not seeing anyone. She waved her Hansel Pine lunchbox – it had been a birthday present. ‘Well, you know what they say, the early bird catches the bookworm,’ she said cheerily, before taking her hat off and turning it around 180 degrees, as tradition demanded. You should never joke about bookworms.

‘I see . . .’

Rowan strode forward and swiped her keycard.

BEEP. BEEP.

‘Aargh.’ Rowan leapt back as the whole Olympus Inc. foyer lit up in red, then blue, then red again. Night-shift employees looked up sleepily from their desks; some of them put on ear muffs.

‘What is going on?’ Rowan wailed as she pulled up her lunchbox so Hansel’s tinny smile replaced her own panicked face.

‘New protocols,’ Taylor said from behind his paper. ‘Everyone needs new access cards.’ He shook the paper, so the headline wobbled. ‘Can’t think why.’

Rowan moved the lunchbox so that Taylor could see her scowl. Or would have done, if he was looking.

BEEP. BEEP. BEEP.

‘Can’t you make it stop?’ Rowan span her head left and right, the red lights still flashing overhead.

‘No.’ Taylor licked a finger and turned a page. ‘We have to wait.’

‘Wait?’ Rowan had her hands over her ears, her eyes squeezed shut against the flashing lights. She was yelling now. ‘For WHO?’

‘For whom.’ The beeping stopped. Rowan recognised that voice, but she really, really hoped that she was wrong. She opened one eye to see Agent Hansel Pine tapping a remote control against his bicep. The night-shift employees who hadn’t batted an eyelid when the alarms went off were now staring at them or, more particularly, at Agent Pine. Even Taylor had lowered his paper.

‘Well, well.’ Hansel tightened his arms over his chest, his shiny gold suit squeaking a little as he did so. ‘What have we here?’

Rowan narrowed her eyes, squinting at the brightness of Hansel’s suit. The few staff in the foyer had hopped off their stools and were edging closer, like moths to a highly arrogant flame. ‘I work here.’ Rowan gritted her teeth. ‘You know I work here.’

Hansel smirked. ‘I am going to need you –’ he struck a pose ‘– to empty your pockets.’

Rowan groaned, but did as she was told. This took quite a long time, as CSI training overalls have many, many pockets.

After inspecting the contents laid out on the reception desk, Hansel tapped the lunchbox with the remote control. ‘And what is this?’ The lunchbox showed a scene from one of Hansel’s latest releases: him standing with his hands on hips in front of an exploding building, one foot resting on a mechanical hydra – all of whose heads were turned to stare adoringly at Hansel.

‘Lunch,’ Rowan mumbled.

Hansel pulled on a pair of ivory gloves. ‘Stand back, everyone!’ He pushed his hands out to the side as if pushing back a crowd. One of the night-shift workers gasped.

‘It’s my LUNCH,’ Rowan repeated as she watched Hansel flick open the tin as if it was a Class Theta ballistic. Hansel leaned in and sniffed. Not able to help herself, Rowan leaned in as well. It smelled like all of her dad’s baking: delicious.

Hansel stood up and pointed at the contents of the box. ‘And what is this?’

‘It’s my –’

‘SPECIFICS, Agent!’

‘It’s a CRUMPET!’ Rowan yelled back.

Hansel smiled, his lips hiding his teeth until the last moment when they flashed white, making Rowan blink at the sudden brightness. ‘Best confiscate it.’ He smacked the lid down, then leaned in towards her. ‘Just in case.’

Rowan inhaled through her nose. ‘But –’

‘Would you like your card updated?’ Hansel pulled his CosPad out of his suit and hovered his finger over a button.

‘Yes.’ She spoke with her teeth squeezed together.

Hansel raised an eyebrow.

‘Yes, please.’

Hansel pressed the button, then spun around to the awaiting onlookers. ‘All is safe now.’ He pocketed the CosPad then pulled off his gloves.

There was an enthusiastic scatter of applause in the hall. ‘Not at all, not at all.’ Hansel beamed. ‘OPS is happy to help.’ He side-eyed Rowan. ‘It is what WE do.’

 

Rowan was still fuming when she arrived at HekTek Laboratories. She pulled open the nearest cabinet, the metal clanging loudly. FlutterBug clicked two slow clicks.

‘I am calming down,’ Rowan muttered. Sorting was basically meditation and she had to get her head in the game. For sure, Hansel had flustered her, but he wasn’t the real reason Rowan was agitated. The rebels had the weather, and there was nothing she could do about it. They wouldn’t have the weather if it wasn’t for you, a voice snickered in her head. And you call yourself an agent. Rowan exhaled sharply, pulled a tray of potions from the cabinet and laid them out on the counter. Sibyll had specifically told her to not engage, and instead she had somehow messed things up even more.

Rowan chewed at her lip as she got out her CosPad and began to scan the vials of liquid. Adder venom. Sloth sweat. Newt mucus. There was also a jar of pellets that Rowan was 90 per cent sure were rock goblin bogies. All this seemed fine. Rowan shook the pellets so they rattled. Disgusting, but fine.

She put her CosPad down and began to move each vial into a ‘Suspicious?’ box. Her mind wandered back to the sprite. What had he said his name was? Jarvis Mayflower? He had known about the events in the Under Realm, or at least some of them. But how? Tyron had sworn he hadn’t told anyone anything, but the rebels had to be getting their information from somewhere.

FlutterBug clicked and came to rest on Rowan’s outstretched hand. Only then did she realise it was shaking. She placed the final vial into the box, then nodded. She sat down on one of the metal stools and typed in Jarvis’s details into the CSI database on her CosPad. Other, more senior CSI agents on Sibyll’s team would have already done this, but they were so overloaded with Games security they might have missed something . . .

‘SUSPECT FOUND.’

The CosPad beeped and Jarvis’s roguish face appeared in front of her, half-smiling. ‘Moorfvhat,’ Rowan growled, then gagged as if trying to extricate the swear word from her throat. This wasn’t a word said in company unless, perhaps, your company happened to be thieves, smugglers or murderers. Hazel had taught the swear word to her after she’d come back from work experience with the harpies.

Coughing again, Rowan scanned the screen. Jarvis had a few minor offences, but only from the past couple of years. Before that, nothing. ‘Hmm.’ She scrolled further. He hadn’t attended the Academy and there was no address for him. This was not particularly odd, and was in fact quite common for immortals who had emigrated from the Terran Realm. She would have to remember to ask Cal whether Jarvis was on the Off-Realm Register.

Rowan pressed a button to expand her search to include Terran law enforcement databases. The results were – unsurprisingly – zero. Even if Terran intelligence agencies weren’t so useless at detecting anything remotely mystical, immortals tended to keep low profiles. Well, with one much-too-famous exception.

‘Helloo!’ Daedalus poked his head around the doorframe. ‘How is it all going?’

Rowan groaned.

‘I thought so!’ Daedalus smiled broadly. ‘Time for a tea break.’

‘But I only just got here –’

‘Be a bit odd to have a break before you got here, now wouldn’t it?’ Daedalus was already walking towards the far corner of the lab. Rowan followed him grudgingly.

In contrast to the clinical chrome of the rest of the lab, the lab kitchenette had quite a cosy feel. There were three teapots, a copper kettle, and a whole cabinet filled with teacups and matching saucers.

‘Say what you like about Hekate –’ Daedalus paused, as if thinking of a few things that he would quite like to say about the person who had kept him in a mist vortex for several days – ‘but she has does have excellent taste in crockery.’

Rowan noted the ominous use of the present tense. She gulped as Daedalus picked up a porcelain teacup with a string of violets painted around the rim and shook his head in admiration. ‘Most excellent.’

Rowan scratched the tip of her ear. There were probably some very particular rules about drinking from a teacup in a crime scene, but she supposed that the DNA scans had already been done . . . She opened the cupboard and began to scan each jar of tea with her spectrometer. Camomile, Earl Grey, Verbena.

‘Any coffee?’ Daedalus appeared behind her.

‘No.’ Rowan shook her head. Fennel, Mint.

‘Ooh! Biscuits though.’ Daedalus grabbed a packet from over Rowan’s head and tore it open.

‘Daedalus!’ Rowan swiped for the packet but Daedalus already had a biscuit in his mouth.

‘Sorryff.’ He offered her the packet. ‘Very rude of meeff.’

Rowan grabbed it and sniffed. ‘These could be poisoned!’ She shook the packet at Daedalus, who picked out another biscuit.

‘Poisoning biscuits is not really Hekate’s style.’ Daedalus swallowed then brushed the crumbs off his waistcoat rather more roughly than was necessary. ‘But talking of poisoning, did you hear about those apples at the fair?’ He took out another biscuit and chomped on it.

Rowan sighed and put the scanned tea selection out on the table along with the half-empty biscuit packet. ‘I did. Just another reason that we should be extra careful.’

Daedalus stood up. ‘Are you sure there’s no coffee?’ He poked his arm into the back of the cupboard. ‘Oh! Now this is interesting.’ He placed a small pouch and a circular tin on the table. Around the metal rim of the tin was a dusting of what looked like blue pollen.

Rowan held up her spectrometer. ‘Hebera Longora,’ she read out loud. She’d never heard of it. She read further. ‘Flower of . . . youth?’ She looked up at Daedalus.

‘Hmm, yes.’ Daedalus had put his half-finished biscuit on the table and was peering at the tin. ‘Very trendy a few hundred years ago on Earth. There was a burgeoning illegal trade of it at the Goblin Market, but you need buckets of the stuff to make any real difference. Endangered now, sadly.’ Daedalus picked up the tin and dipped his pinky finger in it. ‘Always thought of propagating them, but thought it might be a tad risky in Oxford.’

‘Yes, it would be risky.’ Rowan glared. Was this how it was going to be? One bit of minor treason, and people thought they could talk about their criminality in front of her? She was – very almost – a CSI agent, for Hera’s sake!

Daedalus was squinting at the end of his finger, where there was a single six-petalled flower about the size of a rice grain. ‘It seems an odd thing for Hekate to dabble in, though. She was never one for the more traditional herbs.’ Before Rowan could stop him, Daedalus had licked the end of his finger, then pocketed the tin. ‘And this –’ he tapped the pouch – ‘is verlaroot. That’s –’ He went to pick it up, but Rowan grabbed it and stuffed it into her own pocket. At this rate she’d have nothing left to catalogue.

‘Snooze powder, yes, I know,’ she snapped.

Daedalus looked moderately put out. He opened his mouth and for a moment Rowan thought he might remind her that he vastly outranked her, but instead he cleared his throat. ‘I actually came to check on you about the weather.’ He looked at her over his glasses. ‘How are you doing?’

Rowan sank her head in her hands.

‘Yes, I thought so.’ He shook the biscuit packet at her and she took one.

‘Tyron’s also not doing well.’ Daedalus sighed. ‘He’s threatening to go back to the Under Realm.’

‘What?’ Rowan paused, the biscuit halfway to her mouth. ‘But he’s only been here two weeks!’ Tyron had accepted Daedalus’s proposal to work at the Academy in the Library Studies department. As far as Rowan could tell he’d been really enjoying it, especially the part where he got to tell all the other Lead Librarians that they had been doing everything wrong for the last two millennia.

‘Even so.’ Daedalus sighed. ‘Penelope is very worried about him, Tyron’s been helping her with some research.’ He coughed. ‘I was wondering whether you might go and speak to him?’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘You always got on so well, both being Librarians and all . . .’ He shook the biscuit packet again.

Rowan stared back. True, she and Tyron had bonded over their attempt to stop Olympus Inc. from destroying the Alexandrian Library for a second time, but their relationship was dicey at best. Tyron was, after all, a very difficult horse to get along with.

Daedalus kept her gaze. ‘It must get so terribly lonely in those new caves of his . . .’

Rowan snorted. ‘No! Tyron chose to move into the Mountain caves, even when I explained that they were also sewers.’ She pinched the bridge of her nose instinctively. ‘And he lived in the Under Realm alone for centuries.’ Rowan tried not to blink. ‘He is not going to get lonely after a couple of weeks.’

Daedalus shook his head. ‘Poor, poor Tyron . . .’

Rowan shoved the biscuit into her mouth. ‘Fineff!’ She supposed she did also need to talk to Tyron about the mural, and it’s not like he was answering his CosMails.

Daedalus clapped his hands. ‘Excellent! You are a dear colleague.’ Grabbing a box labelled ‘Suspicious!’ he marched towards the door. ‘The Cosmic Realm thanks you for your service!’

Rowan swallowed, and then swore loudly. Hazel would have been so proud.
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PEREGRINE

Location: Dorm 24, East Quarter, the Stables, Chiron Academy, Mountain Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

Peregrine woke up with the images Nim had shown her still rolling around her head. If she got the apple, would she change, like Atalanta had? What if things went wrong? Would the Cosmics fight over these Games too? Is that how Peregrine would bring destruction, just as Zelendine had said?

She sat up, and a new image rolled into her mind: an image with a ponytail and a fedora hat. Her mum had said to drop by if she could, and since there was nothing scheduled today for champions before the opening ceremony, this seemed like the perfect opportunity. Peregrine didn’t want her mum to worry, but she could really do with a hug . . .

 

It didn’t take her long to find her way back to the Mountain, but still, by the time she was blinking up at the grumpy-looking receptionist it was well past noon. The receptionist was sitting behind a tall desk in the middle of a gleaming Olympus Inc. lobby.

‘Hello.’ Peregrine rocked onto her tiptoes. ‘Could you tell me how to get to the library, please?’

‘First floor.’ The man did not look up from his newspaper, but pointed at some lifts to the left. ‘You don’t need a key card for public services.’ He handed her a portal timetable from behind his paper.

‘Thank you.’ Peregrine took the timetable and tucked it into her pocket.

 

The doors to the lift pinged open on the first floor and Peregrine stepped out to a familiar hummingbird-wing hum. She grinned; she was in the Grand Central Library CosPort.

Bright sunbeams shone through a tall stained-glass window, scattering the floor of the library with multicoloured light, like jewels tipped out on sand. Peregrine had been in this room once before, when she’d left the Cosmic Realm last time. She remembered the tall shelves and the gently flapping books, but she hadn’t noticed the ceiling. She stared up now and saw a painting of a tree, its huge gilded branches reaching all the way to the walls. ‘Whoa.’

‘It’s rad, right?’ A woman with bubblegum-pink hair winked at her. She had a gold helmet on, and wings, and was standing in front of a sign that read IrisPod CosPort Pick-Up.

Not wanting to look as if she was staring, Peregrine went to turn away, but not before the woman said, ‘You’re Athene’s champion, right?’

Peregrine grinned. ‘Yes, I’m Peregrine.’ She put out her hand.

‘Hi, Peregrine. I’m Poppy.’ Poppy shook her hand, then gestured to the portal. ‘Not leaving us already, are you?’

‘Oh no, not yet anyway. I’m actually looking for my mum.’ Peregrine scratched her nose. ‘She said that she was working in the library, but I can’t see her here . . .’

Poppy smiled. ‘Do you know what section?’

‘No.’ Peregrine shook her head. She’d assumed that her mum was doing some reading for her next archaeological dig, but she wasn’t sure. Her fingers went to her wrist. She could always call her on the CosWatch, like her mum had told her to, but she wanted her visit to be a surprise.

Poppy pointed at a large archway behind them. ‘The research section is just through that door. Maybe try there?’

‘PORTAL TRANSPORT INCOMING.’

‘Oh, here we go!’ Poppy brought out a CosPad and lifted it up. The name ‘Darwin’ flashed in indigo-blue capital letters.

‘Thanks!’ Peregrine called as she scurried through the arch as the humming got louder and a green light filled the CosPort.

Walking down the aisle through the middle of the library shelves felt to Peregrine as if she was walking through an ocean, but instead of water on either side of her, it was words. Peregrine’s gaze swooped around, alighting on title upon interesting title. Merewolves: A History in Thirteen Moons; Portal Physics: A Theoretical Companion; Yes, You CAN Boogie: A Beginner’s Guide to Traditional Faun-ish Dance. There must be thousands of books in here, maybe even millions. It would be so easy to get lost among them.

The aisle led to a desk shaped like a crescent moon, behind which Peregrine saw a mass of curly hair and a bowler hat. ‘Rowan?’

The owner of the hat, who was not Rowan, looked up from her book. Peregrine remembered the photograph she had seen on Rowan’s desk at the Bodleian. Septuplets. So this must be one of Rowan’s sisters.

‘Oh, hello!’ Peregrine waved. ‘Sorry. Um, er, is my mum, I mean, Penelope Quinn, here?’

The Librarian grinned. ‘I know who your mum is, Peregrine. Everyone knows who your mum is.’

‘Yeah.’ Peregrine smiled weakly. ‘They do.’

‘I’m Elm, Elm Strong of the Seven Strong Sisters.’ She reached out her hand and Peregrine shook it. Yes, Elm was strong. ‘Your mum has been working in the Medieval Studies section.’ Elm pointed to a section of the map that was inlaid in gold on a panel on the side of the desk. ‘Would you like me to get her for you?’

Peregrine hesitated. GrumBug, who was busy scanning the map, clicked. She shook her head. ‘No, no, it’s OK, I can – we can –’ she tapped GrumBug as it returned to her shoulder – ‘find her.’

Elm nodded. ‘Those CosBugs are brilliant! I wish Olympus would commission some.’ She blinked, looked up as if at a camera, then shook her head. ‘Anyway, it’s left at Architecture, then third right. Have a Cosmic Games!’

 

BAM.

Peregrine turned the corner and jumped back just in time. A book had landed splat in front of her, pages splayed and spine up.

‘Hey!’ A sweet peppermint smell wafted up her nostrils. ‘Bernie?’ Peregrine hissed.

She looked up to see a bright green tendril waving from the space the book had once occupied. Peregrine rolled her eyes and leaned down to pick up the book, but before she could grab it, the book flopped up, shook its pages then flapped slowly away. Peregrine stared and Bernadette squeaked a number of times in quick succession, as if giggling.

Peregrine grinned. She’d forgotten how much she’d missed this plant. ‘Nice trick at the Botanical Gardens, by the way.’ Peregrine reached up and let Bernadette wrap their tendrils around her wrist. ‘Nim says you’ve been making lots of new portals, but she doesn’t know why.’ Peregrine paused. ‘Are you searching for something?’

Bernadette squeaked, indignant.

‘Yes, we are all allowed secrets.’ Peregrine wiggled her fingers as thumb-sized spade-shaped purple leaves began to sprout from the tendrils.

‘Learn that from Daedalus, did you?’ The leaves traced her palm. ‘All right, all right, I’ll leave it!’ Peregrine giggled, and shook her hand, letting Bernadette’s tendrils slip from her wrist.

Peregrine’s gaze landed on the frond-shaped scars on her palm. She’d gotten the scars from holding on to the portal vines in the Alexandrian Library. She inhaled as she remembered. From when you set them on fire.

‘Searching for something . . .’ Peregrine repeated. She thought of Zelendine and her Oracle Intelligence. You do not yet know who you are.

Tears prickled at Peregrine’s eyes as she looked up the aisle. ‘I’m here to find Mum.’ Peregrine sucked in her breath, then blinked to stop herself from crying.

Bernadette placed a comforting tendril on her shoulder. ‘I’m all right, really.’ Peregrine leaned against the bookshelf. ‘I told Mum I could do this, be a champion, do what the Cosmic Realm asked me to do, but it’s so –’ she made a noise that was half laugh, half sob – ‘complicated.’

Before she knew it, the whole story – the fight with Bella, the fire in the crystal ball, the burning tree – had tumbled out of her. She only stopped when Bernadette drew a leaf up to her cheek to flick away a tear.

Peregrine nodded. ‘Thank you for listening.’ She blinked and wiped a palm over her eyes. ‘I really have missed you, you know.’ When she looked up, Bernadette’s tendrils had disappeared back behind the bookshelf.

‘Bernie?’ Peregrine whispered. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the comforting bookish air. Even though the library still felt very big, and very strange, she didn’t feel as lost as she had before. A warmth spread across her chest and into her limbs. She had come here looking for a moment of familiarity in this strange and wondrous new place, and she’d found it.

She had taken just one step along the aisle when suddenly another book flew off the shelf. Peregrine gasped as a tendril shot out, catching the book with a large leaf. ‘What –’ she began, but Bernadette placed a leaf over Peregrine’s mouth. Another tendril pointed through the gap in the shelf where, surrounded by a flock of gently flapping books, her wide-brimmed fedora balanced on a pile of papers, Peregrine could see her mum, fast asleep.

Another wave of warmth flooded Peregrine’s body as she felt Bernadette’s leaf land on her shoulder.

Penelope’s brow twitched.

Peregrine had told her mum that she didn’t need to worry about her competing in the Games, that it was just like camp, that she, Peregrine, had been born for adventure.

Silently, Peregrine took the book from Bernadette. Arthurian Tales: A Comprehensive Index of the Terran Texts. ‘I guess we’re all searching for something,’ she whispered, before sliding the book back onto the shelf.
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CAL

Location: Grand Architect’s Box, Cosmopolis Stadium, Penthesilea Way, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

Cal was very slowly, but very deliberately, eating his seat cushion. He had reasons: first, he was nervous about Nanny Goat; second, he didn’t do well with heights.

‘These really are the most wonderful seats – just dreamy.’ Ma Goat clutched her crocheted bag, her excitement fizzing like a bottle of Goat Herder ale. ‘We could be in the clouds! The Grand Architect’s Box – I can hardly believe it!’ She leaned across Pa Goat, who was studying the Games programme, and grasped Daedalus’s arm. ‘I cannot thank you enough.’

The Architect patted Ma Goat’s hand and smiled. ‘It is an honour. Cal is such a boon to work with. It is a real delight to meet you both; you must be so proud.’

Ma Goat nodded. ‘Did I tell you that our nephew, Mervyn, is performing?’

‘Yes, you did mention –’

Pa Goat turned over a page of the programme. ‘A true faun.’

Ma Goat settled back into her seat with a giddy laugh.

‘And your son has shown a great deal of bravery of late.’ Daedalus beamed at Cal.

‘Bravery?’ Ma Goat flicked her gaze to Cal. ‘Doesn’t he work in Terran Communications?’

‘Er, yes.’ Daedalus did not miss a beat. ‘But administration has its own dragons to slay.’

Pa Goat lowered the programme an inch.

‘Figurative dragons to slay,’ Daedalus continued.

‘Humph.’ Pa Goat raised the programme again.

‘Sit up, Callimachus!’ Ma Goat snapped. Cal was slumped so far down in his seat that only his horns could be seen over the guardrail. That was because he did not like being the centre of attention, or even on its edge. Unlike his cousin Mervyn, who sought attention like a slug seeks moisture – as in, relentlessly.

Daedalus was making a very good show at ignoring the family dynamics. ‘And up for a promotion to Agent!’

Pa Goat snorted.

Daedalus turned to him. ‘I don’t see what’s funny about that.’

Pa Goat sighed, lowering his programme once more to no doubt orate at length as to what exactly was so funny about a faun, particularly this faun, becoming a CSI agent.

Cal squeezed his eyes shut but, before Pa Goat could begin, there was a rustle from the box next to them and a figure dressed in cowboy boots and hat walked – no, swaggered – into the box next to theirs and, with a swish of his tasselled jacket, sat down.

Cal couldn’t breathe, and not just because of the amount of cushion stuffing he had consumed in the last twenty minutes or so. But because he, Callimachus Thorn, was sitting within arm’s reach of none other than the forest god, the legend, Pan.

‘Dear gods,’ whispered Pa Goat, dropping the programme so it fluttered down to his hooves. All three fauns were staring at the rock star, their mouths open.

‘Oh, I heard he was coming!’ Daedalus was, yet again, oblivious to the spell the presence of Pan had cast on his companions. ‘He’s going to sing “The Cosmicon”, apparently.’ He adjusted his cravat. ‘More a fan of his early work, personally. Before he went –’ he shuddered – ‘electric.’

It was a testament to how dumbstruck the fauns were that none of them said anything. Criticising Pan’s music was tantamount to heresy in the Foothills. It was fitting that they held the silence though, as no one had heard Pan sing, or even speak, in almost a century.

A floating CosCam zoomed to hover in front of Pan’s box, projecting an image onto the viewscreen above the stadium. The CosCam was flanked by two hover-lights that illuminated both of their boxes. Both Pan and Daedalus promptly put their sunglasses on.

The silence was broken by a roar from the crowd.

‘Just dreamy,’ Ma Goat whispered under her breath.

After a couple of minutes, the CosCam flew away and the lights of the stadium faded, allowing the lilac-blue twilight to settle over the quietening crowd.

The ingenious acoustic design of the Cosmopolis stadium was such that even if the audience did not have acute faun-ish hearing, they could have heard a pin drop. A pin, or a hoof.

Ma Goat clapped her hands. Not even Pan could keep her attention from the unmistakable tip-tap of a pair of steel-covered hooves making their way onto the stage. The sound ceased and the crowd held its collective breath.

Everyone held their breath. Everyone, that is, except Cal, who exhaled loudly. Daedalus snorted, and handed Cal a Chocolux bar.

Tip-tip-tap. Tap. Tap. And then there he was, Mervyn Thorn, bathed in a candy-pink spotlight, pan pipes to his lips. A single note on the pipes heralded a torrent of sound: first Mervyn’s hooves tapped faster, stomping dramatically, then he was joined by half a dozen dancers side-clopping on his left. Another half dozen joined to his right.

The crowd went wild. Mervyn’s movements were wild. The whole performance was wildly and fantastically exhausting to behold. Cal looked over towards Daedalus, but somehow in the last few minutes the wily inventor had slipped out. Cal shook his head. He would have words with him later. Cal had made it absolutely clear when Daedalus had offered him the use of the box that he did not want to be left alone with his family.

Cal sighed and looked sideways towards Pan, then froze. He couldn’t be sure, because of the sunglasses, but it seemed as if the forest god was looking right back at him. Pan nodded once, then turned his gaze back to Mervyn’s performance. Cal blinked.

‘I have heard of you.’ Pan’s voice was low and crackly, like a fire spitting.

‘Oh?’ Cal could have said ‘you too’, but that would have been somewhat redundant as Pan was the most famous faun in the history of – well, everything.

Pan nodded. ‘I have. You’re doing good, kid, real good.’ Pan had not taken his eyes off the performance. ‘I have somethin’ to tell you.’ His lips barely moved as he spoke.

Cal leaned forward, eager to hear whatever Pan wanted to tell him. The very fact that the god was even talking to him was astonishing.

Ma Goat squealed as Mervyn performed a particularly high leap, his magnificent curls bobbing as his hooves landed back on the stage. Cal had always been jealous of Mervyn’s hair.

‘Not here.’ Pan shook his head slightly. ‘In my trailer. After the ceremony. We need to talk.’ With that, the forest god, the legend, stood up and disappeared back behind the curtain.

Cal looked back at the stage, his thoughts spinning, like they did when he’d had one too many of Uncle Ignatio’s free ale samples. The pan-piping was at top tempo, the crowd stomping their feet along with the music. Mervyn raised his arms to encourage a crescendo. Stomp, stomp, stomp, stomp.

Mervyn jumped, then landed, rather predictably, in the splits, his pan pipes raised aloft. Cal sighed. He had also always been jealous of Mervyn’s flexible hamstrings.

Ma Goat was on her feet, as fast as a Thunderbolt. ‘Wow!’ She looked at Cal, her face red from the exertion of clapping her hands like hummingbird wings. ‘Can you believe it, Callimachus?’

‘No.’ Cal shook his head, clapping mechanically. ‘No, I really can’t.’
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PEREGRINE

Location: Champions’ Entrance, Cosmopolis Stadium, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

Peregrine’s palms itched. All the champions were crowded by the Champions’ Entrance, as Linus had told them they had to wait and watch the performance from there. And while Peregrine was good at quite a lot of things, waiting was not one of them.

She turned to Cormac, who was squeezing his CosCube like it was a stress ball. ‘So what happens now?’

‘Bored, are we?’ Bella snapped from behind her. ‘It’s a shame that everything can’t be as exciting as punching people in the nose, hmm, Penguin?’

Peregrine spun around. ‘My name’s not . . .’

‘Look!’ Faizan pointed up through the archway. Peregrine pressed onto her tiptoes and traced her gaze from the arena floor up through the stands filled with spectators. Some were waving apple flags, and she could spot enthusiastic fans sporting coloured apple T-shirts. She scanned the crowd. She knew her mum wasn’t going to be here, but was Daedalus? Or Nim?

The sky above the stadium had turned the same fuchsia pink as one of Daedalus’s handkerchiefs.

‘It’s beautiful!’ Peregrine smiled at Faizan.

‘It is most beautiful,’ he agreed. ‘But also –’ he held Peregrine’s shoulders lightly, and turned her towards the arena again – ‘look up.’

Peregrine squinted. She saw the golden apples flashing on the flags, and the clouds drifting across the sky like candy floss, and . . . oh! There were three clouds moving faster than the others, and they were moving downward towards the arena.

‘They’re horses!’ whispered Cormac.

‘Better than that, they’re hippo-gosts!’ Cassius grinned, taking Faizan’s CosPad out of his hands. ‘It’s the Games Masters.’ They shook their head and snapped a picture. ‘What an entrance!’

Hippo-gosts? Peregrine stared as the three cloud-like horses spiralled down, treading the air above the stadium. So, the Cosmic Realm did have ghosts after all!

The horses slowed as they neared the arena floor, allowing the spectators to get a good look at the Games Masters and their magnificent elemental steeds.

Tappis whooped in excitement. Peregrine laughed as she pressed herself into the side of the arch to avoid Tappis’s dancing hooves. The sight really was spectacular.

‘That’s Zephyr!’ Cormac clapped. ‘The Class B weather sprite.’

Peregrine nodded. She remembered Zephyr’s broad and jovial face from Linus’s briefing, but his hippo-gost was entirely new. It was almost transparent, its grey-white mane and tail streaming behind it, leaving sparkling white clouds in its wake. The crowd applauded enthusiastically as many of them reached up to catch the specks of silver dust falling from the sky.

Triton was just behind Zephyr. His horse was a rippling blue-green, and galloped on a stream of water that wound, snake-like, around its hooves, making intricate patterns in the air.

‘Marid,’ Petra said, her voice as blunt as the practice swords. ‘Marids are the best riders.’

Tia’s tail swished into Petra’s face.

‘HEY!’

‘Oops.’ Tia shrugged, then pointed. ‘Here comes Fantasia!’

There was a roar of applause as the third Games Master appeared riding a dappled hippo-gost – the colour of a storm. Peregrine’s stomach tightened as both Fantasia and her steed disappeared, then reappeared, in a flash of purple lightning.

Cassius took another picture. ‘Epic!’

As soon as the horses’ hooves touched the arena floor, the steeds disappeared in a swirl of white, blue and purple smoke, leaving the three Games Masters standing in a shower of silver stars. Triton bowed, his long sleeves, blue-green like the horse, brushing the ground. His silver staff swept in a wide, graceful arc. Peregrine saw Fantasia’s fingers twitch.

A trumpet sounded above them. ‘Good evening, Cosmopolis!’ Zephyr’s voice boomed over the stadium and applause erupted from the crowd. ‘We are your Games Masters, but it’s not US that you have come to see, is it?’

‘NO!’ the crowd yelled.

‘This is you!’ Peregrine jumped as Linus growled from behind them. ‘Your seats are on the left.’

‘Are you ready to meet your champions?’

‘YES!’

Faizan shook his head.

‘And in no particular order –’ 

Petra stepped forward.

‘We have Tia Holmes representing Artemis!’

Tia swished her tail again at Petra, and clopped out.

‘Tappis Holmes as Apollo’s champion! Give us a wave, Tappis!’ 

Tappis grinned, waving to the clapping crowd.

‘Faizan Khan, representing Hephaestus!’

Faizan looked towards Cassius, who nodded, then Faizan walked straight out into the arena.

‘LEFT, Faizan!’ Linus called. ‘Zeus’s bolt,’ he muttered.

‘Belladonna Knox, representing –’

Bella pushed past Peregrine, shoving her forward.

‘Classy,’ Peregrine muttered, rubbing her elbow.

‘Dionysus. And Cassius Rose for . . . Aphrodite!’

Cassius patted Peregrine on the back before taking their place behind Bella.

‘Next, our Atlantian champion Petra Luda, competing for Lord of the Oceans . . . Poseidon.’

‘About time.’ Petra rolled her shoulders back and strode out.

‘Cormac Rodriguez for Hermes!’

There were some whoops among the clapping from the crowd.

‘And, our last-minute replacement, Peregrine Quinn for Athene!’

The applause stuttered and Peregrine could hear the whispers of the crowd. It sounded eerie, like wind whistling through wheat.

Linus put his paw on Peregrine’s shoulder. ‘Off you go,’ he grunted, not unkindly. ‘They’re waiting, and no one likes to wait.’

‘OK.’ Breathe, just breathe. Peregrine inhaled, and stepped through the archway. The whispering increased in volume. She caught a few words: ‘legacy’, ‘Quinn’, ‘substitute’. She kept walking, looking up to avoid catching anyone’s eye.

She turned left, and could see the other champions in their seats already. Cormac waved and pointed to the empty space next to him.

Peregrine gulped. It wasn’t far to walk but, with a stadium’s worth of eyes on her, it felt as if she was being watched by a large, judgemental spider. She sprinted the last couple of metres and fell into her seat. ‘Thank Hera.’

‘Welcome, champions. And now, we have a special treat for you, a gift from the Grand Architect himself!’

Zephyr bowed low, and in a swirl of silver sparks, he, Triton and Fantasia disappeared from the stage.

Peregrine’s heart thumped. The Grand Architect? Her breath slowing, Peregrine joined in the crowd’s enthusiastic applause as she scanned the crowd again for Daedalus. He must be here somewhere.

The crowd’s applause quietened and an eerie silence blanketed the stadium, a silence that was broken by three clear notes. Peregrine gasped. No, it couldn’t be. That was Bernadette’s lullaby, the one Daedalus had sung to encourage Bernadette to grow!

The tune floated through Peregrine’s mind and she added the lyrics herself.

 

Light and bright and airy thing,

Rarer than a fairy’s wing,

Bring your strength to grow your leaves, 

Through you, nature’s power weaves.

From stem to tip you glow and shine,

Your roots the unknown magicks mine.

The first and last of your wondrous kind,

In you a precious gift we find.

 

‘Where is that coming from?’ Bella hissed. Her shoulders were twitching, as if the song was causing her physical pain.

GrumBug clicked from inside Peregrine’s collar, where it had been hiding during the procession. ‘Oh, right!’ Peregrine dug the CosGogs from her tracksuit pocket and pulled them down over her face. ‘There!’ She pointed to the open sky above them. A single bird, electric blue with a brilliant red chest and a long two-feathered tail, sailed over the stands and into the centre of the arena. Its wings flashed.

‘It’s – it’s . . . a machine.’ Faizan was blinking rapidly at the bird, as if taking multiple screenshots with his eyelids. ‘It’s a bird-bot! I’ve read about prototypes being tested in CosTech Junior. Incredible!’

The bird’s melodic song continued and was soon added to by more mechanical birds that flew like shining winged arrows: a dozen, two dozen, all joining in with the chorus. They soared over the arena, the iridescent flashes of their wings making them look like a vast petrol-blue cloud. The cloud became denser and there was an extended ‘ooo’ from the crowd as the birds gathered in the shape of a tree. The tree was as big as the one Peregrine had seen on the library ceiling – bigger even than the real tree in the square. The crowd gasped as the mechanical tree’s brown-green branches reached into the stands.

Peregrine shook her head in wonder. So this was what Daedalus had been working on.

Faizan was clapping so hard, he looked as if he was about to take flight himself. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this. It’s genius!’

‘Hardly.’ Bella sounded remarkably unimpressed. ‘They are remote-control toys. You know, the ones children play with?’ She rolled her eyes then paused mid-roll. ‘Children younger than . . . us, I mean.’

Cormac gripped his CosCube in one hand and glared at her, perhaps taking personal affront to toys just being for little kids.

Peregrine looked again at the birds, which were now reorganising their murmuration. To be fair, Daedalus would probably consider the bird-bots toys. He took toys very seriously indeed. She turned her head to see whether she could see her godfather. A flash of purple from across the stadium caught her eye. She adjusted a dial on her CosGogs to zoom in. There was Daedalus, tapping the feather on his waistcoat. He winked at her, before turning his attention back to the birds.

The bird-bots were taking on a new shape, not a tree this time. This time it was a . . .

‘Lion,’ Peregrine whispered. As the last bird clicked into place, the lion’s mechanical paws hit the ground. Dust bloomed around her claws.

‘It’s Atalanta!’ someone shouted. A jubilant roar erupted from the crowd that was mimicked by the lioness herself as she moved her magnificent mechanical head towards the stalls. She ducked, closed her eyes and allowed the spectators to reach out and stroke her metallic muzzle. Peregrine’s gaze found Daedalus again, his eyes flitting efficiently around his creation, no doubt checking for flaws in the mechanism. But there were no flaws; Atalanta was . . . perfect. Something tight inside Peregrine’s chest loosened. She shook her head. She didn’t care what Bella said; this was genius.

A low rumble rolled over the arena like a wave over pebbles. Peregrine looked up into the reddening sky and frowned. Slate-grey clouds were forming over the stadium, expanding directly over the lioness. A cool gust of wind blew across Peregrine’s face, making her shiver. She pointed to the clouds.

‘I don’t think those are part of the performance,’ Peregrine whispered to Cormac. He didn’t answer. ‘Cormac?’ Peregrine turned, nudging him with her elbow.

Cormac’s attention wasn’t on the clouds. It wasn’t even on Atalanta. Cormac was looking at the seats to the right of them, where a cloaked figure was holding an empty terracotta pot.

The mechanical Atalanta moved into the middle of the arena, crouched and roared. The crowd applauded even as a bolt of lightning forked from the clouds overhead and hit the creature directly in one of her sparkling amber eyes.

There was a moment of silence, punctuated by a long, high-pitched scream. The lightning-hit bird-bots had fallen from the flock and were lying on the stadium floor, twitching and crackling with electricity.

Peregrine turned back to Cormac. ‘What is it, Cormac?’ He had gone pale and his gaze was pinging between the hooded figure and Atalanta. ‘CORMAC!’ Peregrine reached out and shook his shoulder.

Cormac turned back to her, his eyes wide. ‘I –’

‘STOP!’

Peregrine turned to see an OPS agent racing after another figure who was running towards Atalanta’s paws. As the cloaked figure passed the lioness, he threw something on the ground. He was just two steps further on when that something shot up into the sky. BANG!

The red sky exploded with golden light, light that became smaller, a small fizzing star that sailed across the stadium, writing letters:

 

SOMETHING IS ROTTEN AT THE CORE OF OLYMPUS
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ROWAN

Location: Umbrella Stand, Cosmopolis Stadium, Penthesilea Way, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

Rain fell in cold fist-sized globs onto the arena floor as Rowan watched another bolt strike the Atalanta structure. Not quite the easy crowd-control gig she had been expecting. Instructions from HQ were coming thick and fast on the CosPad: ‘Agents Strong, Strong and Strong to West Entrance.’ And then: ‘Agents Bane, Toshvik and Plum to East Entrance.’ Rowan waited for her own instruction. There it was. ‘Sub-Agent Strong, hand out umbrellas.’ Rowan nodded, picked up the bucket next to her and brandished it aloft. ‘Who needs an –’

There was a crash as Atalanta’s front leg collapsed and more bird-bots dropped, charred, to the ground. One of them caught a flag as it fell and Rowan watched in horror as flames sprang up hungrily.

‘Flooharght,’ Rowan whispered. Most of the spectators had fled by now, from Rowan’s section anyway, and she noted, many had brought their own umbrellas.

Another bolt lit up the scarlet sky. Rowan gasped as the magnificent CosTechnical lioness teetered, then crashed sideways.

This was not good. Rowan jogged around the outside of the arena so she could get a better view of one section in particular. She pulled down her CosGogs and zoomed in on the champions’ seats, which were empty except for . . . Flooharght!

Rowan could see Peregrine’s white-blonde head – she seemed to be arguing with Hermes’s champion, Cormac Rodriguez. She saw Linus tug the boy away, and then . . .

‘WHAT?’ Peregrine was climbing over the guardrail. Seriously? ‘There are rules for a reason, Peregrine!’ Rowan shouted over the pelting rain as she watched the red-hot shards of metal whizz through the sky and land like throwing stars in the sand. ‘There.’ She pointed at the broken pieces of metal wing. ‘Lots and lots of REASONS!’

Peregrine either could not hear her – likely – or was not listening – even more likely. Instead she was walking towards another figure who was not fleeing. Rowan readjusted her CosGogs. The figure was hooded and holding a CAN.

Mayflower. Rowan felt her chlorophyll boil.

‘Why are you destroying something so beautiful?’ Rowan heard Peregrine yell. ‘My godfather built that! Leave Atalanta alone!’

Flooharght. Rowan’s umbrella had come in pretty handy lately. She opened it now as she began to jog across the arena, dodging the falling pieces of metal.

A tinny, anxious voice sounded over the loudspeakers. ‘Please move swiftly, and calmly, to the marked exits. I repeat, move SWIFTLY to the marked exits . . .’

‘Hi.’ Rowan nodded to Peregrine, who stared at her as Rowan hurtled towards Jarvis. Rowan thought about throwing the verlaroot she’d taken from Hekate’s lab, but it didn’t work when wet. Better not risk it.

The sprite had been too busy weather-charming to notice much else other than the destruction unfolding before him. However, he did notice when Rowan hit him around the head with the umbrella.

‘Argh!’ Jarvis was so shocked in fact, that he dropped the CAN. With a horrible hiss, the pot shattered, the ceramic shards crackling in the puddle by his feet.

A strong gust of wind flew straight at Rowan’s face, pushing her backwards. ‘Weather, stop!’ she yelled. ‘It’s me!’

A howl curled around the arena. The rain was so heavy now that even with the thick layer of sand, the stadium was starting to fill with water. Rowan sloshed towards Jarvis. ‘Mr Mayflower . . .’ she began.

‘Agent.’ He locked eyes with her. Two other figures emerged from the shadows, flanking him. One advanced towards Rowan but Jarvis put out his hand, barring the man’s way. ‘No. We’ve done what we came to do.’

‘WHAT did you come to do, exactly?’ Peregrine pointed to the fallen Atalanta. ‘Is this why you stole the weather – to do this? Why?’

A grizzled man with grey features who didn’t look as if he’d seen much – if any – sun, laughed. Rowan almost felt sorry for him. As a tree nymph she was a huge believer in the health benefits of sunlight – and proper watering. She sneezed. Though watering wasn’t really a problem right now.

‘The whole realm is watching.’ The man nodded to the CosCams, and then to the words scrawled in the sky. There is something rotten at the core of Olympus. ‘And they are watching Olympus fail.’

Peregrine put a hand on Rowan’s shoulder, and squeezed. Though Rowan was cold and damp, warmth radiated from where Peregrine’s palm touched her jumpsuit. This, Rowan thought, is what having a friend feels like.

Jarvis took a step forward, but stopped when Peregrine stepped forward too. ‘We need to stop being so afraid, Agent Strong.’ He sighed. ‘The Cosmics are old school. They shouldn’t be in charge of a Council, of a realm. They are too unpredictable, too reckless –’

Rowan stepped next to Peregrine and waved her arms in the air. ‘Can you hear yourself? Look at this mess!’

‘We want Hera off the Council,’ the other man growled. ‘Those are our demands.’

‘Right.’ Rowan rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll be sure to let her know.’

‘Can they do that?’ Peregrine whispered. ‘Demand things?’

Before Rowan could say that no, rebel factions were not allowed to demand things of powerful mystical beings who also happened to be in charge of governments, a howl made her turn.

‘What about the weather?’ The man was talking to Jarvis now. If Rowan had doubted that Jarvis was the leader, she didn’t any more.

Jarvis shook his head, already backing away. ‘We leave it. It’s not listening to me any more, anyway. It’s too . . . emotional for me to control.’

A low howl echoed in Rowan’s ears.

‘Rowan –’ Peregrine took another step forward.

Rowan caught one last glimpse of Jarvis as he nodded to her. Then the three rebels leapt up, water flicking off their cloaks as they shot into the lightning-streaked sky.
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PEREGRINE

Location: The Arena, Cosmopolis Stadium, Penthesilea Way, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

SPLOSH. SPLOSH. SPLAT.

The last few remaining mechanical birds fell onto the dripping stage, blue electric light crackling around them.

‘It’s getting worse,’ Rowan said as she put her umbrella back up, watching the curtains of rain ripple, wave-like, across the arena.

Peregrine nodded distractedly. The weather was hard to pin down at the best of times, and now seemed to be everywhere all at once. Was this what Jarvis meant by the weather being too emotional for him to control? Peregrine’s face burned. How dare he try to control the weather? But then, hadn’t that been what Olympus Inc.’s weather sprites had been doing in the Under Realm? Peregrine suddenly felt the cold of the water on her skin, and shivered.

She looked up. Daedalus was running towards Atalanta, a small device in his hand that, Peregrine noted, did actually look a lot like the remote control for a toy. Half a dozen Architecture students were behind him, looking up at the pile of metal birds with sad, disappointed faces.

‘Keep back!’ Daedalus yelled.

Peregrine didn’t know who he was talking to, exactly. Pretty much all of the spectators had been directed out of the stadium, though there seemed to be a pile-up at the East and West entrances. The weather was making it hard to evacuate; water was already up to Peregrine’s shins and some people – especially those who couldn’t fly – were finding it difficult to leave.

Daedalus pressed a button on his device. The stadium lights that had flown around the arena acting as spotlights for Mervyn’s performance detached themselves from their positions on the stands and began to fly towards the queueing spectators.

Thunder rumbled overhead. Peregrine watched as two claws extended from the underside of one of the copper orbs and grasped the shoulders of an elderly dryad, lifting him up and over the stadium wall.

‘Wow,’ Peregrine whispered, as Rowan muttered, ‘That is so unsafe.’

A bellow drowned them both out. Earnest the bogturtle was half lumbering, half swimming across the arena. Nim was sitting cross-legged on his shell, offering up assurances as Earnest pulled stray spectators onto his back with his mouth – directed, it seemed, by Arthur, who was sitting on the bogturtle’s head.

‘Nim!’ Daedalus looked jubilant. He mimed taking his hat off.

Nim shook her head, her long grey hair drying instantly. She pulled her CosGogs up as she drew Earnest to a stop by the stage steps. ‘Sorting out your mess as usual, Bloom.’ She did not sound particularly cross.

Daedalus bowed. ‘Always.’

Nim rolled her eyes as Atalanta’s other eye popped out. One of the Architecture students darted forward to pick it up. ‘Hot!’ He dropped the sizzling piece of metal to the Stadium floor. ‘Hot! Hot hot –’

Daedalus sighed.

‘Nice lion, by the way,’ Nim called behind her as Earnest lumbered on.

‘Thanks,’ Daedalus mumbled.

Peregrine felt a hand on her shoulder. ‘Listen.’ There was a note of warning in Rowan’s voice. Peregrine was listening. She could hear a low whine, like that of a dog that had been left alone too long. It was almost unbearably sad.

‘There!’ Rowan was pointing to where the weather sprite had been. There was a stretch of water that was vibrating fast, like the quick beating of a heart.

Peregrine stepped forward and Rowan followed. The water had risen, so when Peregrine knelt down it was almost at her belly button.

‘What are you doing?’ Rowan hissed.

The surface of the water bounced in front of her. ‘The weather,’ Peregrine whispered.

Rowan nodded and knelt too, though the water didn’t reach nearly as far up her body. Rowan held out her umbrella so it covered them both. This, Peregrine realised, was what a friend would do.

‘The weather – they’ve been left again, just like Jarvis – the rebel – said happened in the Under Realm,’ Rowan muttered. ‘No wonder they’re confused.’

Thunder rumbled overhead. Rowan splashed the water in front of her, then nodded to Peregrine. ‘This is Peregrine, my . . . friend. Do you remember her?’

Peregrine waved. Rain danced along her fingertips. ‘I’m so sorry.’ Her voice was as soft as water.

‘What’s going on?’ Daedalus called, jumping down from the stage.

‘Hush!’ Nim called back from the East Entrance. ‘You stay where you are, Bloom!’

Was Peregrine imagining it, or was the rain getting lighter? No, Peregrine wasn’t imagining it; the clouds were rolling back. Behind the grey, the sky was a deep velvety indigo. Peregrine inhaled. Her hair was stuck to her face and even her special waterproof spider-silk tracksuit was clinging to her.

‘I know how it feels – to be left, I mean.’ Peregrine’s voice was barely a whisper. She didn’t want Daedalus to hear. ‘But we’re here – me and Rowan.’ The water bounced in front of her. She blinked, and wiped her eyes with her palm, rainwater rolling down her cheeks. Except the rain had stopped and the clouds, thick and grey just moments before, had gone.

The pool of water shook, then stilled.

‘And we’re not leaving,’ Peregrine said, more firmly this time. ‘Not until we have to.’ The wings behind Peregrine’s ribcage beat, punctuating the truth of those words.

‘Huh.’ Rowan stood up. ‘Good weather we’re having.’ She closed her umbrella and gave it a shake. A gust of wind ruffled her hair. ‘Great weather, I mean. Really, really great.’ Rowan grinned through her curls, which were now tangled over her face.

Even though the weather had calmed, Peregrine’s heart was still beating fast. She wanted to stand up too, but her legs were shaking. After a few moments, Rowan reached down and hauled Peregrine up by her armpit. ‘Next time I need a weather charmer, I know who to call.’

In response, a small tidal wave washed over them both. ‘Awesome,’ Rowan muttered.

Daedalus, having decided that it was now safe to ignore Nim, was wading towards Peregrine. He put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. ‘Excellent work, you two.’ The weather whistled. ‘Three, excuse me.’ He bowed.

Peregrine looked at her godfather, wondering how much he had heard, but his gaze was turned upwards to the star-studded sky. ‘Such a shame that your mother had to miss out on all this excitement, hmm?’ Without looking down, he handed Peregrine a lilac-striped handkerchief.

‘Maybe we don’t tell her?’ Peregrine suggested, then sneezed.
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CAL

Location: Pan’s Trailer, Entertainment Village, Outskirts of Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

The stadium was a little outside the centre of Cosmopolis, which allowed for ample chariot space and grazing fields for the Pegasus Races. Cal saw the line of IrisPods ready to take away spectators who’d eaten too many candied cobnuts to make it back down the hill to their homes.

Pan’s trailer was on the edge of the temporary Entertainment Village. Cal had shown his Olympus Inc. access card eleven times to get this far, and yet he was still met with a vat-load of suspicion by Pan’s two hefty dryad security guards.

‘Hold it!’ One took out a spectrometer and scanned him: horns to hooves, then horns again. Cal puffed air into his cheeks. It was annoying, but he had been expecting this. Pan was notoriously paranoid. That was one of the reasons he chose to live on an invisible ranch.

‘The faun’s clean.’ The security guard pocketed the device. ‘But you can leave that here.’ She nodded to Cal’s cardigan pocket.

Reluctantly Cal brought out the Chocolux bar he’d been saving for his walk home. Hansel Pine’s smile crinkled on the wrapper, so it looked like he was smirking.

The dryad tore it open, eagerly. ‘He told us to let you through.’ She snapped the bar and handed half to her colleague, then bit off a delicious chunk. ‘Well, off you go then!’

Cal, now both tired and peckish, knocked once then opened the trailer door. What could Pan possibly want to tell him? Him, Cal? As Pa Goat had hinted, he wasn’t even a ‘proper’ faun.

At first he couldn’t see anything. This was understandable, as the light was off.

‘Er, Mr Pan?’ Cal felt remarkably foolish. ‘Sir, you said to come and see you after the show?’

He could just make out a shape lying on the floor, and a pungent whiff of wine. It looked as if the god was sleeping. This was perfectly reasonable – it was late, after all. Cal coughed. He had three options: he could leave, he could wait, he could turn the light on. He didn’t know how long the security guards would leave him in the trailer and, after a moment’s deliberation, he decided that on balance it would be slightly less creepy if Pan woke up to have Cal staring at him with the light on.

He reached up and pulled the light switch. There, lying face down and furry rump up, was Pan, a pool of wine blossoming around him. There was no movement, no breath and – almost unheard of for a sleeping faun – no snoring.

Cal bent down and rolled the faun over. A stricken, lifeless face stared upwards.

‘Zeus’s bolt,’ Cal whispered. Pan, the forest god, the legend, was . . . dead. Trying not to gag, Cal slumped to the trailer floor so his back was against the door, and closed his eyes. Pan was dead, and on the eve of his great comeback! This was a tragedy.

Cal knew he should call for the guards, but he needed a moment. There was something sacred here that should not be disturbed.

After a couple of minutes, Cal opened his eyes and stood up. He might not be a ‘proper’ faun, but he knew what you did when someone died. Cal inhaled and tentatively – remembering what Nanny Goat had taught him – put out a hoof and tapped on to the trailer floor. Then he raised his arms, as if in pirouette, and bowed. The death dance was simple, just five or six steps, and one that even Cal could perform with a degree of grace. On the last step, he bowed so low that his glasses dropped from his face and onto the trailer floor.

Vinyl crackled. Cal scrambled for his glasses. Pushing them back on, he found the source of the sound: it was Pan’s famous gramophone, the speaker as magnificently curled as Pan’s own horns. There was a squeak as the needle moved across a record, resetting itself to the beginning of the album. A tear rolled down Cal’s cheek as the music began. He, like any faun worth their hooves, knew Pan’s entire discography, including remixes and live performances. But – Cal cocked his head – his ears must be waxed up with grief, because he didn’t recognise this track. Cal’s ears twitched. No, it couldn’t be. Was this . . . Pan’s lost album? There had never been any actual proof of its existence, but Nanny Goat had been insistent that it was real.

Cal held his breath as Pan’s unmistakable vocals rang out into the room, as rich and heady as vintage ale.

 

Hey, Mr Cosmic Man

Pipe a tune for me,

Ain’t no more woods that are safe to run to.

 

Cal, sombrely and respectfully, side-clopped over to the gramophone. A plain cardboard sleeve leaned against the side of the stand. With shaking fingers, Cal picked it up and turned it over. On the front of the cardboard sleeve was scrawled the words Blood in the Wine. This was – Cal could hardly believe it – Pan’s legendary twenty-fourth album, only whispered about in corners of folk houses. Cal’s ears twitched again.

 

Hey, Mr Cosmic Man

Put your mask on now,

You’ve found your Chaos friend

and destruction’s rainin’. . .

 

No more wine under the moons,

No more peace within the hills,

It’s now blood and broken branches

That are following you

 

The buoyant excitement of finding the album deflated. Pan was famous for his lyrics; they always meant something. Cal focused on the words. Mask, wine – that must be . . . Dionysus. And Chaos’s friend . . . Discord. Dionysus and . . . Discord? Cal gasped. Was this why Pan had never released the album? Because it implied that Dionysus was in league with . . . with Discord?

Cal stared at the date scrawled on the cardboard vinyl sleeve. This was from before Discord’s exile. If this information ever got out, there would be . . . chaos! The Cosmics would be in uproar! Was this what Pan had been going to tell Cal?

Cal looked from the vinyl sleeve to Pan’s stricken face. There were many possible explanations for Pan’s tragic end. It could easily be stage fright, a nasty case for sure – fatal – but it wasn’t. Somewhere in his marrow, Cal knew that Dionysus had done this. Dionysus, a Cosmic, had killed Pan.

Nanny Goat’s face flashed into Cal’s mind, and for a moment it was Nanny in front of him, lifeless and cold. Cal’s haunches shook. No, he couldn’t let that happen.

Cal gently lifted up the needle and slipped the vinyl into its cardboard case, hiding it – for now – from the world. He would think about what to do with it, but Nanny Goat’s safety had to come first. He couldn’t let anyone see the record.

With as much reverence as he could, Cal stuffed the priceless piece of musical history into his cardigan, then screamed.
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ROWAN

Location: Subterranean Cave System, the Mountain, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

While it had been tempting to go straight back to the glorious dry quiet of the lab after the opening ceremony’s soggy excitement, Rowan had promised Daedalus that she would check up on Tyron. Rowan sneezed into her jumpsuit sleeve. She also needed to tell Tyron that they’d recovered the weather.

Daedalus had pinned Tyron’s most recent cave-dwelling location for her, and now FlutterBug was guiding her, blinking, through the tunnels. FlutterBug clicked. Something slimy dripped onto Rowan’s jumpsuit. This place reminded her of the Under Realm. She grimaced. Rowan had not loved the Under Realm, but at least it didn’t double as a sewer.

She opened her Olympus-issue umbrella and thought of the amber glow of the Under Realm’s magma moss. The cave system under the Mountain was not so atmospheric, unless you counted twitching rodents eating rotten karula leaves as atmosphere, which Rowan did not.

A faint chitter made her turn; she saw a small shadow scuttle across the tunnel floor. Another chitter made the beast pause, its spines buzzing green, before it squeezed through a hole in the wall.

Rowan shuddered, making some stray goo on her umbrella drop onto the floor. Echinods. Echinods had a passing resemblance to Terran hedgehogs, except their spines were statically charged. This had led to some unfortunate inter-realm incidents with echinods hitch-hiking through portals in tourists’ luggage. Just one more reason why baggage security was so important. Echinods were also fair swimmers, which is why a number of them ended up in the sewers, communicating with their vermin colleagues via advanced echolocation.

FlutterBug clicked.

‘Oh, thank Hera!’

A string of profane mutterings and a flickering of purple lights showed Rowan that they were in fact in the right place. She followed FlutterBug around a corner to find a wide portion of the tunnel covered in makeshift wallpaper and lined with tables on which Tyron had laid out his few meagre belongings, most of which he was now throwing into two large canvas saddlebags.

He trotted over to a framed photograph that he wrapped in a handkerchief before laying it carefully in between two books. ‘I do not deserve to be here,’ he moaned.

Rowan couldn’t help but agree. ‘No one deserves to be here.’ She scrunched up her nose. ‘This place is horrible.’

Tyron whinnied, buckling up one of his saddlebags. ‘Rather be up there being surveilled, would you?’ He huffed. ‘Have your every move monitored?’

Rowan watched the tail of a slate-grey lizard slip into a crack behind one of the table legs. ‘Yes.’ She looked back to Tyron. ‘One hundred per cent, yes.’

‘Flittertwit,’ Tyron growled. His lampfire bat screamed from its perch where it was hanging upside down, a burst of purple flame erupting from its tiny mouth.

Rowan sighed and propped her slime-covered umbrella against the wall. ‘I have something to tell you.’

‘Oh, you mean you didn’t just come to insult my decor?’ Tyron swooped a hand towards the peeling walls covered in what Rowan now realised were old chariot parking tickets. ‘What a shame.’

‘Your decor?’ Rowan shook her head. No, there was no point getting into this. ‘I actually came to tell you –’

The slap-slap of boots made her stop. Who else could be in the tunnels? Did Tyron have other friends that she didn’t know about? She looked at the grumpy dishevelled centaur. That seemed very unlikely.

‘You need to leave.’ Tyron neighed. ‘Now.’

‘No way!’ Rowan had come all this way to deliver some news. Some good news. She wasn’t going to leave until she had done just that, otherwise Daedalus would only make her come back again; he was annoyingly particular about people keeping to their word.

FlutterBug had returned to Rowan’s collar and was clicking furiously.

‘Tyron, there’s been a –’ a familiar blue-winged figure raced around the corner of the tunnel, his words arriving just before him ‘– problem.’

‘Damned right there’s a problem!’ Tyron’s chest expanded so the buttons on his floral-printed shirt threatened to pop off. ‘You stole the weather?’ The centaur’s eyes were wild with anger as he advanced towards Jarvis, who stepped back.

‘Stay there so I can rip your wings off, coward,’ Tyron ordered.

Jarvis put his hands up, and only then noticed Rowan. ‘What’s she doing here?’

‘What am I doing here?’ Rowan’s temporary paralysis melted with the heat of her anger. ‘What are you . . . ?’ A faint and fuzzy picture began to form in her head. She turned back to Tyron. ‘You’re working with the rebels? I know you don’t like Olympus Inc., but this is treason, Tyron!’

‘Don’t be a Flittertwit, Agent,’ Tyron growled.

Rowan shook her head, ignoring him. Of course. ‘This is how the rebels knew about the painting, about the destruction of the Alexandrian Library! You told them.’

‘Don’t see a centaur and think zebrodon,’ Tyron snapped. ‘The rebels know about the library because they are from the Under Realm.’

Rowan snorted. That couldn’t be true. No one lived in the Under Realm, not any more. It had been shut down officially. Had Tyron forgotten that she’d just been there? Why did he think she’d fall for this?

Jarvis stepped forward. ‘You can’t go telling Olympus officials that! You promised, Tyron!’

Tyron’s tail swished. ‘And you promised not to do anything that would make me want to tear your wings off!’ He turned back to Rowan. ‘That is how I know these rebels.’ He air-quoted the last word.

‘We’ve got no time for this.’ Jarvis reached for a long cylinder-shaped object at his belt.

Rowan gasped. She’d only seen a memory-wipe carried out in simulation training, and even then the glassy eyes and blank expression of the model had made her feel sick.

‘You dare, boy! I will trample you into blueberry-coloured dust.’ Tyron stamped his hoof as if demonstrating the smashing of Jarvis’s bones, but the sprite had already darted in front of Rowan.

Quicker than she had thought possible, Rowan pulled the bag of verlaroot from her pocket and tossed a pinch at Jarvis’s nose.

‘W-what?’ He sneezed, then tottered backwards, knocking the side of his head on one of Tyron’s tables before sliding dozily to the floor.

Rowan and Tyron stared at the unconscious sprite.

‘I can explain,’ Tyron began, but Rowan already had her CosPad in her hand. She pressed record.

Tyron’s face was ashen.

‘You can explain in the holding cells.’ Rowan closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them, her jaw fixed. ‘Tyron Grey.’ She swallowed, raising her voice over the sound of Jarvis’s snoring and the screaming of the lampfire bat. ‘You are under arrest.’

 

Tyron did not resist. Whether this was out of guilt, or because of their former friendship, or because Tyron understood that practically Rowan – or indeed any other nymph – could not move a nine-hundred-pound centaur who did not want to be moved (at least, not without some kind of crane), Rowan wasn’t sure. Tyron also probably hadn’t wanted to stay and wait for OPS to arrive, and no doubt rummage through his few remaining possessions. A heavy coil of guilt knotted itself tight in Rowan’s stomach, weighing down her limbs and her already heavy mood.

It was therefore a sombre march back through the tunnels. Jarvis was still unconscious, carried on Tyron’s back. Even FlutterBug was quiet. Rowan fixed her gaze straight ahead, letting the gloom reflect the murkiness of her thoughts. She’d known that Tyron didn’t trust Olympus Inc., he’d always made that clear, but to actively help dissidents stir up the kind of chaos that had happened at the stadium this evening? The coil of guilt squirmed like a snake in the pit of her stomach.

Rowan made the call as soon as they were out of the tunnels.

‘Tyron?’ Sibyll blew air from her mouth, misting the screen. ‘I must say, I am shocked.’

‘Flittertwit,’ Tyron grunted.

‘Shh!’ Rowan hissed and turned away. ‘Yes, well, I’m bringing him to HQ now.’

‘Good work, Agent. I know this can’t have been easy.’ The CosPad screen was slowly demisting itself. ‘OPS are sending squad cars to your location now.’

‘OPS?’ They were the last people Rowan wanted to see right now. ‘But WHY?’ She knew why. The memo ticker-taped across her mind.

‘Cross-agency cooperation, Agent.’ Sibyll sighed, steaming up the screen again. ‘I’ve agreed they can assist with the arrest, on the proviso that you will be present during the interrogation.’

Jarvis snorted. He was waking up; the wail of a siren will do that to a wanted criminal. Seeing him stir, Tyron flicked Jarvis off his back.

Rowan glared at him.

‘What?’ The centaur sniffed. ‘If he’s awake, he can walk on his own damn hooves.’

‘Good luck, Agent.’ Sibyll was using her giant thumb like a windscreen wiper. ‘And be vigilant – you’re my eyes and ears in there.’
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PEREGRINE

Location: Sibyll’s Office, Level Twenty, Olympus Inc., the Mountain, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

‘You told me it would be safe.’ Each of Penelope’s words shot like a flaming, mechanical bird at Daedalus’s face.

Daedalus rolled a hand from his forehead down to his chin. ‘Nobody was hurt, they just got . . . wet.’

‘As much as I would like –’ Sibyll paused – ‘love to blame our new Grand Architect for this mess . . .’

Daedalus looked taken aback. ‘New?’

‘It is not entirely his fault.’ Sibyll glared at him. ‘We all underestimated the rebels’ capacity for disruption.’ She surveyed each of those present in turn. First Daedalus, then Penelope and, last, Peregrine.

Peregrine stared back at her. She hadn’t underestimated them; she hadn’t even been told they existed.

‘Luckily Agent Strong has apprehended the rebels responsible for this evening’s hoo-ha. They are being brought in for questioning now.’ She side-eyed a screen to the left, which showed the Tree being patrolled by officers in shiny gold jumpsuits, and smirked. ‘Quite a coup for CSI, I must say.’

‘Well, Peregrine’s not needed any more then, is she?’ Penelope crossed her arms over her chest. ‘Now that you’ve got everything all sorted, you don’t need your little child espionage puppet –’

‘Hey!’ Daedalus and Peregrine said at once.

Sibyll shook her head. ‘We can be sure it was the rebels who disrupted the ceremony, but we still don’t know which champion broke into the lab, do we?’

Peregrine bit down on her tongue. The way that Cormac had looked at the rebels had made it seem as if he knew them . . . could he be the thief?

Daedalus turned his head to her and raised his eyebrows.

‘No.’ Peregrine shook her head. Even if Cormac knew the rebels, that didn’t mean that he was a thief. It didn’t mean anything.

‘Peregrine?’ Penelope turned to her daughter. ‘Is there something you’re not telling us? Because you can, you know. No one is going to blame you, or –’

The fierceness in Peregrine’s eyes stopped Penelope mid-sentence. Wow, maybe she was getting better at that.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Sibyll snapped. ‘We’ll get to the bottom of this, one way –’ she looked at Peregrine – ‘or the other.’

‘Pumpkin . . .’ Penelope sighed. A coldness pooled in Peregrine’s stomach. She had an idea where this was going. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m taking you out of the Games.’

‘WHAT?’ Peregrine balled her hands into fists. She was aware that everyone was staring at her, but she didn’t care. This was too important. ‘You can’t do that. You said I could be a part of the Games.’

Penelope stepped towards Peregrine and squeezed her shoulder. ‘This has gotten too dangerous. No one would expect a child to –’

‘I’m not a child.’ Peregrine wiped her nose with her tracksuit sleeve. ‘I’m thirteen, and it’s not dangerous. Right, Daedalus?’ Peregrine looked at her godfather for back-up. ‘RIGHT?’ Daedalus’s silence made Peregrine stumble. ‘But we haven’t found the thief yet. W-we can’t give up!’ Her voice grew louder with panic. The wings in the back of her chest beat wildly, as if the walls of her ribs were getting narrower.

‘It’s not about giving up.’ Penelope’s voice was calm. ‘It’s about keeping you safe. Nothing –’

‘But the Cosmic Realm, Olympus needs me –’

Penelope put up her hand. ‘Nothing is more important than that.’

BEEP. BEEP.

‘Excuse me,’ Sibyll muttered as she pulled her CosPad close to her face and pushed her chair back from her desk.

‘You’re overreacting!’ Peregrine shook her mum’s hands away. ‘It’s not like anyone actually got hurt.’

‘I’m afraid that’s not true.’ Sibyll put the CosPad down. Her demeanour had changed; her face had become harder. She looked down at them, and without realising it, they all mirrored her severity. Even behind the desk, Sibyll had the air of a soldier about to enter battle.

‘Someone –’ Sibyll’s voice had become more clipped, more efficient – ‘has been murdered.’
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HEKATE

Location: The Stables, Chiron Academy, Mountain Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

Hekate stood in front of the mirror at her dressing-table. This, up until very recently, had been her favourite place to be. Not any more. She glared at her reflection. The skin under her small eyes was red and not a little puffy. Hekate sniffed and tugged at her cheeks, stretching the skin taut.

‘Ugh.’ She let her fingers fall, and pulled the black tin she kept on her dressing table towards her. She peered inside, and tapped it. The last few sky-blue petals bounced around the bottom. ‘Moorfvhat,’ she muttered.

She thought the tin she’d reacquired from her lab would have lasted this whole ridiculous enterprise. But it turned out it had only been half-full, and Hekate couldn’t for the life of her remember where she’d kept the other tin . . .

Not knowing something was almost as unfamiliar to Hekate as having puffy eye bags. She hated both of these conditions with a passion that bubbled inside her like spritzer. She hissed a breath in through her teeth. She also hated spritzers.

If she’d known that her Hebera stocks were so limited, she would definitely not have used so much to bribe that hippy charlatan down at the market.

A shadow shifted behind her, disturbing her thoughts.

‘I do wish you would knock,’ she snapped.

‘It would rather give the game away, don’t you think?’ Dionysus drawled. His fingers flexed, probably missing one of those wretched cigarettes. Hekate’s lips curled. To her, smoke was a mystical instrument; it was abhorrent to have it swirled around like bubbles at a child’s birthday party. Bubbles, she realised, were another thing that she hated. Hekate looked pointedly at the No Smoking sign above the mirror.

‘But I will knock –’ Dionysus bowed his head – ‘if it is what you wish.’

‘It is.’ Hekate inclined her head. ‘Speaking of giving the game away.’ She turned, her hair swinging. ‘Left any dead bodies lying around recently?’

‘Dead bodies?’ Dionysus sprawled himself out on the chaise longue Hekate had specifically requested, and scratched his goatee. ‘Ah! You mean the faun.’ He re-fluffed a lavender pillow and put it behind his head. ‘Unfortunate, but it had to be done. Always been a bit too big for his cowboy boots, that one.’

Hekate squeezed the bridge of her nose with two fingers. ‘Your cavalier attitude is vexing.’

‘Vexing?’ Dionysus picked a cigarette out of his jacket pocket. ‘Vexing.’ He looked up, as if testing out the word. ‘Good word, that. Yes, Pan knew about my history with Discord, which meant that it was only so long until he knew about you too. I would say that would also have been –’ he panned his hand from left to right, as if introducing the word to the world – ‘vexing.’

‘And you didn’t think to mention this before?’ Hekate breathed in slowly through her nose, which, to her great relief, was almost healed. If the faun had told anyone about Dionysus, that could ruin everything.

‘It was so long ago, Hex.’ Dionysus took a lighter from his other pocket. A vain and unnecessary instrument for someone who could torch a house with a finger snap. ‘I made it clear last time what would happen if he blabbed – that’s why he went off to that invisible ranch of his. Even I didn’t know where he was.’ He shrugged. ‘I knew he was on the poster, but I didn’t think he’d actually show up here, not until I saw him at the opening ceremony.’

‘If they suspect . . .’

‘They’ll blame those rebels.’ Dionysus swung his legs off the chaise longue, and in one movement lit the cigarette and spun. The filthy cloud of smoke swirled to reveal a bouquet of purple flowers that Dionysus presented to her. The Cosmic smiled. ‘You will see, my dear. This is my gift to you.’ He bowed.

‘Oh, a dead faun? I’m so lucky.’ Hekate raised her eyebrows, pouting around her brace. ‘Maybe we’ll stuff him and put him over the CosPad display unit?’ She indicated the wall with her hand.

‘Perhaps.’ Dionysus looked up at her, then straightened from his bow. ‘I have news of our little friend . . .’

Hekate’s jaw locked, and her teeth began to grind. Peregrine. ‘Good news?’ As in, that she had fallen from the top of the Astronomie Tower?

Dionysus put his hand into the bouquet, and from the mass of purple roses brought out a daisy. ‘Our little friend,’ he repeated, ‘has been plucked from the competition.’ He brought the daisy up to his eyeline. ‘Apparently her mother thinks it’s too . . . dangerous.’

A wide smile sliced across Hekate’s face. She watched the daisy fall to the floor, its petals scattering.

Dangerous? Oh, dear, sweet, Penguin. You have no idea.
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ROWAN

Location: Interrogation Room, Level Seven, Olympus Inc., the Mountain, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

Rowan put a cup of acorn coffee in front of Tyron, who was standing in front of a specially designed equine interrogation station.

‘Traitor,’ he hissed under his breath.

She was the traitor?! ‘Flittertwit,’ Rowan snapped back as she stalked to the other side of the table.

‘I want my bat back –’

BOOM. Agent Pine swung open the door as if the cell was a saloon in a Terran western, and not a rarely used office suite on the seventh floor. ‘Let’s keep going, shall we?’

Rowan sighed and took her seat, pressing the adjuster button so the seat rose high enough that she was level with the centaur. Agent Pine did the same, and then pressed the adjuster again so he rose another three centimetres. Classic OPS one-upmanship. Rowan gritted her teeth, but decided not to rise to it. The patriarchy, as any female agent would tell you, was not just a Terran epidemic.

Rowan inhaled slowly. She was here as Sibyll’s eyes and ears: more importantly, she was here representing CSI, who had always been the more clear-headed of the organisations. There was no reason to lose the moral high ground now by, for example, drop-kicking Hansel off his adjustable chair and onto his annoying, shiny behind.

‘Computer,’ Agent Pine said, much too loudly, then gagged as Tyron let out a little wind in protest. Like all nymphs, Agent Pine had extremely sensitive olfactory glands, and wasn’t quite as used to the centaur’s pungent odour as Rowan was.

Rowan, like the professional that she was, hid her smirk behind her scarf.

Agent Pine coughed then said, much more quietly, so as to use less air, ‘Reinitiate recording. Present are the accused, Tyron Grey, Agent Hansel Pine and, upon special request, Sub-Agent Rowan Strong.’

Rowan inhaled through her mouth. They had been doing this dance for three long hours. Agent Pine would ask a basic, pointless and inevitably idiotic question and Tyron would either say nothing, swear, or let out wind in response.

‘The criminal Jarvis has admitted to the coercion of the weather system.’

Tyron raised an eyebrow.

‘A serious crime indeed. There could almost be no other worse crime than the unauthorised manipulation of a sentient creature, except perhaps –’ Hansel slammed a file down in front of him – ‘the murdering of one.’

Rowan stared. ‘Murder?’

Tyron had the strangest look on his face, almost as if he had begun to let out wind but then, given the seriousness of the question, had had to stop. A dreadful smell filled the room.

Agent Pine snapped a gas mask over his face. ‘MURDER.’ His words were slightly muffled by the mask. He flipped open the file and brought out a series of photographs showing the lifeless body of the folk star, Pan, surrounded by a pool of wine.

‘We know you had something to do with it. We just need to know why and, potentially, how.’ Hansel narrowed his eyes at Tyron, who crossed his arms over his chest and stared back.

Rowan leaned forward to pick up the report. Murder? In the Cosmic Realm? She scanned the pages. ‘This says Pan died of Stage Fright, First Degree.’ Rowan shook her head. That made sense; the old faun hadn’t performed in almost a century. The pressure must have been tremendous.

‘That can be faked.’ Hansel still hadn’t stopped looking at Tyron. Perhaps he hadn’t even blinked.

Rowan turned the report over. ‘What would the rebels gain from murdering Pan?’

Hansel waited so long to answer that Rowan realised he thought she was directing the question at Tyron, who was also silently and – thank Hera – odourlessly, awaiting a response. ‘Agent Pine?’ she prompted.

‘Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it, Sub-Agent?’ He leaned forward so his mask almost touched Tyron’s nose and then, in a tone that Rowan had assumed he reserved for his movie trailers, whispered, ‘Chaos.’

There was a hushed pause, and then Tyron blew a raspberry.

‘Tyron!’ Rowan glared at him. The centaur was not helping.

‘What? He is being ridiculous.’ He pointed at Hansel, who had taken off his mask and was now rubbing at his face which, to be fair, was covered in centaur saliva. ‘Chaos? The rebels don’t want chaos. Quite the opposite. They want the Cosmics off the Council to create a fairer, more stable realm. If they wanted to create chaos, they could –’

‘Set a stadium on fire?’ Rowan offered.

‘Yes, that did get a little out of hand.’ Tyron chewed his lip. ‘Jarvis has always been a bit of a livewire, but he does mean well . . .’

‘Mean well?’ Rowan couldn’t believe it. These were the people who had stolen the weather and kept them in a CAN!

Hansel dabbed at his cheek. ‘You see how he is protecting them?’

‘You’ve got a little, er . . .’ Tyron tapped his chin.

Rowan groaned.

‘That’s it!’ Hansel held the towel to his chin with one hand and grabbed at the photographs with the other. ‘We are getting nowhere.’ He snatched the report from Rowan’s hand. ‘He’s admitted to knowing the rebel leader – that’s enough to hold him until the Games are over.’

‘But –’

‘COMPUTER!’ Hansel yelled. ‘Stop recording.’ He turned on the heels of his shiny, OPS-issue boots and stalked out of the room.

‘Traitor,’ Tyron whispered again and turned to face the wall, his tail flicking.

There was nothing more she could say. Rowan went to leave too, but as she walked to the door she heard the chink of something land on the floor. She turned, and saw that it was the apple pin she had given Tyron the first day they had met. It had been a gesture, an invitation to collaborate, back in the Under Realm.

‘So I guess this is it, then?’ Rowan picked up the badge, and wiped it.

‘Humph.’ Tyron still had his face towards the wall.

Rowan’s disappointed reflection stared at her from the pin’s round, shiny surface. ‘You know what is at stake. I can’t believe you would help them . . .’ She swallowed the last of her sentence. There was lots she wanted to say, but none of it she wanted to say in a government building.

Rowan turned the pin over in her hand, watching the strip-lighting bounce off it. She had always wanted to be a Librarian. She’d thought she had what it took: the long hours, the sacrifices, a comprehensive grasp of the Dewey Decimal System, but now?

Just a few weeks ago, she had thought Olympus Inc. was near perfect. If she had been wrong about that, maybe she’d been wrong about this too. She slid the pin into her jumpsuit pocket, and followed Hansel Pine out of the door.
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SIBYLL

Location: Clarity Pool, Eureka Baths, Archimedes Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.259

Sibyll had booked the Clarity Pool all for herself. Well, for herself and her thoughts – of which there were quite a crowd. The baths were almost empty, thank Hera, but Sibyll had not wanted to risk being interrupted. It was a delicate business, thinking.

Sibyll sighed as the specially designed lighting mellowed to a cerebral blue and the music shifted slightly, its tempo perfectly synching to the rhythm of her brainwaves.

It was here in these baths that she had finally unravelled the knotty twist of the uni-foal smuggling ring. The bathing process had proven so effective, in fact, that she felt it more than justified her billing it to the department, except that this was her third visit this week and she was still no closer to unwinding the knot that twisted around these Games.

Sibyll squeezed her eyes shut, trying to picture the different threads: there they were, wiggling about like jelly-eels in soup.

She breathed in the thick steam and poked at the knot with her mind, trying to separate all the strands: a champion, or someone with a bracelet at least, had broken into Hekate’s lab. That immediately put Discord in the picture. ‘Humph.’ Sibyll sank further into the water. The threat of Discord made it a very unpleasant picture indeed.

But then the rebels had pulled that stunt at the stadium and now . . . Pan. That last thread in particular did not make sense. Sibyll leaned over to the waterproof control panel and flicked her finger up. A heady mix of tulsi mint, mugwort and sage drifted through the vents. Sibyll inhaled the clarifying vapours and tugged again at the knot in her mind. Theft, sabotage, murder. The knot did not budge.

This case should be closed – they had the suspects in custody, after all. But Sibyll’s instincts told her that the mystery was still there, and Sibyll trusted her instincts.

Bubbles rose to the surface of the pool. She sniffed. Perhaps a little more sage? Sibyll opened her eyes and leaned over to the control panel. As she did so, she heard a gentle PLOP from the other side of the pool.

Sibyll exhaled through her teeth. She would be sure to clarify with the receptionist what the words ‘private’ and ‘do not interrupt’ actually meant.

‘Do you really have to wear those in here, Mel?’

Melinda, who was wearing a dark grey wetsuit and her sunglasses, nodded, once.

Sibyll sighed, making the water ripple. ‘The rebels have gone too far this time. Given their current base of operations, your organisation carries some responsibility there.’

Agent Melinda Ford’s face was expressionless. Sibyll noticed the music changing to synch to their combined brainwaves: a Terran classical piece, something with strings.

There was silence for a couple of minutes before Melinda said, ‘It’s nice in here.’

‘Agent Ford!’ Sibyll snapped, creating a small whirlpool in front of her. ‘We are both aware of the seriousness of this situation!’

Melinda splashed water in Sibyll’s face. ‘Yes, we are.’

‘Huh.’ Sibyll huffed, shaking the droplets from her jowls.

Melinda’s expression had not changed. ‘The stadium was unexpected, but our stance remains unaltered. The rebels are a low-level threat. We will increase our surveillance, but any further escalation we consider . . . unnecessary.’

‘Unnecessary? I would have thought murder would have warranted a little more attention, even from you.’

Melinda’s lips tightened. ‘I was sorry to hear of the faun.’ She cocked her head. ‘But that wasn’t the rebels.’

‘Do you have any evidence of that?’ Sibyll raised her eyebrows. ‘Do you know who did it?’

Agent Ford shook her head. It was a small, sombre gesture. Sibyll understood, as an intelligence officer and as a leader, it is a very difficult thing to admit to a gap in your understanding.

‘I see.’ Sibyll sighed. ‘I have rebel suspects in custody, though we will wait until after the Games to move forward with prosecution. Is there anything else you have to tell me? I’ve got to say that I am struggling with this laboratory break-in.’ She watched Mel for any sign of surprise. There was none. ‘Any clue as to who our thief is?’

Melinda shook her head. Twice in one day. That must be a record for the Grey Ladies. ‘There is one other thing, though.’

‘Yes?’ Sibyll traced the top of the water with her palm. The uplifting music was making her indulgent. ‘Go on.’

‘The girl, Peregrine, the one who is working for you.’

Sibyll huffed. She could deny it, but there was very little point. ‘Not working for us any more, sadly. Her mother has decided to extricate her from the Games.’

Agent Ford inclined her head. ‘She is mortal, you say?’

‘A Terran, yes. Famous, obviously. A little unpredictable.’

‘Hmm.’ Melinda slapped the water. ‘We are watching her closely.’

‘I would rather you watch the other champions, the ones that are actually in the Games, a little more closely, if you wouldn’t mind.’ Sibyll slapped her hand on the water’s surface. ‘Seeing as we are still unsure which one of those is the thief.’

‘As you say.’ Mel turned her head from side to side, though Sibyll suspected that she was still looking at her. ‘It is nice in here.’

Sibyll groaned, closed her eyes, and listened to the rising strings.
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PEREGRINE

Location: The Stables, Chiron Academy, Mountain Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.260

Peregrine stared at the suitcase on her bed. She hadn’t slept, of course she hadn’t. Her mum wanted them to catch the first portal that morning. Peregrine looked at her CosWatch, its copper dials clicking slowly. That was in less than two hours.

Peregrine pulled her tracksuit top from the chair where she’d thrown it and stroked the shiny ice-blue fabric. She dragged the side of her thumb over the embroidered name. Quinn. Her mum had won these Games, and now she wouldn’t even let Peregrine watch them; that was how much she didn’t want her here.

Peregrine gripped the tracksuit fabric, bunching it up. There had always been zero chance that Peregrine would win but, if she didn’t compete, what was that – sub-zero? A small, cold laugh left her. Sub-zero. Penguin.

She blinked away the tears that were pushing at her eyes. When would she next be allowed back into the Cosmic Realm? After all this, she would be lucky if her mum even let her go near the Bodleian Library.

The wingbeats at the back of Peregrine’s chest were heavy and slow. You do not yet know who you are. A smile flickered at the edge of Peregrine’s mouth. A smile, that to anyone who knew Peregrine well – and there weren’t that many who did – meant that she was about to initiate a very ill-advised sequence of events. She started this sequence by pressing a button on her CosWatch.

‘Call Rowan.’ Peregrine bit her lip. It was early. Very early, but she was counting on the dryad being awake.

‘It’s early.’ A sleepy, and unusually hatless, dryad appeared on the screen. ‘Very early.’ She looked as if she might have been crying. The dryad moved her face away from the screen. ‘I don’t need you to yell at me now, OK?’

‘Why would I? Never mind.’ Peregrine inhaled. ‘I need you to meet me at the market crossroads in twenty minutes.’

‘Meet you?’ Rowan had already pulled her hat from somewhere offscreen. ‘I thought you were going back to Oxford?’

‘I am, I just need to do something first. And I need your help.’

Rowan placed her hat carefully on her head. Peregrine obviously wasn’t going to say anything, but she thought it was an odd look, considering Rowan was still wearing her pyjamas.

‘They want all available agents at the stadium before the Games starts. That means I’ve got –’ Rowan looked at the top of the screen – ‘one hour, max.’

Peregrine nodded. ‘Oh, it won’t take that long,’ she lied.
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ROWAN

Location: Games Fair, Market Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.260

‘Pan is dead!’ A sprite waved a Muse Letter over his head. ‘PAN is DEAD!’

‘Shh!’ Rowan said pointlessly as she handed him a denar and snatched the paper from his tiny blue hand.

‘Why are you getting one of those?’ Peregrine asked as they walked past a roughly painted sign that read Closing down sale – 50 per cent off all lavender-scented Tupperware! Keeps things cold AND calm.

Rowan sighed and leafed through the paper. ‘I want to see how much the public have been told.’ She found the page and scanned it quickly. Thankfully there were no grisly photographs, but a lengthy obituary with quotations from various other musical stars. She rolled up the paper and handed it to Peregrine. ‘Souvenir?’ Rowan had not spent a lot of time in the Terran Realm, but she knew that the accumulation of goods was a keystone to their culture.

Peregrine glared. ‘No, thanks.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Rowan unrolled the paper and continued to turn the pages. ‘I just assumed that’s why you wanted to come to the market – to, you know, buy things.’

The last word was blown away by a gust of wind slapping The Muse Letter into Rowan’s face. ‘Oof!’ Rowan stumbled backwards as a sound like a foghorn blasted her, pitching her hat into the sky.

Peregrine laughed as her white-blonde hair blew up around her face, making her look like she’d stepped on an echinod.

‘I see you’re feeling better.’ Rowan reached out for her hat as it floated down towards her. The weather rustled Rowan’s hair and she nodded solemnly, then smiled.

Peregrine’s hands were making waves in the air, as if stroking an invisible worm. ‘I tried calling Cal, too.’

The weather swooshed around Rowan’s feet. ‘He’s with family. It was a terrible shock for him to find Pan –’ she lowered her voice – ‘dead.’ She clutched the paper. That poor faun. She’d found it hard enough looking at the photographs; she couldn’t imagine how hard it must have been to see Pan actually lying there, lifeless.

They stood there in silence, until Peregrine said, ‘I know it seems silly, with everything that’s happened.’ Her forehead scrunched up further. ‘But a woman called Zelendine showed me an image in some kind of crystal . . .’ Peregrine opened her palms as if holding a ball.

‘Zelendine?’ Where had Rowan heard that name before?

‘She said that my gift was destruction.’

‘Oh.’ Rowan snorted. ‘She sounds lovely.’

‘Yes, well.’ Peregrine sniffed. ‘She’s the only one who’s told me anything about –’ She bit her lip as if to trap the words inside.

‘About what?’ Rowan nudged, curious. It wasn’t like Peregrine not to say what she was thinking, but fame did change people.

‘About what Nim said in the Under Realm. You do not yet know who you are.’ Peregrine shrugged and looked down at her hands. ‘I’ve been thinking about it a lot.’

‘Oh.’ Peregrine had told Rowan about that, but it had seemed such a small piece in such a big adventure. Maybe it hadn’t been such a small piece for Peregrine, after all.

‘I want to know what it means.’ Peregrine still had her hands held out in front of her, and Rowan found herself looking at Peregrine’s palms, still marked with the frond-shaped scars from holding the portal vines. Then she looked into Peregrine’s face.

Her friend’s brown eyes were looking into the space in between her hands, as if that would reveal the answer to a question or the missing piece of a puzzle – a puzzle that Rowan had only just realised that her friend had been trying to put together.

‘This is my only clue,’ Peregrine whispered, as if to herself. She lowered her hands and sighed. ‘Anyway, Zelendine’s tent is that one.’ Peregrine pointed to a turquoise tent that, given its height and diameter, Rowan calculated would need at least a Level Three stallholder’s permit. Outside was an A-frame advertising:

 

Zelendine Wynn

Prophetic Insight 
and 
Constellation Consultancy

 

‘Zelendine Wynn?’ Rowan slapped her palm to her forehead. Now she remembered – there had been a note in yesterday’s briefing memo. ‘You want to seek out advice from a known con artist?’

‘Yes.’ Peregrine was already at the door. ‘You coming, or not?’

Of course she was coming. Rowan touched her hand to the pouch of verlaroot at her belt. She didn’t know how much was left in there, but if all else failed – she readjusted her hat – at least she still had her authority.

The tinkling of wind chimes greeted them as they stepped inside Zelendine’s shimmering tent, where a white cat was curled up on a central table. The cat blinked its quartz-pink eyes at them, making Rowan feel very calm and very uncomfortable all at the same time.

There was a shuffling from the back of the tent, which was hidden by a rose-coloured curtain.

‘Hello?’ Peregrine called. There was a tone to her voice that Rowan hadn’t heard before. It was . . . need. In a jolt, Rowan realised that Peregrine was asking someone to help her.

‘We’re closed!’ A voice wafted from behind the curtain. ‘Have a Cosmic Games Day!’ There was further scuffling.

Peregrine marched up to the curtain. ‘It’s Peregrine.’

The curtain was pulled back to reveal a harassed-looking woman with pale blue eyes. ‘But you were supposed to have left!’ The woman hesitated. ‘Or, that’s what the papers were saying – that you’d pulled out of the competition because of the . . .’ She nodded slowly, her eyes wide like a puppies ‘danger.’

Rowan paused, her fingers tightening around the rolled-up Muse Letter. Had the papers said that?

Zelendine turned her head to the side, her face a mask of sympathy. ‘It’s probably for the best though, considering what could have happened. Hmm?’

Peregrine closed her eyes briefly, before inhaling to continue. ‘That’s actually what I wanted to ask you about. The tree, and the fire, and –’

A kettle whistled. ‘Excuse me.’ Zelendine turned back and busied herself in the kitchen.

‘That vision, the one of the burning tree, is that a clue to the future?’ Peregrine stepped forward and pushed the curtain aside, getting it tangled in her hands. ‘A clue to what will happen if I stay in the Cosmic Realm?’

‘What does it matter now?’ Zelendine’s back was to them. Her words were light, like clouds. ‘You’re leaving, you’re making the sensible choice. It’s not as if you were meant to be here, is it?’ She waved a hand over her head as if shooing a cloud, and Peregrine, away.

Peregrine’s lips were tight shut, but Rowan could see the glisten of tears in her eyes. Rowan had never seen Peregrine cry. She shook her head. That was it. She’d had just about enough of this flooharght.

‘Hey!’ Rowan stepped forward. ‘You can’t just go around telling people things about themselves – that is why prophecies are regulated.’ Three people in the tiny kitchen was two people too many, and then the cat came in. ‘I am a CSI agent.’ She tapped her golden apple pin. ‘If there is any more information that you can give us, then I really must insist that you –’ She stopped. Zelendine was scooping flowers from a black tin into a teapot. Small, sky-blue six-petalled flowers.

Peregrine put a hand on Rowan’s arm. ‘It’s OK. We can’t force her. It’s not like anyone else is telling me anything.’

Rowan put her hand on the tin and pulled it towards her.

‘Excuse me!’ Zelendine pulled the tin back. ‘That is mine.’

Rowan did not let go. After a brief tussle, she wrenched the tin from Zelendine. ‘Yours? Where did you get these flowers?’

‘These? Oh, you know, the CosNet . . .’ She shrugged. ‘Don’t tell the others,’ she whispered, nodding to the tent flap. ‘We’re all supposed to buy local, you know.’

Rowan peered into the tin. They were definitely the same flowers. Anger fizzed inside her and she turned to Peregrine. ‘These are Hebera Longora petals. I found some in Hekate’s laboratory.’ She spun back to Zelendine. The nyad’s pale cheeks were flushed a shade darker than the curtain.

Peregrine’s eyes were wide. ‘Hekate’s . . . lab?’ she repeated. This was a very, very bad day. The truth that they had all been wishing wasn’t real, that wasn’t . . . here, arrived like a thunderclap.

‘Discord,’ Peregrine whispered.

The weather moaned quietly and the cat hissed.

‘Discord?’ Zelendine yelped. ‘Why would you . . . you don’t just say that name out loud, child.’ She leaned against the counter and fanned her face. The weather helped her out with a light breeze.

‘You –’ Rowan pointed at her – ‘are working for Discord.’

‘What?’ Zelendine looked genuinely confused. ‘No, I’m not.’

Zelendine picked up her teacup, but Rowan yanked it away. ‘Yes, you are!’

‘No, I’m not.’ Zelendine blinked. ‘Look, I admit I did acquire the petals in exchange for certain . . . services.’ She glanced at Peregrine.

‘Me?’ Peregrine blinked. ‘Oh! You were told to scare me.’

Rowan could feel her face turning green with rage.

‘Yes, well.’ Zelendine shuffled her shoulders. ‘The Oracle Intelligence unit might have been tampered with a little.’

‘You used OI?’ Rowan slapped her forehead. ‘Peregrine! Don’t you know how unreliable that is?’

‘How would I know that?’ Peregrine stared at her and crossed her arms over her chest. ‘No one tells me anything!’

‘I don’t know why it’s such a big deal,’ Zelendine huffed. ‘We all know what happens in these Games. Nobody plays fair, not even your mother –’

‘My mum did not cheat!’ Peregrine yelled.

Zelendine shrugged. ‘So you say.’

Peregrine had uncrossed her arms and looked like she was about to punch Zelendine, but this really wasn’t the time to play who cheated who and when.

‘Zelendine, this is serious.’ Rowan shook the tin. ‘There’s got to be a connection. WHO gave these to you?’

Zelendine eyed the tin in Rowan’s hands. ‘These flowers are very hard to get hold of . . .’ She blew a strand of fine hair out of her face.

Rowan sighed. ‘I will give you these back if you –’

‘It was a champion.’ Zelendine put her hand out.

Peregrine narrowed her eyes. ‘Which champion?’

‘Dionysus’s – the girl, dark hair. She had quite a handsome supply, if I remember. Even gave me the, er, modified OI unit. Quite handy with it too.’ She edged her hand towards Rowan. ‘My flowers?’ She blinked her big doe eyes.

Rowan and Peregrine looked at each other. Bella. Bella was the thief. Almost without meaning to, Rowan dropped the tin. Zelendine shrieked as it fell, then tipped, scattering petals over the floor. Zelendine’s shriek doubled in volume as the cat strolled over and began licking at the flowers with its tiny pink tongue.

‘No, Cyril!’ Zelendine scrambled down to her knees and began scooping up her precious flowers into the tin.

Peregrine had already pushed the tent flap open. Rowan dashed out after her. ‘I can’t believe it!’ she panted as they jogged back down Market Street.

Peregrine kept looking forward. ‘I can,’ she muttered. ‘Of course it was Bella.’

Rowan looked at her CosWatch, trying not to trip as she did so. ‘The Games start in twenty minutes. I’ve got to tell Sibyll.’

They skidded to a sweaty stop at the crossroads. Rowan looked down the street where the last stragglers were making their way to the stadium, then back to Peregrine. ‘You’re going to the Games, aren’t you?’

Peregrine nodded. ‘It’s too much of a coincidence. Bella must be working with Hekate, with –’ she gulped – ‘Discord. We can’t let Bella get the apple. She’ll give it to Hekate, and Hekate will send Discord the apple somehow, I’m sure of it!’ Peregrine’s face paled. ‘And then Discord will use it to boost her power, to come back . . .’

Rowan didn’t need to hear the rest. ‘Go,’ she said and then, without thinking, leaned in and gave her friend a hug. ‘Have a Cosmic Games Day,’ she whispered.

‘You too.’ Peregrine smiled, and then Rowan watched as yet again Peregrine ran towards mortal – and immortal – danger.
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ROWAN

Location: Market Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.260

‘Say that again, Agent?’ Sibyll’s voice rose above the noise of the enthusiastic Games audience. It really was deafening.

‘We’ve found the spy!’ Rowan repeated, louder this time.

‘Yes,’ Sibyll said, nodding and speaking very slowly. ‘Well done on the centaur. We will be sure to celebrate when the Games is over. SIMON.’ She turned sharply to her assistant. ‘Please remember to send Agent Strong a balloon, would you?’

‘No –’ Rowan began.

‘Fine.’ Sibyll sighed. ‘Two balloons.’ She turned back to the screen. ‘OPS have informed me they have paused questioning, which means I need you here on crowd control immediately, Agent.’ Her finger hovered dangerously close to the off button.

‘No, I mean the thief! The champion!’ Rowan was yelling now. ‘We were right – there is someone infiltrating the Games!’

Sibyll took her finger away and brought the CosPad so close to her face that Rowan could see the spiders snuggled in her hair. ‘I’m listening.’

‘It’s Dionysus’s champion, Belladonna Knox. We need to remove her from the Games immediately.’

‘Dionysus?’ Sibyll brought the screen even closer, so now Rowan could only see her lips. ‘You know what the repercussions would be if we pulled a champion at this stage? The only way we got away with it with Quinn is because it was a guardian decision. But to anger a Cosmic . . .’

Rowan inhaled. She knew the consequences, and not only for the agency; a Cosmic in a rage was a public liability. ‘I’m almost certain that Bella is working with Hekate, Chief. She has to be.’

Sibyll’s mouth hardly moved as she spoke, but she angled the screen so her eyes bored into Rowan’s. ‘How sure?’

‘Seventy-five. No!’ Rowan licked her lips. ‘Eighty, eighty per cent certain.’

‘That’s good enough for me.’ Sibyll nodded, drawing the screen away. ‘The champions are on their way into the arena. I’ll do everything I can.’

‘And me?’ Rowan’s whole body itched in expectation.

‘Get to the Tree. Make sure the agents there are prepared.’

Before Rowan could do so much as nod, the screen went dark.

‘OK, we can do this.’ There was a low whistle, and then a click of agreement. Rowan bounced once, then started running, and as she ran, she rang Cal.
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PEREGRINE

Location: Champion Entrance, Cosmopolis Stadium, Penthesilea Way, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.260

Peregrine ran into the Champions’ Entrance tunnel, to the sound of cheering. Panic skittered across her limbs, making her stumble. Was she too late? Were the champions already in the arena? She came to a messy stop in front of a swarm of people gathered by a closed circular metal door. One of the people in front of this door was twice the size of everyone else.

‘You need to remove that girl from the Games, immediately!’ Sibyll was glaring at Triton, who was shaking his head. ‘It is a security issue.’

That girl. Bella. Rowan had phoned Sibyll, and Sibyll had believed her.

‘I understand, Chief Inspector. We got your message, but the Games have begun.’ Triton smoothed out a crinkle from his glittering robes. ‘The magicks are very delicate. We cannot afford a disruption at this stage. The effects – well . . .’ He opened his hands, miming a very large, very graceful explosion. ‘It is, sadly, out of my hands.’ He brushed his palms together as if getting rid of any last crumbs of responsibility.

Sibyll opened her own palms, then clenched them into fists, indicating that she was about to take things – and by things, she meant Triton – into her own, sizable, hands.

‘Hey!’ Peregrine elbowed her way to the front. ‘Let me through!’ She waved her bracelet. ‘I’m a champion!’ Champion. The word still felt sticky in her mouth.

‘Peregrine!’ Sibyll unclenched her hands and used them to grab Peregrine by the shoulders and push her towards the door.

The gills on the side of Triton’s neck flapped wetly. ‘What are you doing here, girl?’

‘I’m here to compete.’ Peregrine tried to mimic Sibyll’s strong stance, which didn’t have quite the same effect when she was approximately one-third of her height.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Triton snarled.

Peregrine set her jaw. She had been told that before, and she was done believing it. ‘No, I shouldn’t be here.’ She waved her wrist in front of his face so the bracelet rattled. ‘I’m Athene’s champion, I should be in there.’ She pointed to the arena, then flicked her gaze to Sibyll, who nodded quickly.

‘Are you ready for the competition of a lifetime?’ Zephyr’s voice boomed above them, resonating around the tunnel.

The crowd whooped. Yes, they were ready.

‘Who will win the golden apple?’

The crowd yelled again, each calling out the name of their favourite. Sibyll waited for the noise to stop, then said quietly and dangerously, ‘Open that door.’

Triton hesitated.

‘Let. Her. IN.’ Sibyll’s voice was an icicle jabbing at the air. ‘You cannot refuse.’

Peregrine did not look at Triton, but stepped forward. She was meant to be here. But she wasn’t here to win any more; she was here to stop Bella – and Hekate – from getting the apple. The lights around the circular door flashed red as Peregrine approached, and for a moment she saw Discord’s red eyes glinting from the portal gateway. Peregrine curled her fingers into her palms.

GrumBug clicked.

‘No CosTech in the arena,’ Triton barked. ‘The champion must act alone. Completely –’ he lowered his voice to a hiss – ‘alone.’

GrumBug clicked again, this time with more fervour. ‘It’s OK,’ Peregrine whispered as she picked the CosBug from her collar.

‘And them.’ Triton pointed to the CosGogs.

‘I’ll look after these.’ Sibyll nodded as she took the CosBug from Peregrine, and held out her palm for the goggles. ‘Remember, you have until the seventh cannon to get the apple, or to stop Bella from getting it at least.’ Sibyll placed GrumBug on her own robe, and handed Peregrine a sword and shield similar to those they’d used with Linus in training. ‘Once more, it seems that what happens next is up to you, Peregrine Quinn.’

The lights around the door lit up green as Triton placed his pearlescent hand on the panel. The door hissed open. Peregrine took another step forward and didn’t even have time to turn before the door slid shut behind her.

The roar of the crowd hit Peregrine like a wave. Her heart thumped rapidly against her ribs. Look around you, pumpkin. Breathe. Breathe. Peregrine took a long inhale, trying to ease the panic that she could feel rising, hot and thick, in her chest. She had to find Bella. The remains of the stage from last night’s performance had been taken down, and sunlight glanced off the bright terracotta-coloured sand, making the vast space look like the surface of Mars. Flags whipped like white dragons’ tails in the wind against the bright cloudless sky, and Peregrine could see hundreds – no, thousands – of different coloured apples glinting in the audience.

The champions were arranged like numbers on a clockface. Peregrine turned her head from left to right. There was Faizan, holding his shield in front of him. He was staring into it as if it was a magic pool revealing his future. Petra was next to him and already had her sword out, her eyes scanning the sky. Then there was Cassius, who didn’t spot Peregrine as they were looking over their shoulder, towards Faizan.

Cormac was on the other side of the arena, his fingers opening and closing nervously. Tia locked eyes with Peregrine, grinned, then kicked up a cloud of dust with her hooves as she and Tappis high-fived.

And just to their right, almost invisible through the dust cloud, was Bella, her eyes closed. Peregrine’s stomach tightened, as if bracing for a punch.

‘PEREGRINE!’ Peregrine turned to see Poppy, the pink-haired IrisPod rider, wave at her from a stand. ‘I knew you weren’t going anywhere!’ The apple on Poppy’s T-shirt flashed ice-blue, then gold. ‘You go get ’em, girl!’

‘You kept us waiting, micro-hero!’ A growl made her turn. Linus was in the front row, along with a couple of other robed adults that Peregrine recognised as teachers from the Academy.

‘Hey!’ Cormac yelled from the other side of the arena, waving both arms in greeting.

Before Peregrine could yell back, a cannon fired.

Bella opened her eyes. The Cosmic Games had officially begun.
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PEREGRINE

Location: Games Arena, Cosmopolis Stadium, Penthesilea Way, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.260

For a moment everything was bathed in a cold, silver light, as if someone had a turned a dial, draining the stadium of all colour. Peregrine stared at Cormac’s monochrome face, his mouth open as if paused mid-speech.

‘Watch out!’ Faizan screamed as a giant obelisk fell from the sky and slammed into the middle of the arena.

CRASH. The sunlight returned with a flash, and Peregrine watched the obelisk, as tall as a bus was long, totter, swinging backwards and forwards. It stopped mid-swing and stayed still, tilted diagonally like a huge rockslide.

‘What’s that?’ Peregrine edged forward. On the side of the obelisk facing her, a screen was set into the red stone. She turned to see Petra running into the middle of the arena. Peregrine looked at her, then the screen lit up in bright green.

CRASH.

Another huge chunk of stone – this one the size of two buses – dropped into the arena. No, not dropped exactly. Peregrine looked upwards. The stone had fallen like it had been thrown. This one didn’t even try to stay upright, instead it exploded upon impact, shooting rubble out in a deadly starburst. Peregrine looked at Cormac, her eyes wide.

‘The screen!’ Cormac called.

Peregrine nodded and raced forward after Petra. As she ran she saw Bella, who was also zigzagging towards the central pillar, her mouth in a tight line. Bella was just a couple of years older than Peregrine. How had she got mixed up with Hekate? But then again, Peregrine thought, how had she?

CRASH.

The giant stone smashing into the arena was a good reminder that now probably wasn’t the best time to confront Bella. First, Peregrine needed to get through the next five minutes without getting flattened and then, if she was still alive, she would confront the potentially evil opponent. Priorities.

Petra got to the obelisk first, swiftly followed by Tappis and Tia. Out of the corner of her eye, Peregrine saw Cassius turn back. What were they doing? Peregrine spun and saw that Faizan still hadn’t moved.

‘Faizan, you have to run!’ Peregrine called. She saw a flash of yellow whizz past her. It was Cassius – they had turned back to help Faizan.

Cassius grabbed hold of Faizan’s hand just as another pillar dropped from the sky, right above their heads.

‘No!’ Peregrine’s scream was mirrored by the crowd’s. There wasn’t time for Cassius and Faizan to move out of the way. Peregrine saw their fingers bind together, but before the pillar hit them . . . they disappeared. There were no sparks, no sound; they were just . . . gone.

‘It’s OK,’ Tia muttered under her breath. ‘It’s magic, remember, just magic.’ Her tail flicked.

‘Magic,’ Peregrine repeated, her voice cracking. This wasn’t the magic of sparkling portal gates and horse ghosts; this felt harsh, violent, cruel. Magic. The word stung at her insides as she watched another pillar fall, and then another, until the arena air was so filled with red dust that the whole stadium was cast in an orange glow. The lights on the crowd’s apple T-shirts were muted, like car headlights in fog.

‘We’re running out of time!’ Tappis thumped the side of the obelisk with his fist. ‘What is happening?’

The champions spun around so their backs were to the tilted rock which seemed, for now at least, to offer safe haven from the other falling chunks of stone. Petra had her sword held high as if she was going to fight something, anything. Only Cormac was facing the screen. Out of the corner of her eye, Peregrine saw him lean closer. The screen flashed green again and a rectangle appeared, blinking on the black screen.

CRASH.

BOOM. A cannon fired, and then another. BOOM.

Peregrine pressed her fingers into the cold rock. Two cannons. A new plan started to form in her mind. Maybe she didn’t need to confront Bella, or take her out of the competition. If they could all just stay here, then the timer would run out and no one would get the golden apple. Sibyll and her gang of grown-ups would come and take Bella away, and do whatever it was they did in the Cosmic Realm with children who, inadvertently or not, were assisting a chaos goddess to break out of exile. Peregrine side-eyed Bella; the girl was mean, but evil? Really?

She closed her eyes and breathed.

‘It’s a game,’ Cormac said, almost reverently.

Peregrine blinked her eyes open. ‘A game?’

‘You’re only just figuring this out now?’ Bella snapped. She pointed to the flashing hazy neon Cosmic Games sign that was just visible on the far side of the arena.

The lights on the screen flashed green again and another rectangle appeared. It did look like an old-fashioned Tetris computer game, with its black screen and neon-green icons. Cormac reached out and pressed the rectangle with his index finger.

‘Whoa.’ Tappis pointed up. A pillar was hovering in the sky. ‘Whatever you are doing –’ Tappis glanced over at Cormac.

‘Keep doing it, Game Boy,’ Tia finished.

Cormac stuck his tongue in between his teeth. Peregrine could see his finger shaking as he dragged the pixelated rectangle across the screen. Peregrine zipped her gaze between the bright green rectangle and the very real, very large pillar that was now casting its shadow over their heads.

‘Keep her steady . . .’ Petra whispered.

The remaining six champions held their breath as Cormac manoeuvred the pillar on top of their central obelisk. Something clicked. A video-game trumpet sounded and the pillar rotated so it was also tilted at a diagonal, like the one they were leaning against. Peregrine saw there were metal rings on the side, like the rungs of a ladder.

‘Nice work!’ Tappis clapped Cormac on the back. The screen went green and –

CRASH.

Cormac pressed his palms on either side of the screen, his brow knotted in concentration. Dust fell on Peregrine’s nose and she looked up. Bella had used the rings to climb the obelisk and she was already at the second pillar, Petra right behind her. Peregrine’s mission was clear: she was here to stop Bella from getting the apple, so she should follow her, but she felt frozen, just as Faizan had been.

Peregrine looked back at Cormac, who was directing the third block, his thick eyebrows scrunched together. Tia neighed, and Peregrine watched as Tia used her powerful haunches to propel herself up the sloping side of the obelisk. Apparently she didn’t need the rings to climb.

Tappis followed his sister, and then paused. He turned back to Cormac. ‘You need to get moving,’ he said.

Peregrine nodded. Cormac had got them this far; it wasn’t fair to leave him behind.

‘I can’t.’ Cormac was directing the fourth pillar now. ‘Not yet.’

With another trumpet blast, the pillar connected. The structure shook. The connected towers were starting to look like the kind of central stairway that you might see in a hotel, but much bigger and made of stone. Upwards and upwards and upwards.

Tappis snorted and galloped up, joining his sister on the fourth pillar.

The crowd whooped as another trumpet sounded and the next pillar landed with a crunch. Peregrine stepped sideways just in time, as a fist-sized rock fell from the sky.

‘Tappis is right,’ Peregrine said. Peregrine, whose reason to be here was to stop Bella, who she could not even see any more, also needed to get moving.

‘I think these are the last few.’ Cormac squinted at the screen. ‘They must be . . .’ His voice faded as a long, mournful note rang out in the dust-filled arena. Peregrine edged closer.

This was not the bird-like song of the opening ceremony. This did not fill Peregrine with any sense of joy, or hope; this was the opposite – it sent a chills through her. The first note was followed by another, longer and more strained.

Peregrine squinted upwards, hoping for something to appear – Daedalus’s birds, even another big rock would be preferable to this horrible sound. The dust from the crashed rocks was clearing a little, and out of the corner of her eye, Peregrine saw something. But this movement wasn’t coming from the sky, it was coming from the ground.

The air was still thick with dust, covering the arena in a pale red mist. Peregrine wiped the back of her palm over her eyes. There! The rust-coloured dust a few metres in front of them was moving, as if a mole was pushing its way out of the earth.

Peregrine edged forward, then gasped when suddenly a sturdy wooden stem sprouted out of the arena floor. She leapt back, pressing herself against the pillar. A terrible creaking sound filled the air as the stem split and formed a crooked, angular shape. And not just any shape, Peregrine realised in horror as she watched the branch-like stem uncurl itself. It was just like the branch-people she’d seen on the wall of Atalanta’s cave. But this wasn’t a shadow-person; it was solid, and it was looking right at her.

Another woody stem shot from the sand in front of the figure. The branch-man reached out and pulled it from the ground, twisting it as Daedalus did with rhubarb at the allotment. Peregrine gulped as the branch-man angled the stem towards her as if it was a spear, and grinned.

Somebody in the crowd screamed.

‘Zeus’s bolt!’ a man’s voice shouted. ‘What are the Games Masters playing at? This is a family event, not a Cosmoplex horror show!’

Peregrine coughed dust out of her mouth as she tugged at Cormac’s shoulder. ‘We go, now!’

Cormac shook his head. ‘One more!’ Another obelisk appeared, but when this one clicked into place, it didn’t land diagonally. Instead, it landed on the last rock like the horizontal bar of a letter ‘T’.

‘Done!’ Cormac beamed, taking both hands off the screen. Then he turned, saw the branch-man and screamed.

Another branch-man emerged from the sand, then another, and another, all holding their scary-looking spears. Over the thudding of her heartbeat, Peregrine could hear the crowd clapping.

‘You could have warned me!’ Cormac screeched as they grabbed hold of the rungs and scrambled up the pillars.

‘I did warn you,’ Peregrine muttered as she heaved herself up. ‘And talking of warnings, I have to tell you something. It’s about Bella.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Cormac was turning the colour of over-boiled cabbage. He looked as if he was going to be sick down the side of the pillar. ‘Could you tell me, I don’t know, later?’ His gaze darted downwards. ‘Moorfvhat.’

A long hideous note rang out in the arena and the branch-men took a step forward. Their synchronised footsteps crackled like electricity along Peregrine’s spine. She reached for the next rung, her hands slippery with sweat. Just keep going.

The music was playing faster now and the branch-men were marching, their footsteps a terrible percussion. The first branch-man reached the base of the pillar, and Peregrine looked down to see its fingers wrapping onto a rung.

‘DO NOT STOP CLIMBING.’

Peregrine recognised that gruff tone. She couldn’t see him, but she was sure it was Linus.

‘Right.’ Peregrine gritted her teeth and reached up to the next rung. She was so desperate to get ahead of the branch-men that she didn’t realise she was near the top until Tia hauled her onto the platform.

Peregrine belly-flopped onto the cool, flat rock and watched Tappis pull Cormac up behind her. Though the roar of the crowd was fainter, Peregrine could still hear the terrible sound of strings, as if the music was playing inside her skull. She took a ragged breath and rolled up to see Petra crouching, her sword out and her shield raised.

Bella was pacing, her delicate fingers pressed to her temples. ‘That music is making it very difficult to concentrate,’ she hissed.

Peregrine could not disagree. The man from the crowd was right: scratchy strings were like the soundtrack to a horror film.

Peregrine looked over the edge. They were high – two hundred metres or so, perhaps. She could just see the rust-coloured dust cloud swirling at the base of the tower. ‘Aargh!’ A branch-like hand reached out of the mist and Peregrine stumbled back, catching herself before she tipped over the other side.

Breathe, pumpkin. What can you see? Peregrine inhaled. That was always her mum’s trick – when things got scary, look at the horizon. Peregrine took another step back and looked out over the stadium. Stretching out beneath them was Cosmopolis, the Academy buildings, the square and, in the middle of the square, the Great Tree. On the tree – though she might have been imagining it – Peregrine thought she saw a glint of gold. The apple, shining like a guiding star.

‘Wretched weeds!’ Petra shouted down to the advancing branch-men. ‘They think this is a challenge? Ha! I am an Atlantian. I do not run from plants.’

Peregrine flexed her fingers and drew her sword. If she’d learned anything from living above a magical Plant Clinic, it was that it was never a good idea to yell at a plant. Not if you wanted it to grow and not if, like now, you wanted it not to attack you.

The ‘wretched weeds’ were almost at the platform.

‘Watch out!’ Cormac yelled as a head that looked like the knotted whorl of a tree appeared, its face twisted into a hideous, crooked grin. Bella stopped pacing and even Petra backed away.

With a loud creak, the branch-man stretched a gnarled hand over the edge of the pillar. Tia twisted her sword over her wrist and lifted it but, before she could strike, the gnarled hand lashed out like a whip. Its fingers clasped around Tia’s foreleg, and the knotted grin widened.

‘Tia!’ Peregrine lunged.

‘Aargh!’ Tia’s front knees buckled as she was dragged towards the edge. Tappis was faster than Peregrine and was there in a blur of chestnut. He lifted his hooves to snap the branch, but before he could bring his hooves down another knotted fist had shot out and hit him in the stomach with such force that his back hooves slipped from the platform. ‘No!’ Tappis’s palms slammed down on the pillar as he fell backwards.

‘Ugh!’ Tia kicked out as she was dragged after her brother, and then with a look of shock, her sword still flailing in her hand, she disappeared over the edge and into the mist. The music stopped, and time seemed to pause as the wind screamed in Peregrine’s ears.

‘Tia!’ Cormac was by Peregrine’s side as she reached the edge of the platform and bent down to stare into the mist. There was no sign of Tia or of Tappis. The branch-men had stopped with the music, their petrified bodies forming a twisted mass of branches beneath the platform, their knotted grins frozen in place.

‘It’s a game,’ Petra said quickly. ‘Remember that.’ Her voice was quiet, insistent. ‘Just a game.’

‘Right.’ Cormac gulped. ‘They’ll be fine.’ He squeezed Peregrine’s shoulder and pulled her away from the edge.

‘I’m so glad.’ Bella pointed into the branches. ‘Now, what are we going to do about those?’
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Peregrine staggered back and almost fell into Cormac as a serpent, blue-backed like Daedalus’s birds and with a green-crested head as big as a polar bear’s, shot out from one of the branches. Its jaws snapped open to reveal a magenta mouth and a long cobalt-blue tongue.

For a moment, Peregrine thought that the music had begun again, but the sound she could hear wasn’t coming from an instrument. It was a hiss. Lots and lots of hisses.

There was a loud ringing of metal hitting stone. Peregrine turned around to see Petra swinging her sword out in front of her.

‘I have been swimming with sharks since I was a toddler.’ Petra snapped her teeth together, her gills flushing pink. ‘This big.’ She put her hand at hip height. ‘I am not afraid of you –’ she swiped her sword at the nearest serpent – ‘you legless, lazy dragon!’

The serpent she was swiping at had risen from its branch and was watching Petra with placid, hungry interest.

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. The cannon fire sounded muffled now they were so high up. Even so, Cormac jumped in shock, holding on to Peregrine’s shoulder to steady himself. Peregrine remembered Petra’s words about the last Games: They didn’t even get past the third cannon. Three cannons. They were almost halfway through.

Bella rolled her eyes, walked to the edge of the platform and then delicately, reluctantly, stepped onto a branch.

‘What are you doing?’ Peregrine darted forward. She’d hoped that they could have killed more time here, run out the clock just a little bit more.

Bella clearly had other ideas. She was steadily edging towards a serpent, swearing under her breath.

‘That is crazy.’ Cormac was watching too. He sounded impressed.

Peregrine peered at the serpent that Bella was moving towards. She swore she could see . . . yes! There, along the serpent’s back, were folds of delicate blue membrane. ‘I think some of these snakes can . . . fly.’

‘What?’ Cormac blinked. ‘Why?’

Peregrine lifted her eyebrows. ‘Because of their wings, Cormac?’ She flapped the arm that wasn’t holding a sword.

Petra kept her own sword pointed at the serpent. ‘Wings?’ She glanced at Peregrine, who was still flapping. ‘I don’t see any wings.’

Cormac was squinting at the serpents. ‘Are you sure, Peregrine? I really can’t –’

Peregrine exhaled in frustration. The serpents not only had wings, but saddles too, cobalt-blue like their tongues. ‘Look!’ Peregrine pointed at Bella, who had grabbed hold of the pommel of her snake’s saddle and lifted herself up. ‘We’ve got to ride them! These serpents – they’re our way to the Tree!’

Petra crouched lower. ‘You are either lying, or you are cheating.’ Her gills fluttered. ‘It is sad. I thought I might have been wrong.’ She shook her head at the serpent who mimicked her movement. ‘But I was not.’

‘I’m not cheating or lying!’ Anger flashed through Peregrine. ‘And it’s not just me – Bella can see them too. OH!’ Peregrine remembered the hologram of the spiky-haired woman smiling at her. ‘It must be an illusion!’

‘Fantasia is a Games Master,’ Cormac said slowly. ‘It does make sense . . .’

‘That must be it.’ Peregrine reached over to click her fingers in front of Petra’s face. ‘Maybe you’re in a trance?’

‘Stop that.’ Petra snapped at Peregrine’s fingers. ‘If it’s an illusion, how can you see through it and we can’t?’

Peregrine stopped clicking. How could she see through Fantasia’s magic? Then she remembered the poisoned apple she’d eaten at the market. Could that have inoculated her against this illusion, somehow? But if that was true, then how was Bella doing it? Peregrine glanced back to Bella, who was astride the serpent. She’d have to figure that out later; she couldn’t let Bella get away.

Peregrine turned back to Petra and Cormac. ‘You’ve got to trust me.’

‘No, we don’t.’ Petra shook her head.

It was a small gesture, but it was enough to release a torrent of sadness in Peregrine. Peregrine inhaled sharply. No, not now. You have to focus. Breathe.

Peregrine sheathed her sword and with one last glance at Cormac’s confused face, bounded off the platform.
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Cal shoved his hand under his pillow. Good, the vinyl case was still there. Just as it had been two minutes ago.

He rolled over so his face was pressed into the pillow and tried not to think. It was not working; seeing a murdered corpse will do that to a faun. He had listened to ‘Blood in the Wine’ three more times, and had even written down the offending lyrics on the back of an envelope. It was old school, but he couldn’t risk putting it on a CosPad. No wonder Pan had been so paranoid.

Cal fluffed up his pillow. Maybe he had misunderstood, and Dionysus actually had nothing to do with this. Yes, that was better. It was an accident – a tragic and suspiciously timed accident.

Cal rolled over and clicked on his bedside lamp. Pushing his glasses back on, he read the lyrics again, just to be sure: You’ve found your Chaos friend and destruction’s rainin’. . .

‘Flooharght.’ Cal pulled his glasses off, rested his head in his hands and groaned. The shape of Pan’s lifeless body floated behind his eyelids. He had briefly considered calling Nanny Goat, but the idea that he would be endangering her, the one person who had truly always believed in him, made beads of cold sweat form on Cal’s beard.

‘You’ve got to stop him, Cal.’

‘What?’ Cal lifted his head and blinked. He was no longer in his bed, but standing on a softly lit, empty stage. Pan was sitting on a stool, his gaze cast down so Cal couldn’t see his eyes under his cowboy hat.

‘How did you . . . Are you . . . ?’ Cal blinked then, squeezing his eyes shut, did something that would be sure to wake him up: he pulled out a beard hair.

‘Not a dream, buddy.’ A gravelly chuckle told Cal that even that had not worked. ‘You did my death dance,’ the voice continued. ‘That’s a special connection that you and I have now. No one ever tell you that?’

‘No.’ Cal rubbed his chin, which stung from where he’d pulled the hair.

‘Hmm.’ Pan shook his head. ‘Funny the things folks choose to leave out of conversation.’

Oh yes, hilarious. Cal did not say this out loud, but Pan’s raised eyebrows implied that he might have heard him anyway. Well, that was creepy.

‘I should have said something a long time ago, but that’s the thing with being immortal –’ Pan strummed the guitar that he was suddenly holding – ‘you always think you have time.’

Cal gulped.

‘But times are changin’, Cal. It’s not Cosmics that change the story, it’s the little guys, little guys like . . .’ Pan didn’t finish the sentence, just let his gnarled fingers pick out a few intricate progressions. Cal recognised them from Pan’s third album. Bark on Bark. Classic.

‘I thought Dionysus had finished with all that chaos.’ Pan tapped the side of the guitar, then began the riff again. ‘We’ve all messed with bad stuff over the years . . .’

Cal nodded. That had been covered pretty extensively in Pan’s autobiography, Volume III.

‘. . . but he’s messin’ real hard this time, now he’s got the witch helpin’ him.’

Cal stopped nodding to the music. The witch?

‘Hekate,’ he whispered.

‘Uh-huh. Yeah, she’s going by a different name now.’ Pan slid his fingers up the frets. ‘Goin’ by the name of . . . Bella.’

‘Bella?’ Cal spluttered, taking a step forward into the fuzzy light. ‘Belladonna Knox?’ Realisation bloomed like a sunflower. Dionysus’s champion was . . . Hekate. ‘Well, flooharght.’

‘My thoughts –’ Pan slid his fingers down the neck of the guitar – ‘exactly.’ He plucked a couple of the strings, letting them resonate in a minor key. ‘The golden apple’s all good fun for Cosmics, gives them a good . . . buzz. But a Class B? Ooh, brother.’ Pan whistled. ‘It would dial them up.’

Cal nodded. That was why the rules were so strict about only allowing champions with unmatured magic to compete. Otherwise there would be too high a risk of breaking through the immortal class categories.

‘But Hekate’s already so powerful, why would she go through the whole Cosmic Games? Why would she go through –’ he gestured to his face – ‘braces?’ He wasn’t one to sympathise with psychopathic poisoners, but he’d had braces as a kid and he knew how much of a pain they were.

Pan flicked his hat up. ‘Do you know the particularities of Hekate’s gifts?’

Cal shook his head. Hekate was a dab hand at poison-making, mist-conjuring, outfit coordination and evil but, as far as he knew, that was about it.

‘Keeps a lot to himself, doesn’t he, that Daedalus fella?’ Cal could see Pan’s smile under his hat. ‘I respect that.’ He paused in his playing. ‘Hekate can realm-shift.’ He tapped the guitar. ‘Pretty handy when your boss resides in the Fourth Realm.’

Cal stared. The Invisibles could shift within realms, but the ability to shift from one realm to another? That was unheard of, even for a Cosmic.

‘She doesn’t have the power to control it properly right now,’ Pan continued, ‘but with that apple, who knows? She’d be able to move between here and there at will, maybe even bring folks back with her.’

‘Discord,’ Cal whispered.

‘Not a cat I’d want to dance with.’

That was from The Twelfth Album. Its use of synth had been controversial, but it still had a healthy cult following. Cal shook his head. These were powerful forces, ancient, evil forces . . . and who was he? A faun, that’s who. A faun who worked in a basement.

‘It’s a lot to ask, I know.’ Pan shifted his guitar onto his back and slid off his stool. ‘But what would Nanny Goat do, hmm?’

Cal gulped. Pan was right. ‘How do we stop Dionysus . . . Hekate . . . Discord?’

‘Fine lady, your nanny.’ Pan’s half-smile grew. ‘You get to the Tree, Cal. Help the kid.’

Cal stepped forward. He wanted to ask how Pan knew Nanny, but that wasn’t the priority right now. ‘But Peregrine isn’t even competing any more –’

‘We little guys got to stick together.’ Pan had turned around and was walking off the stage. ‘I’ve enjoyed this encore, Cal.’ He turned and raised his hat. ‘I’m proud of you.’

‘But –’ Cal woke to the sound of a cannon firing. ‘Peregrine!’
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The branch shook as Peregrine slammed into it, eliciting a chorus of irritated hisses from the two serpents that were currently wrapped around it. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled. Her palms stung from the impact but she tried to block it out, remembering her priorities which were, right now, a flock of flying snakes and an ancient chaos goddess about to be unleashed.

‘Ow.’ She winced as she flexed her fingers.

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

The fourth cannon was followed by an indistinct roar from the crowd.

‘Just three cannons and four champions left!’ Zephyr’s voice shook the air.

Peregrine had almost forgotten that they were being watched. In twenty minutes, this would all be over. She tiptoed along the branch with her arms held out to the side for balance, like she’d seen a high-wire acrobat do on TV. The winged serpent curled around the branch studied her movements.

‘Nice . . . snake?’ Peregrine whispered. She was nose to nose with it now. Hers, small and slightly upturned; the snake’s, flat and pointed. A long blue tongue darted from the serpent’s mouth and licked her.

Peregrine closed her eyes. She could fall sideways and be teleported away like Tia and Tappis. Wasn’t everyone always telling her that they didn’t want her here? In through the nose, out through the mouth. She let out a long, slow exhale, intending to blow the worry away like a cloud, just as Linus had taught them.

She opened her eyes. The serpent was still there, and had not, as yet, eaten her. This was good. It slithered past her.

‘No, wait!’ Peregrine put her hand out onto its saddle. The serpent paused. ‘Thank you,’ she said, although she wasn’t sure whether she was thanking the snake for stopping, or for not biting her. Peregrine gripped the round pommel as she had seen Bella do.

So this was how they were going to get to the Tree – snake-riding? There wasn’t much need for horseback riding in a florist’s, but Peregrine had seen enough films to figure out the basic principles. So, as if it was the most normal thing in the world, Peregrine heaved herself up. She had just got her leg over the saddle when the serpent shot forward. Peregrine grabbed hold of its green crest to steady herself.

The serpent hissed loudly.

‘Oh, sorry!’ Peregrine loosened her grip. All she had to do was get through this mess of branches, make it to the Tree and grab the apple before Bella. ‘Easy,’ she muttered. The serpent hissed in response.

The branches criss-crossed their path like lasers in front of a bank vault. Peregrine leaned over the serpent’s back, ducking to where she imagined its ears were. ‘Up!’ She pressed her knees into its scaly sides as the serpent undulated forward, unwinding its tail from the branch. The small fan-like wings just ahead of the saddle began to beat, faster and faster, and then they were flying. Peregrine gasped. She was actually flying, on a snake.

Peregrine could see Bella and her serpent ahead of her. They had almost reached the city walls, Bella’s serpent steed flying in jagged movements, cutting through the air. Luckily, Peregrine’s snake was fast, moving in graceful undulations as though the air was water and they were being carried by a swift and forgiving tide.

They had just flown over what Peregrine recognised as the Schola Astronomie tower when her serpent decided to dive. ‘What –’ The rest of the sentence was ripped from Peregrine’s body as the snake – with her on top – hurtled down towards the street.

‘Are you doing?’ Peregrine recovered the words as the serpent swerved right, ducking under an archway. A high-pitched screech served as an answer, but it wasn’t from the serpent. Peregrine looked up. Bella had a vice-like grip on her serpent’s luminous crest – that must be why it was moving so haphazardly – and with this grip she was directing her serpent straight towards Peregrine like a scaly, hissing arrow.

‘Ya-hoo!’

‘What?’ Peregrine squinted upwards. A half gleeful, half terrified Cormac was steering his serpent downwards, sandwiching Bella’s in between his serpent and Peregrine’s, casting a shadow over both of them.

‘Ugh!’ Bella pulled her serpent right so its tail knocked into a wall, ripping down a line of bunting and smashing a window. Rubble, flags and multicoloured glass shards fell onto the street below.

‘Would champions please be MINDFUL of the buildings,’ an officious voice echoed, then muttered, ‘Quaggles were not in the budget, Zephyr.’

‘Quaggles?’ The word felt wonderful on Peregrine’s tongue.

‘I’ve heard of them!’ Cormac yelled over the rushing wind. ‘Water snakes. They’re supposed to be extinct.’

Peregrine patted her quaggle on its scales and, for the first time, noticed its gills. A water snake? This must be Triton’s magic. There wasn’t so much time to wonder, as suddenly, Bella tugged her serpent sharply into a narrow alleyway.

Panic rose in Peregrine’s chest like mercury in a thermometer. ‘Where is she going?’

‘Dunno,’ Cormac yelled, pointing forward to the main thoroughfare. ‘But the Tree is that way.’ He brought his serpent parallel to Peregrine’s, which wasn’t a very good idea: two giant winged serpents down a narrow Cosmopolis street was at least one giant serpent too many.

‘Be MINDFUL!’

As they neared the square, Peregrine could see a crowd gathered ahead of them, many of them sporting large colourful hats festooned with apples, and most of them wearing T-shirts flashing either light blue, green or crimson. Peregrine looked out for any with Petra’s deep blue, but couldn’t see any. Did that mean that Petra was out of the Games?

There was a group of IrisPod riders, all with golden helmets, huddled together on the crossroads. One was holding up a banner painted with green letters that read The Apple doesn’t fall far from the Tree. As they flew overhead, the riders let out a particularly loud cheer and screamed, ‘Peregrine Quinn for the WIN!’

Peregrine waved back, forgetting for a minute that she was on a very serious and perilous mission.

Many of the market stallholders from the fair had wheeled their carts so they lined the busy streets, and the sweet smell of glittering golden candy floss and bags of roasted cobnuts drifted up into the air as Peregrine flew past. She inhaled deeply. The festive atmosphere was delicious.

Peregrine leaned forward as if she was a jockey. ‘Up!’ she cried, and both serpents swam upwards. She glanced at Cormac, who seemed to be concentrating very hard on not falling off.

‘How did you know which serpents to ride?’ she yelled. ‘I thought you couldn’t see through the illusion?’

‘Didn’t need to.’ Cormac leaned forward and patted his quaggle’s scaly neck. Around the serpent’s throat was a thin circlet of gold that glittered with tiny lights, like their Cosmic Games bracelets. ‘Only four of them had these. I think they deactivate the defence shield. They’re our way through to the Tree!’

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

Peregrine looked over her shoulder. She could see a copper orb – like those from the opening ceremony – zipping around, just narrowly avoiding the quaggle’s swishing tail. ‘Do you think they can hear us?’ She gestured at the orb.

Cormac brought his quaggle in line with Peregrine’s. ‘Nah, the CosCams don’t have microphones. They tried it one year and got too many complaints about the champions’ swearing.’ He grinned.

‘Right.’ Peregrine nodded. ‘So that thing about Bella? I’m pretty sure she’s evil.’

Cormac snorted. ‘I agree she’s kind of aggressive.’

Peregrine rolled her eyes as they whizzed through the air above Cosmopolis, then, in as few words as possible, she told Cormac her suspicions about Bella and how she was likely working with Hekate. ‘Maybe even with Discord,’ she ended.

Cormac’s face turned paper pale. ‘Discord?’

As if using that name as a cue, Bella’s quaggle shot out from an alley in front of them.

‘Moorfvhat!’ Cormac swore, swerving to the left and taking out a shop sign.

Peregrine gritted her teeth. She could see the branches of the Tree now, curling up above the buildings around the square. She’d let Bella get in front of them, and they were so close!

All three quaggles raced like fighter jets in formation: Bella in front and Cormac and Peregrine behind. Peregrine looked sideways. Cormac had just managed to get ahead, his serpent bobbing up and down until he was in line with Bella.

Then, as if in slow motion, Peregrine watched Bella pull out her sword and reach towards the head of Cormac’s serpent. No, she couldn’t be . . . she wouldn’t . . .

‘Bella, what are you doing?’ Cormac yelled, trying to move his quaggle away. The quaggle bucked its head, but Bella’s sword was now hooked under the serpent’s circlet. Bella pulled the sword up, and with a fizz of blue sparks the band snapped, falling onto the street below.

‘Genius move!’ Zephyr’s voice boomed around them. ‘In a staggering show of initiative, Belladonna Knox has broken the quaggle’s force field negator. There’s no getting in now, Rodriguez!’

Cormac’s serpent veered with the shock of the band breaking; its diaphanous wings beat in panic as it careened towards a building where a frightened dryad stood at a window, frozen in shock, the light blue apple on his T-shirt pulsing. Cormac managed to swing the serpent away from the building, but in doing so sent it straight into one of the large banners. The material wrapped itself tightly around the serpent’s face, making the poor beast panic even more.

‘Zephyr’s right – I won’t be able to get through the defence shield!’ Cormac was clinging on, but only just, as the creature hissed in fear and confusion. ‘You have to go!’

He was right, that would be the more sensible plan, but then Peregrine had a better, if much more dangerous, idea. ‘Jump!’

‘WHAT?’ he yelled.

‘Stand up, bend your knees, and –’

‘I know how to jump.’ Cormac made a noise that might have been more swearing. Peregrine would have to ask him to teach her some more of those words after this was done – and if they hadn’t died.

As his serpent slowed, sailing down to the street below, Cormac stood up, bent his knees . . . and jumped, just managing to catch the fairly steady tail of Peregrine’s quaggle.

‘Aargh!’ Cormac scrambled up so he was sitting behind Peregrine, muttering as he did so. ‘Where was this in training, huh?’
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CAL

Location: Parthenon Street, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.260

Pan’s words rang like a bell in between Cal’s horns as he ran towards the square. It was giving him quite the headache.

‘I never saw you as much of a runner, Callimachus.’

The bell suddenly got much, much louder as Cal stopped and looked sideways. Dionysus was leaning against one of the orange trees lining Parthenon Street, a bored expression on his face. Maybe murdering fauns did get a bit boring after a while?

To counter his oncoming panic, Cal did another thing he found terrifying. He started stretching. ‘Well, you know –’ Cal bent his knee and held a hoof to his haunches as if stretching a quad muscle – ‘it’s important to stay active.’ He switched to the other leg, the burning in his quads a horribly pleasant distraction.

Zephyr’s voice boomed overhead. ‘And it’s Quinn, Rodriguez and Knox. The final three are heading for the Tree!’

Cal coughed and lunged a leg forward, his hands on his furry thigh. ‘I thought I might join the Olympus Inc. gym. Would be a good way to meet new people, maybe get out of the basement for a bit –’

Dionysus pressed himself off the tree. ‘That girl of yours doesn’t seem to like my champion very much, does she?’

‘Oh?’ Cal winced, remembering the Nose Incident. ‘Well, you know, teenagers and weaponry . . .’ He bounced to the other leg. ‘And the final three! You must be very proud. I should probably –’

Dionysus waved his hand, like Cal had seen Terran royalty do out of carriages. The air around them shimmered, like heat off tarmac.

Bella’s in league with Hekate. Peregrine’s voice echoed through the shimmer. Maybe even Discord!

Cal froze mid-lunge, then arranged his face into what he hoped was a suitably surprised expression.

‘It’s lucky the CosCams don’t have microphones any more.’ Dionysus flicked his hand again and the shimmer disappeared. ‘It would have been terribly unfortunate if that had been broadcast, don’t you think?’

Flooharght. Cal nodded. Flooharght, flooharght, floogharty-floo . . .

‘People might have even begun to suspect that I had something to do with this Discord business, being Bella’s patron and all.’

Flooharght. Cal blinked. ‘You and . . . Discord?’

‘Oh, but you already knew about that, didn’t you, Cal?’

‘No?’ Cal very slowly, and very painfully, got up from his lunge. He looked at Dionysus with wide eyes. One of the things about being short and furry is that it didn’t take much to look adorable. ‘What makes you think that?’ he asked, falling just short of fluttering his eyelashes.

Dionysus rolled his eyes, clicked his fingers and the envelope that Cal had stuffed in his pocket appeared in his hand. Dionysus’s eyes raced across the page. ‘Hey, Mr Cosmic Man . . . Put your mask on now . . .’ He tutted. ‘Thought that old faun had given up the politics when he went –’ he sighed – ‘electric.’ Dionysus put the scrap of paper inside his own suit jacket pocket. ‘I’m sorry about this, Cal. I really am.’ He pulled out a packet of cigarettes. ‘But I can’t let my fellow Cosmics know about this Discord business.’ He tapped a cigarette out. ‘Would likely get me kicked out of the gang, probably exiled too.’ He lit the tiny death stick and watched the end burn. ‘And from what I’ve heard, that’s not very fun at all.’

‘But . . .’ Cal shook his head. ‘Why?’

Dionysus stuck the cigarette in his mouth and puffed. ‘You know what it’s like, Cal – it can get a bit wearing, always being on the edge, always at the bottom of the pile.’

Cal blinked. He was at the bottom of the pile. His basement office was literally the lowest place you could be in the Mountain. Dionysus had a penthouse apartment with a view of the Elysian swimming pools. Cal didn’t quite see the comparison. ‘But you’re a . . . Cosmic!’

Dionysus blew the thick cloud of smoke towards Cal. ‘There are Cosmics, and there are . . . Cosmics. I’ve never really been allowed at the adult table, always been given the . . . scraps.’ He took another drag of the cigarette. Cal watched it burn, knowing that as soon as it was finished so, most likely, was he. ‘And Discord – well, she’s going to wipe the board clean. New world, New Order, new bite of the pie.’

The cigarette was almost a stub. ‘And the pie is . . . power?’ Cal asked.

Dionysus laughed. ‘Yes, Callimachus, the pie is power.’

Cal nodded. ‘Just checking.’

The Power Pie, of course. And here he was thinking this was about family politics which, Cal was the first to admit, might also drive you to incite apocalypse.

‘It’s unfortunate.’ Dionysus relit the cigarette. ‘One dead faun is bad luck. Two, well –’ he shrugged – ‘people start to ask questions.’

Cal gulped as he watched the last of the cigarette burn. This was it then. He sent up a silent prayer to Pan.

Dionysus took a final drag and looked Cal up and down. ‘Maybe not dead then, but we’re going to have to make this look good. Now –’ he pulled up his jacket sleeves – ‘I’m a bit rusty, so we’ll go for something small. Would you rather deciduous or perennial? Nothing with fancy flowers, mind. Oh!’ He opened his palms, in what Cal hoped was a gesture of mercy. It was not. ‘How do you like daisies?’

Cal’s heart sank. ‘As a . . . snack?’ he asked hopefully.

The sky above them flashed purple, and they both turned to the square.

‘Not the plan . . .’ Dionysus threw his cigarette on the ground and lifted his hands. ‘Don’t move.’ He pointed one finger at Cal, clicked the other, and was gone.

It says a lot for a Cosmic’s influence that for almost a minute Cal did not move. Then, as the feeling returned to his limbs, he uttered, ‘Deciduous?’ before shaking his head and sprinting towards the square.
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PEREGRINE

Location: Above Penthesilea Way, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.260

‘Not technically CHEATING.’ Zephyr coughed. ‘But Athene’s champion – Peregrine QUINN – is flying pretty close to the wind with that bold move, if you know WHAT I MEAN.’

Peregrine shrugged. It didn’t seem to bother the quaggle that there were now two people, rather than one, riding it, and she didn’t see why anyone else should care. What really mattered was the apple. They had to stop Hekate from getting it.

Peregrine could now see the electric-blue dome of the Pea Hen Defence Shield, gold-rimmed circles spinning across its surface, like the feathers on a peacock’s tail.

‘Beautiful,’ she whispered.

There was a high-pitched hiss from Bella’s quaggle, as its rider gripped its crest far too tightly. Anger bubbled inside Peregrine, popping like the corn she could smell from the stalls in the street below. She set her jaw as she urged her own quaggle forward.

Beautiful, and deadly.

The crowd roared as the two serpents sailed overhead. ‘And it’s Knox in the lead. Quinn and Rodriguez are sharing second place on the back of the SAME quaggle.’ Zephyr’s voice blew around them.

Gold sparks fizzed on Bella’s serpent’s circlet. ‘There!’ Cormac pointed at one of the circles on the defence shield. It was getting bigger. Then, suddenly, the turquoise light within the circle disappeared, leaving a gap: a gap just large enough for a quaggle to get through.

‘That’s where we need to go,’ Cormac called over the noise of the crowd.

Peregrine was already steering her quaggle towards the gap in the shield. ‘Bella can’t get the apple first,’ she muttered to herself. ‘She can’t.’

Zephyr’s voice rose to a triumphant yell. ‘And she’s in! Belladonna Knox is through the Pea Hen Defence Shield!’

But Peregrine’s quaggle was right behind. As soon as they were through, the gap in the shield closed behind them like a camera shutter. They were through the shield but Bella was still in front, and Peregrine could only watch, helpless, as Bella jumped off her serpent and ran straight for the apple like a heat-seeking missile.

Peregrine shook her head as she watched Bella run. Bella was going to get the apple first. They’d failed.

Bella was running and then, suddenly she was on the ground. Peregrine blinked. Cormac had leapt from the back of Peregrine’s quaggle, and he and Bella were sprawled by the trunk of the Tree.

‘Bad show!’ boomed Zephyr. ‘Rodriguez has stopped Knox from seizing the apple!’

‘Idiot boy!’ Bella’s scream was one of pure anguish.

Peregrine slid off her quaggle as it ducked low to the ground. She stumbled as she landed, but still managed to roll forward in an untidy somersault. Peregrine’s quaggle did not stop. Having completed its task, it flew past the Tree with a quick flick of its tail. The electric-blue light of the defence shield did not even waver as both quaggles sailed out of the square and into the sky.

Cormac had scrambled up. He looked genuinely concerned at Bella’s screaming. ‘I’m sorry, Bells,’ he began. ‘Are you hurt?’

Peregrine got up from her roll just in time to see the look that Bella shot at Cormac. She’d seen it before, just before Bella had almost broken her arm in the Schola Physicae.

‘Watch out!’ Peregrine yelled as Bella raised her hand in a quick, graceful gesture.

‘Don’t –’ Bella spoke with deadly intent – ‘call me Bells.’

The look of relief on Cormac’s face that Bella wasn’t injured was immediately replaced with one of shock as purple light pulsed from Bella’s hand. Magic. Time seemed to slow as Peregrine watched the light streak between the champions. Bella was using magic.

‘Aargh!’ The beam of light struck Cormac full in the chest, a purple arrow on a bright green bullseye.

‘Cormac!’ Peregrine screamed as the impact hurled him out of the force field, as easily as an unwanted doll thrown from a pram.

‘That’s better.’ Bella stood up and smoothed down her tracksuit. ‘It’s just you and me again, Penguin.’

Peregrine stared. That blast of light must mean that Bella’s magic had matured. When had that happened? Had she hidden it so that she could compete? This was against the rules! Wasn’t that why Cynthia had been disqualified? Not to mention that Bella had just attacked another champion! And the officials had thought that she and Cormac sharing a quaggle was bad? Why weren’t they intervening?

‘Oops! Looks like Rodriguez’s fallen out of the defence field! Lucky that it only incinerates one way, hey?’ Zephyr sounded . . . jolly. ‘Only Quinn and Knox now!’

Peregrine felt her cheeks becoming cold as all the blood drained from her face. Zephyr hadn’t mentioned that Bella had used magic. It must be another illusion – as far as everyone outside the Pea Hen Defence Shield was aware, Bella was playing by the rules.

Peregrine swallowed, trying to force down the icy dread. If no one knew what was happening, that meant that no one could intervene – not the Games Masters, not the crowd, not anyone. It really was just her and Bella. Dread rose in Peregrine’s body, making her stiffen with fear.

‘Anything could happen now!’ Zephyr’s voice rolled overhead.
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ROWAN

Location: Cosmopolis Square, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.260

It took Rowan much longer than she would have liked to get to the square. The streets were rammed with people and, just as it did on all festival days, public transportation had slowed to the approximate pace of a dehydrated sucker slug.

Rowan pulled her jumpsuit collar up. She did not like crowds. They were always noisy, often messy, and even occasionally chewed with their mouths open. That is why Rowan preferred her crowds in controlled environments, preferably with regulated temperatures where people were not allowed to talk, or eat. Environments such as libraries, for example.

The image of Peregrine racing towards the stadium flew into Rowan’s head, making her forge forward. Despite its population being overwhelmingly made up of immortals of one kind or another, Cosmopolis only had a population of around two hundred thousand. You see, after millennia of living on the edges of Terran settlements, immortals were used to hiding. You might say it was in their blood – the ‘it’ being, specifically, the desire to not be hunted down with pitchforks, drowned or otherwise exterminated. Gathering in large groups very rarely happened, even in the safety of Cosmopolis Square, so when it did, the crowds tended to go . . . a little nuts.

Rowan bent down to toss a couple of cans of Goat Herder into the nearest recyclone. She scowled. She was worried about Peregrine, and in a rush, but there was always enough time to pick up your litter.

Two serpents flew overhead, so close to the street that the resulting breeze almost knocked Rowan’s hat off. Or she thought it was the breeze. ‘Quaggles?’ She shook her head. These Games might be being used as a launch pad for Chaos, but they sure did make for compelling viewing. Willow must be loving this.

‘Still here, then?’ Rowan smiled, as the weather gently nudged a teenage sprite who was brandishing a bright pink banner painted with the words Bella Knox Rocks My Socks out of the way.

‘Hey!’ the sprite yelled.

‘Sorry!’ Rowan held on to her hat and jogged past them, straight into a blue-haired woman.

‘Oh no you don’t!’ The woman prodded Rowan in the chest. Rowan could hear the weather whistling in her ear.

‘Calm down,’ she whispered.

‘I will not!’ The woman looked shocked. ‘I have been waiting here since dawn to get a place this close to the Tree. Since DAWN,’ she repeated. ‘So don’t think you can come barging in here at the last Cosek and expect to steal my spot!’

‘I’m actually here on Olympus Inc. business . . .’ Rowan tapped her pin officiously.

‘A likely story!’ The woman did not move. ‘All the same, you agents.’ She pointed to a line of gold jumpsuited OPS officials guarding the Tree.

Rowan took personal, and professional, affront at that. She was about to protest when there was a bright purple flash. Was that a firework? She had expected some showy pyrotechnics, but the Games weren’t even over yet. Had the rebels tried something else, even with Jarvis locked up at HQ?

‘Rowan!’

She didn’t spot the faun at first, just the crowd grumbling as they were politely shuffled aside. ‘Excuse me, terribly sorry, thank you so much.’

‘You see, Edith?’ The woman indicated Cal. ‘Just barging, all over the place. Barge, barge, bar—’

Rowan grabbed Cal and yanked him towards her, lifting him off his hooves so she could whisper in his ear. ‘We know who the spy is, it’s –’

‘Bella,’ he finished.

‘You know?’ Rowan let go of Cal’s cardigan. His hooves returned to the ground with a clop.

Cal nodded, then gestured for her to lean in. Rowan crouched down so she could hear him over the crowd. ‘And Dionysus is working with her.’

Rowan felt all the chlorophyll drain from her face. This was what Sibyll had feared. ‘A Cosmic?’ Then again, ‘A Cosmic?’ Repeating it didn’t help; she still couldn’t believe it. But there would be time to analyse this later, for now she had a job to do.

The woman had not stopped muttering behind her: ‘Barge, barge, barge . . .’

Rowan sighed, straightened up and marched to the line of OPS agents. She tapped an agent on the shoulder and coughed. ‘We need to get to the Tree.’

The familiar agent turned, and Rowan groaned, while Cal pointed at the Tree, helpfully.

‘Ah, Sub-Agent.’ Agent Li smiled indulgently. ‘A Cosmic Games Day to you.’ Then turned immediately back to the Tree.

Rowan took a breath, then tapped him on the shoulder again. ‘And to you, Agent. Look, we have information that there is serious, potentially lethal, sabotage afoot.’ When Li didn’t turn around, she raised her voice. ‘This comes from the highest authority.’ Very high – giant high.

‘Yes, we did hear that.’ Li turned and flashed another smile, this one probably in sympathy for Rowan being so pathetically gullible. ‘Admiral Prim has suggested that it’s a teensy bit of an exaggeration.’ He indicated how small with his thumb and index finger, which were squished together tightly, with no space in between. ‘Sounds like your chief might have got a bit carried away?’ He nodded to the Tree, which shimmered with the deadly blue force field of the Pea Hen Defence Shield, which was – thank Hera – still in place.

‘You are welcome to monitor events from here.’ Agent Li pointed to a space just behind him. ‘Mon-it-or,’ he repeated slowly. ‘As in watch, like everyone else.’ He waved his hand at the cheering crowd.

Rowan inhaled, and remembered her training. She would not escalate this situation. No, she would remain calm and find another way. She had to. She scanned her environment, trying to take in all the details. FlutterBug clicked and did the same.

Behind the shimmering force field, Rowan could see Peregrine talking to Bella. To the right of the OPS agents, two medics were attending to Cormac Rodriquez, who was blinking rapidly.

FlutterBug clicked twice. Yes, thank Hera – a witness!

Rowan heard snatches of what Cormac was saying over the fussing of the medics. ‘Something is happening . . . Bella – she, she hit me . . .’ He was trying to sit up, but the nurse, a large man with chicken legs, had a hand on his chest and was keeping Cormac lying down while he checked his pulse.

‘You’ve had a nasty shock,’ the nurse clucked and nodded to the other medic, who disappeared into the crowd, likely to get a stretcher. ‘Getting children to fly on quaggles? Hera’s highlights!’ The man stood up and replaced the hand on Cormac’s chest with a taloned foot.

‘But you don’t understand!’ Cormac was trying to push the nurse’s foot off his chest.

Zephyr had climbed down from his announcement tower and was strolling towards them, jolly as ever. ‘What a little hero!’ His voice boomed over the crowd, and then in a tone that only those close to the boy could hear, ‘Best use some snooze powder, eh? Don’t want him hurting himself.’

The nurse shrugged and clicked open his bag. He took out what looked like a saltshaker.

Rowan dashed forward. ‘Wait, I need to speak to him!’

‘There you go, duck.’ The nurse sprinkled the verlaroot over Cormac, who immediately closed his eyes. ‘You’ll wake up in time for the awards ceremony.’

‘Flooharght,’ Rowan muttered, and turned to Zephyr. ‘You need to stop the Games. We’ve had reliable information that Belladonna Knox is an agent of . . .’ She lowered her voice. Zephyr was a Games Master, after all. He needed to know. ‘Discord.’

Zephyr coughed. ‘Discord?’ He glanced behind him. Rowan saw a spiky-looking woman staring at the defence field. That must be Fantasia, the third Games Master. Fantasia’s hands were moving in short, sharp motions as if she was knitting, but without needles.

Zephyr’s own broad hands went to his belly. ‘This seems very unlikely; they are just children. We will sort this all out once the Games have ended.’ He looked over his shoulder and lifted his chin to the OPS agents.

Rowan’s gaze flicked between him and Fantasia’s hands, which were now moving faster and faster.

‘Is this CSI agent bothering you, sir?’ Hansel Pine, as superficially bright as ever, stalked towards them through the crowd, pausing only to sign a nyad’s baseball cap.

Zephyr made a sad face, exaggerating his frown as if he was wearing a theatrical mask. ‘Oh she is, a little.’ He pinched his thumb and index finger together then opened them, so there was lots of space. ‘Would you mind, er . . . ?’

‘Of course.’ Hansel gripped Rowan’s arm, but she tugged it away.

‘You are embarrassing your agency, Sub-Agent,’ Hansel hissed, rabbing her arm again.

Cal was pointing at Fantasia. ‘What is she doing with her hands?’

‘I saw that too!’ Rowan nodded. ‘It looks like she’s knitting?’ She mimicked the movements with her free hand.

Cal shook his head. ‘I know knitting,’ he said, adjusting his cardigan, ‘and that’s not knitting.’
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PEREGRINE

Location: The Great Tree, Cosmopolis Square, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.260

Anything can happen. Peregrine shivered. She had to get the apple before Bella, even if Bella had magic, even if Bella was willing to hurt people to get what she wanted. She remembered Cormac, helpless as he was flung out of the defence field.

Anger sparked within Peregrine as she glared at Bella. ‘My name isn’t –’

Bella waved a hand and purple mist began to curl from her deep red tracksuit sleeves, muffling the sound of the crowd. ‘If we are going to be so fussy, Penguin, my name isn’t Bella, either.’ She cracked her head to the side and smiled.

Peregrine stared. Purple light. Mist. No, it couldn’t be . . .

‘Hekate?’ Peregrine whispered.

‘Well, duh.’ Hekate, who still very much looked like a teenager, rolled her eyes. She slid her tongue over her braces. ‘Now, where was I? Oh yes.’ She brought her hand up.

Instinctively, Peregrine dived behind the tree. It was a good instinct, as a moment later the branch over her head snapped, crashing down right where she had just been standing.

Hekate sighed, then pouted. Peregrine was now just beneath the apple. She reached her hand up, but another blast of light made her retreat.

‘Uh uh uh.’ Hekate shook her head. ‘I know it’s hard, but try not to do anything silly.’ Hekate was stalking forward. Why had Peregrine not seen this before? Bella certainly had the arrogance of a psychopath.

Hekate flashed her shark-like smile. ‘You could have been my apprentice, you know.’

This again. But it wasn’t a bad idea to keep Hekate talking. Surely the timer would run out soon? Where were those five cannons?

Peregrine glanced towards the apple, which was just a couple of metres away. Perhaps she could reach it before Hekate blasted her arm off?

‘Why do you even want the apple?’ she yelled over another purple flash of light. ‘You’re powerful enough!’

‘I am powerful.’ Hekate paused in her blasting, just long enough to run a finger along her nose. ‘There are many who are bright, Peregrine, but there are some –’ she stopped and tapped the end of her nose, accentuating each syllable – ‘who shine that bit brighter.’

Peregrine gritted her teeth. This was definitely centaur droppings.

‘You see, like you, I move between worlds.’ She danced her hand from side to side, then flicked her wrist. Another branch crashed to the ground. ‘But unlike you, I don’t need portals to do it.’ She spat out the word ‘portal’ like it was over-chewed gum. ‘Not to say that they aren’t convenient, but with a little more . . .’ she smiled, ‘oomph, not only could I travel between worlds, but I could bring someone with me, or even –’ her smile widened – ‘bring someone back. Someone who would very much like to come home.’

Hekate’s words opened a hatch in Peregrine’s mind, revealing the answer: the apple wasn’t the key, Hekate was. Hekate was going to use the apple to increase her own powers.

‘To bring back Discord,’ Peregrine said out loud.

‘You dare say her name!’ Hekate snapped.

‘Sorry,’ Peregrine mumbled. She was not sorry. Hekate’s mist was swirling around them now, but even through the force field Peregrine thought she could hear shouting. Peregrine crouched down. She would just have to risk it.

‘You don’t want the apple, Peregrine.’ Hekate’s tone was calm, instructive. ‘It’s not meant for you, it is meant for me, to make me even brighter, to make me the beacon that will guide my mistress home.’ She curled her lip. ‘If you had it – well, it would just burn you up.’ The phrase was a challenge that hung between them.

What had Nim said? You don’t know how you will change, but I cannot wait to see what happens when you do.

There was a deep cough – a smoker’s cough – from behind them. ‘What’s with all the mist?’ A man in a dark navy suit had appeared, he was patting his jacket.

Peregrine didn’t know who this man was, but for now he was just what she needed – a distraction. Peregrine darted forward and had her hand on the apple before Hekate could release another blast.

Time seemed to slow. The apple was warm under Peregrine’s fingers – not the cold metal she’d thought it would be, but warm, as if it was an animal, as if it was . . . alive. Time sped up again, matching her heartbeat.

‘Want me to kill her?’ The man had lit a cigarette and was using it like a laser pointer, as if checking which person it was that he should be killing.

Peregrine looked at Hekate. Her chest was heaving. Peregrine had the apple in her hands, but that wouldn’t stop them just killing her and taking it. She snapped it off the branch and hugged it to her chest: a heart outside of her heart. ‘If you kill me, then you’ll destroy this too!’

The man shrugged. ‘Shall we try anyway?’ He lifted his hand.

‘No!’ Hekate screeched as she launched herself forward, holding  palm out. ‘I need that apple!’

‘You’re in my way, sweetheart.’ The man waved his hand as if to shoo Hekate out of the way, then sniffed the air. ‘The Architect is here.’ He shrugged and stuck the cigarette in his mouth. ‘I’ll kill him next.’ He lifted his hand again.

Hekate still had her palm out towards the man, but she spun so she faced Peregrine. ‘There isn’t a choice, Peregrine. You had a choice, but you chose to interfere. Again.’ She reached her hand forward. ‘Now, you die.’

Fear crackled across Peregrine’s skin. She was trapped. She was frightened. She was alone. Heat licked at her cheeks. Coughing, she looked back at the Tree and saw that some of its branches had caught fire, set alight by Hekate’s blasts. One branch creaked and tore away from the trunk, smashing to the ground in a shower of sparks.

‘No!’ Peregrine took a step back and covered her mouth. Her lungs were burning. Fire, destruction. Was this really how it ends? In flames?

Peregrine glanced back to the man who had threatened to kill her. ‘No,’ she repeated, more quietly this time.

‘What did you say?’ Hekate snapped.

There is always more than one way out. Nim’s words washed across Peregrine’s mind. There is always more than one way out.

Peregrine lifted the apple to her face, its golden heat making her cheeks pink. The wings in the back of Peregrine’s chest spread wide as she closed her eyes and . . . bit.
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Zephyr made a sweeping gesture, as if batting away a moth that had been nibbling on his spider-silk pyjamas. Hansel nodded and pulled at Rowan’s arm.

‘Stop it!’ Rowan squirmed. ‘I think . . . I think Fantasia’s using an illusion on the defence shield!’ She tugged furiously against Hansel’s vice-like grip. ‘We’re not really seeing what’s going on in there!’

‘Nonsense!’ Zephyr chuckled. ‘Fantasia here is merely checking the magic of the Games. It’s very complicated.’ He side-eyed Rowan. ‘You wouldn’t understand.’

Rowan inhaled sharply and vowed never to say that to Peregrine ever again.

‘Not long now.’ Zephyr said this so quietly that Rowan was sure she had been the only one to hear. She watched the Games Master’s gaze flick back to the defence field. White-hot rage blazed in her chest. He’s in on it, she realised. They both were. Not only was a Cosmic involved with Discord, but so were two Class B immortals! Rowan’s head buzzed as if it was full of ancestor bees.

She shook her head to get rid of the noise. Wait – the buzzing wasn’t inside her head. Rowan looked up to see dozens of petrol-blue metal birds flying over the crowd, their red chests flashing. They were aiming straight for the defence field.

‘What?’ Rowan recognised them as the same bird-bots Daedalus had used to create the giant Atalanta structure.

‘Onwards, Architects!’ Daedalus’s voice was followed by a distinctly bogturtle-like wail. On Earnest’s back were eight Architecture students, Daedalus, Nim, Penelope and Linus.

‘Quack!’ Arthur was sitting on Earnest’s head, one wing out in front as if directing a very slow charge.

Rowan stared as the bird-bots whizzed overhead. The Architects all had handheld devices that seemed to be controlling the bird-bots, as if they were toys of some kind.

There was a collective gasp from the Architects as the first bird-bot hit the defence field which crackled before spitting the bird straight back out, in pieces.

‘Good work!’ Daedalus slid off the bogturtle’s back and rolled up his suit jacket sleeves.

‘What are you doing?’ Zephyr stormed up to Daedalus, all trace of the jovial Games Master gone. His long white beard whipped flag-like around his face and his cheeks shone red from exertion.

Rowan felt her own hair lift a little. ‘Weather,’ she whispered. ‘Be careful.’

In contrast to Zephyr, Daedalus looked very calm. Only when he spoke did his anger emerge, like a jaguar slinking out from a line of trees. ‘What am I doing? I could ask you the same thing, old chum.’ Daedalus took off his hat. It was a casual motion, but one that somehow carried an ominous weight.

Rowan hadn’t noticed that hat before, which was odd, as she really liked hats. It looked quite like his old one. Daedalus spun the hat in his hand, and a metal edge radiated out from the rim. Well, not quite like his old one then. A metal strap appeared and, holding the hat over his fist like a shield, Daedalus stepped towards Zephyr.

Then, as if from nowhere, a wave of water appeared and rose between Daedalus and Zephyr, knocking them both back. Earnest bellowed as Penelope and Linus slid off the bogturtle’s shell and rushed to help.

‘It’s OK.’ Daedalus gestured for them to stay back. ‘I’m all right.’

Rowan didn’t know much about the technicalities of magic, but she knew that something could not appear from nothing. This wave, it turned out, had come from Triton, who at that moment emerged from the water. ‘I’ll deal with the Architect, Zephyr.’ Triton’s robes brushed the puddles that were now splattered around him as he stepped forward.

Daedalus raised his eyebrows, then bowed his head. Rowan fought not to roll her eyes. Wizards.

Zephyr turned to address the crowd. ‘It’s all a big misunderstanding!’ he bellowed. ‘Please stay back and keep cheering!’

There were some disheartened whoops from the understandably confused crowd. Some had their CosPads out and were recording. Rowan winced. This was definitely going viral.

‘Don’t interfere here, Bloom.’ Triton knocked his silver staff on the paving slabs. ‘This is Old Magic.’

‘You and I both know, Triton, that just because something is older, that doesn’t make it better.’ Daedalus hefted his hat-shield. ‘Take underwear, for example.’ He shrugged. ‘However much you like them, sometimes you’ve just got to throw the Old Ones out.’

Rowan remembered what Nim had said about Discord being an Old One, and snorted.

‘You take nothing seriously,’ Triton spat water.

‘Oh, I disagree. I think this is very serious.’ Daedalus flexed his fingers. ‘Almost unforgivable, I’d say. But there is still time, Triton. Let us through. Let us help my goddaughter.’

Triton’s lips curled into a sneer.

‘Because if she is hurt –’ Daedalus continued – ‘well, there is no coming back from that.’

CRACK. Triton smacked his staff down on the paving, and another wave shot towards Daedalus. Daedalus immediately lifted his hat-shield, which lit up blue as the water ricocheted off its surface, blasting a hole in the sign for the Ghoul’s Head. The sign swung, the headless man now holding nothing.

‘I don’t . . . I don’t . . .’ Hansel had let go of Rowan’s arm in shock. Seizing her freedom, Rowan thrust her hand into the pouch of leftover snooze powder on her belt and threw it at Fantasia. Or at least she tried to, but in a misguided moment of very confused chivalry, Hansel stepped in front of the powder.

‘That is . . .’ He slumped to the ground, unconscious.

Agent Li was immediately at his side. ‘Hansel!’ He bent down and began to slap him.

‘Flooharght,’ Rowan swore. She looked up. Fantasia had edged even further away from her.

‘Your CosGogs, Rowan!’ Nim shouted over the sound of the raging torrent of water that Triton was now hurling at Daedalus. ‘Move your CosGogs three and a half clicks counter-clockwise! Setting Four!’

Rowan snapped the CosGogs down over her eyes and turned them to Setting Four. ‘Whoa,’ she breathed. Through the lenses everything had suddenly become slower, and greener. The sounds of the square had also become muffled, as if they were all suddenly in a giant algae-filled pond.

Rowan could still see the bird-bots flying at the Pea Hen Defence Shield. But on the other side of the shield, standing by the Tree with Peregrine and with Bella, she could see a third figure, dressed in a navy-blue suit and waving a cigarette. Dionysus. Rowan recognised him from when he had cut the ribbon to the Bacchus Bar after its refurbishment. She could see something else too – something glinting in Peregrine’s hand.

‘Peregrine has the apple!’ Rowan called out.

‘The girl will die before she bites it!’ Fantasia hissed. ‘Eris rises!’

‘NO!’ Penelope screamed as she ran from behind Daedalus, dodging the onslaught of water bursts. Her calf-high boots splashed on the ground as she hurtled towards Fantasia. ‘No, she won’t!’

‘Pear-grinn?’ Cal, who was trotting behind Penelope, was almost bowled over by Linus, who was building up speed on his four paws, his teeth bared. Rowan gasped. At that pace, Linus would knock Fantasia right into the defence shield!

She turned back to the scene by the Tree. If Linus took down Fantasia, the illusion would be taken down with her, showing the entire realm that Dionysus – a Cosmic – was interfering in the Games. The entire realm and – Rowan gulped – the other Cosmics.

Rowan braced herself for the inevitable vengeful explosion. It did not come. Instead, with Linus’s jaws just a few inches from her face, Fantasia flicked a hand.

Panic flashed through Rowan like a lightning bolt. Every dryad knows that living things need to move constantly, however subtly, however invisible the movement is to the naked immortal eye. And Linus, Cal and Penelope had stopped moving completely. The three hung, helpless and stuck, in mid-air, mustard-coloured light enveloping their limbs and holding them fast.

‘No!’ Rowan cried. Fantasia turned to Rowan and smiled.

There was a flash from behind them. Rowan shut her eyes for a moment against the brightness but opened them again to see that blue light had threaded its way around the figures, pushing at the mustard light.

Rowan exhaled when, after just a few moments, Penelope, Cal and Linus began to move again, but very slowly, as if they were running through sap.

‘Witch!’ Fantasia screeched in anguish. Rowan turned to see Nim with her hands outstretched, her face twisted in fierce concentration. Blue light pulsed through her.

‘Keep going, Rowan.’ Beads of sweat were forming on the nyad’s brow. ‘Get to Peregrine. Get to the Tree.’

‘O . . . OK . . .’ Rowan turned back just in time to see Peregrine raise her arm and bring the golden apple to her lips.
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It was like eating lava. As her teeth broke the apple’s skin, Peregrine felt the wings in her chest break free and soar upwards, filling her chest, her throat and head with an electric, liquid warmth.

She just had enough time to swallow one chunk before a white-hot light pulsed from the core of the apple. ‘Aargh!’ Her hands sparked, and the apple fell from her grip.

‘Finally!’ A blast from Hekate’s palm caught the edge of Peregrine’s shoulder and slammed her into the ground.

Peregrine gasped. It didn’t hurt, not at first, and then . . . everything did. A raw, stinging pain crawled across her shoulder blade as if fire ants were biting at it. Peregrine squeezed her lips together so she wouldn’t cry out. She needed to get that apple.

She rolled onto her side, and  ‘Argh!’ The pain was immediate, and intense. From her new vantage point of being sprawled on the ground, Peregrine sawHekate reach down for the bitten apple, her delicate fingers grasping the golden, broken skin. Hekate, who still looked like Bella: a fifteen-year-old champion with braces and a blunt fringe.

Using her uninjured arm, Peregrine pushed herself up so she could dig her heels into the paving slabs. She shoved herself backwards, away from Hekate.

Fizzzzz.

Peregrine looked up. Something was happening to the defence shield. The shimmering turquoise light was flickering, like a light bulb. It flickered again, and suddenly the air above them filled with mechanical birds, whizzing around the tree as if in a tornado. Peregrine coughed, and the cough threatened to turn into a sob. Daedalus’s bird-bots!

Hekate was turning the apple furiously around in her hands. ‘It has to be enough, it has to be enough,’ she spoke quickly, as if chanting.

Peregrine rubbed the back of her hand across her eyes. Even if Daedalus’s bird-bots were here, Hekate had the apple. They had . . . failed. Peregrine stared upwards, her stinging eyes flitting from one crackling branch to the next. The fire was spreading and embers from the flaming branches danced around them like snow in a globe: the Tree in the centre, and her, Hekate and Dionysus tiny model figures.

‘The burning tree.’ Peregrine knew she had said this out loud, but her voice felt distant, as if she was hearing an echo. ‘Just like in the crystal ball.’

‘Hex . . .’ Dionysus was looking up at the birds. ‘Looks like our time’s up . . .’

‘Wait!’ Hekate pulled out her sword. For a split second, Peregrine thought that Hekate was going to use the sword on her, but then Hekate stuck the side of the blade into the apple and sliced. ‘Damn braces,’ she muttered.

Pain spiked from Peregrine’s shoulder and forked along her arm. Wincing, Peregrine shoved herself further backwards, towards the trunk of the tree, as she watched Hekate shove apple slice after apple slice into her mouth. Peregrine wanted to close her eyes, but she couldn’t. This was her fault. After everything, she had lost and Hekate had won. Discord had won.

Threads of purple light trickled from Hekate’s mouth, down her throat, across her chest and slithered onto her arms. At the same time, a thick mist swirled at the girl’s feet. Except that Hekate wasn’t a girl any more. As the mist swept up her body, Hekate’s body changed until there, in front of her, was the Hekate Peregrine remembered – purple lab coat included.

There was no chance of her closing her eyes now. Peregrine stared in horror at what was happening. The sword had gone from Hekate’s hand, and her body pulsed with an electric purple light. Hekate’s cherry-red painted fingernails rested on her throat next to the same crystal, and the Cosmic Games bracelet still glinted on her wrist.

Peregrine gulped. Hekate was back.

‘Hex . . .’ Dionysus repeated.

Hekate held up a hand, her eyes closed in concentration.

Peregrine turned her gaze to where Dionysus was looking. It was the defence shield. The turquoise dome wasn’t flickering any more; it was fracturing, with splinters of electric-blue light forking out from a single point.

Then Peregrine heard the screams – screams that made her feel as if she too was breaking. They were human, but alongside them was a sound like the roaring in your ears you hear when you stand on the top of a mountain: biting, cold, and all-consuming.

Peregrine jolted as another branch snapped and fell, smouldering, to the ground. Hot, angry embers swirled in front of her face and the smell of charcoal seared her nostrils. She bent her knees to stand. ‘Aargh!’ She crumpled with the attempt. Her whole body ached.

Crrack. A branch fell to her right, spitting sparks into the air and making her curl her knees into her chest. She took a deep breath, and coughed. The air she inhaled was dry and acrid.

The few fingers of the tree that remained were charred, or on fire. Fire, destruction . . . Peregrine wanted to close her eyes, but she couldn’t. She needed to see everything, to witness everything.

Guilt burned within her. Had she done this? Was that what the image in the crystal ball had meant? That she, Peregrine, would not be good enough, strong enough, to stop this from happening? Peregrine stared up at the burning tree and for a moment imagined that she saw eyes glinting back in the whorls of its trunk: red, glowing eyes. Discord.

Peregrine swallowed hard. Peregrine had not only lost golden apple, she had handed Olympus Inc.’s most fearsome enemy the key to the Cosmic Realm. She thought of Rowan and Cal, of their families. What had Peregrine cost them?

Chaos, fire, destruction. Flames licked around her vision, and then she heard her name. ‘Peregrine!’

Hekate snapped her eyes open and stared at Peregrine, her eyes narrowed. Before Hekate could move, Dionysus – quicker than a blink – was next to her, his hand on Hekate’s wrist.

The screaming stopped, and in that moment of quiet, Peregrine could just hear the hollow click of Dionysus’s fingers as he and Hekate disappeared.
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The electric-blue light of the defence shield flickered. As powerful as Hera’s Pea Hen Defence Shield was, the relentless battering from Daedalus’s mechanical birds was wearing it down. Some of the gold-rimmed circles had disappeared, and lightning-like fractures were forming where the bird-bots had crashed into it.

FlutterBug clicked on Rowan’s collar. Yes! There was a gap! They were only a few metres away. If Rowan could get close enough, maybe she could get through and help Peregrine . . .

Suddenly a gust of wind hit Rowan in the back like a bullet, knocking her violently forward. FlutterBug buzzed angrily. ‘I’m OK,’ she gasped. ‘I’m –’

Another gust hit her from the front, throwing her backwards. ‘Aargh! Oh!’ Rowan had landed on a soft cushion of air. ‘Weather!’ Her breath caught. ‘W-what is going on?’

She looked up to see who was attacking her, and saw that a fissure had formed across the lens of her CosGogs. ‘Moorfvhat.’ The green edge to her vision, the setting that had let her see through the illusion, was gone.

Rowan pushed the CosGogs up onto her hat, and scrambled up. She could see Penelope, Cal and Linus still held in stasis between Nim and Fantasia. To their left, Daedalus was being pushed back by torrents of water, as if trying to walk into a choppy ocean. But who was attacking her?

FlutterBug clicked in warning as another gust hit Rowan in the face. This wasn’t the weather, this was . . .

‘Hello, Agent Strong.’ Zephyr whooshed forward, carried on air currents. He shook his large head, his white hair flowing around him as if floating in water.

‘Aargh!’ Rowan cried out as another stronger shot of wind hit her shoulder. She heard, and felt, something crack. ‘Oh!’ Rowan wasn’t used to pain, and the shock almost made her black out. She tried to focus her vision by staring at her arm, which was hanging limply at her side. Her Librarian-trained mind went through a list of what her injury might be: dislocated shoulder (pop back in, hold in sling, two months’ recovery); torn ligament (splint, rest, four months’ recovery). Dryads had notoriously pliable muscles, but when their bones snapped they took time to heal; almost as much time as human bones. It was not a source of pride for her people.

‘W-what are you doing?’ Rowan backed away as with her free hand, she took a Numb-Gum from her jumpsuit pocket and chewed. She’d never had to use one before, but was grateful in that moment that they had become standard-issue portable first aid. She winced as the medicine took effect.

Zephyr didn’t answer but glided towards her, shepherding her away from the defence shield. There was a terrifying wildness to his expression, as if the force of the wind had enlarged his eyes, the whites of which shone with a milky, pallid light. Rowan hugged her numbed arm protectively to her chest.

Another bird-bot whizzed over her head and crashed into the rippling defence shield. This time it broke through, leaving a jagged hole in the dome. A cheer went up from the Architecture students.

‘Good shot, Leroy!’ Daedalus called, deflecting another of Triton’s water bursts.

Zephyr roared, and the power of his rage threw Rowan to the ground. She groaned in pain. This was not what she’d signed up for. She wasn’t a hero. She wasn’t Peregrine. FlutterBug clicked, futilely flapping its mechanical wings against the wind.

Rowan looked over to where Daedalus was battling Triton, waves whipping around them as Daedalus batted away Triton’s attempts to attack the Architects as they sent the bird-bots flying over their heads towards their target.

Even with Daedalus’s efforts, Triton’s waves were getting higher. Agent Li had dragged Hansel out of the way, thank Hera. The other agents were occupied with shielding the remaining crowd, hastily trying to extricate them from the square that had, Rowan realised, become a battleground.

‘Move!’ Rowan heard Hazel call over the crowd. Rowan was glad her sister was there. Had she seen Rowan? If something happened to her, something else, would Hazel tell their parents? The thought floated across Rowan’s mind like a paper boat on water, as she looked out at the scene. Rowan blinked. She wished there was a Numb-Gum for that kind of pain.

The streets were now almost deserted, except for those fighting. Fighting. Fighting on the streets of Cosmopolis! The idea was like something out of a Hansel Pine film. Things like this just didn’t happen here – not any more.

Zephyr looked down at Rowan, his gaunt ghost-like face reminding her that, yes, they did now. And that thought broke something inside Rowan that she thought was much sturdier than her brittle bones. ‘Why are you doing this?’ she shouted over the chaos.

Zephyr sighed, and salt spray battered Rowan’s cheeks. ‘All things pass, Agent; the Cosmics’ time has come to an end. It is time for a New Order, a new . . . Chaos.’ He breathed again, sucking in air. ‘She needs to know who was willing to step forward, to usher in this New Age.’

Rowan couldn’t believe it. Zephyr was an important dignitary. He was . . . famous! ‘But you are, you are . . . almost a Cosmic,’ she said weakly.

‘Almost.’ Zephyr laughed – a bitter, cold breeze. ‘Yes, almost. You have to understand, dryad, that it doesn’t matter how close you stand to the table, if you know that you will never have a seat at it.’

Water splattered Rowan’s cheek. Fizzzz. Another bird-bot had made it through the Pea Hen Defence Shield. Hope bubbled in Rowan’s chest. The Architects would get through the shield soon – they would get to Peregrine and stop Hekate. If Peregrine had the apple, then maybe they weren’t too late . . .

‘She needs more time,’ hissed Fantasia. ‘The magicks are working. Eris rises.’

Triton used this as a cue to throw another even more powerful wave at Daedalus. The water rose up between them so now Rowan could no longer see the Architect, or Fantasia, or Nim, or Hazel. She stared at the wall of water. Fighting Class B immortals was like fighting the tide: exhausting and futile.

A breeze lifted her hair, tickling the back of her neck. She smiled, despite herself. There was nothing that the weather could do, Rowan knew that, but it was good to have them here, to not be entirely alone at the end. The breeze became stronger, and Rowan grabbed her hat. ‘Weather, don’t –’

A low note whistled in her ear. In some strange way, it sounded like a goodbye. Rowan nodded. ‘Go,’ she whispered. ‘It’s all right.’ Then she added, ‘Thank you.’

‘I’m sorry, Agent,’ Zephyr said as he sucked in more air, ready to throw it at Rowan. Rowan winced, but the barrage of air did not meet her. Instead, Rowan was shoved out of the way.

‘Aargh!’ Pain shot through her arm as she fell. Rowan looked up. She blinked, not trusting her tear-blurred vision. Somehow Triton’s wall of water had wrapped itself around Zephyr in a kind of whirling funnel.

‘What is this?’ Triton spluttered. He pulled his staff back towards him, perhaps in an attempt to reset the magic, but it obviously wasn’t working. His boots slid backwards.

Rowan stared. Triton, a powerful Class B immortal, was being dragged into his own tornado of water, and the tornado was moving towards the defence shield. Rowan gulped. The defence shield that would incinerate anything – anyone – that touched it.

The Pea Hen Defence Shield fizzed as another bird-bot slammed into its surface.

‘We will die!’ Triton cried, pointing at Daedalus. ‘You need to stop this!’

Daedalus staggered back, his hat-shield at his side and his energy spent. ‘Everyone can die –’ Daedalus gasped for air as he looked back at Triton – ‘old chum.’

Daedalus wasn’t doing this to Triton; it was the weather. But how? Weather systems were notoriously untested powerful beings – that was why they were usually so strictly controlled by Olympus Inc.’s weather sprites. But even weather systems couldn’t survive for long against Class B magic. This, what they were doing, was destroying them.

‘Not enough time!’ screeched Fantasia, her gaze flicking between her sinister collection of puppets and the whirling tornado of water.

The tornado holding Triton and Zephyr was almost at the Pea Hen Defence Shield, its blue light glittering as if anticipating its prey. Cold dread flooded Rowan’s body. Triton was right. They were Class B immortals, and they were going to die.

There was a hiss and a sudden release of steam as the tornado hit the defence field with a fizz of electric-blue sparks.

No. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be. Rowan rolled over and tucked her knees into her chest, burying her head in her arms. She couldn’t watch this, but that didn’t stop her from hearing Triton and Zephyr’s screams. Everyone can die. A sob escaped her throat as above the screams Rowan heard a low, familiar whistle. The weather.

Rowan forced herself to look back at the defence shield – or where the defence shield used to be.

‘WEATHER?’ Rowan cried. The whistle reached a piercingly high pitch, and then . . . silence. Thick smoke blanketed the square.

Triton and Zephyr and the weather were . . . gone. And so was the defence shield.

Now the illusion had lifted, Rowan could see the extent of the devastation. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she gazed at the flames licking the gnarled, charred branches of the Great Tree.

Underneath the Tree, just visible through the smoke, was one sole, crumpled figure. Hekate and Dionysus were nowhere to be seen.

‘No!’ Fantasia let out an anguished cry and dropped her hands, releasing Penelope, Linus and Cal, who juddered forward as if they were in a moving vehicle and the driver had just braked, hard.

Rowan pulled a hot thick breath into her lungs and, hugging her injured arm, stood up.

CRACK. A branch fell from the Tree, snapping in half as it crashed smouldering on the ground. Another sob escaped Rowan’s chest. The Great Tree, the seed of so much Cosmic history, was burning.

‘Peregrine!’ Penelope cried, running towards the Tree without a thought for the hot embers that were raining down from the branches above.

With what seemed to be her last drop of energy, Rowan saw Nim send a shower of water after Penelope, dousing the Tree so the flames hissed and sputtered. Steam swirled and added to the smoke that was steadily filling the square.

Rowan’s gaze travelled to Peregrine, who was lying on the ground, her eyes open, staring at the flames. She was staring so hard that she didn’t notice the first of many arms wrapping around her in the tightest and fiercest of embraces.
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Her mum didn’t let go of Peregrine until they reached Oxford, and even then she barely let Peregrine out of her hawk-like sight. It was a small miracle then that Peregrine had been allowed to wait outside the Vaults and Gardens Cafe while Penelope picked up her birthday cake.

‘I’ll be five minutes.’

Peregrine sat at one of the tables in the church garden and opened a book. It felt good to have the sun on her face. A cool breeze rustled the pages: a reminder that autumn was on its way.

Penelope stopped before she got to the door. ‘Two minutes. Don’t, er –’

Peregrine nodded. There were many things that she knew she wasn’t allowed to do, but for once Peregrine didn’t mind. ‘I won’t move. I’ll be right here.’ Not in the Cosmic Realm, not riding a quaggle, just here, on the bench, with a book.

Penelope hesitated at the door to the cafe.

‘Right here,’ Peregrine repeated.

She’d been back in the Terran Realm for a week now, most of the time in the apartment, and most of that time in bed. Daedalus had come back too, and Nim had also popped in, bringing dubious-looking snacks and a whole selection of strange-smelling elixirs.

Penelope had taken efforts to limit the excitement. Peregrine hadn’t even been allowed back to school, which was one of the reasons she was so looking forward to seeing Raj this afternoon. She missed people. Her mind wandered towards thoughts of the Academy. She’d swapped a few CosMails with Cormac, and even Petra, but they’d been short – more exchanges of information than anything else. Everyone, it seemed, was still trying to make sense of the events of the Games. And Peregrine still wasn’t really sure how much she was allowed to say, even to the champions.

There had apparently been a very short and very quiet awards ceremony at the Academy. Cormac had sent a picture of all the champions lined up holding their certificates, with Linus in the middle looking even more stern than usual. Cormac had said in his message that the death of the two Games Masters meant that any kind of celebration had felt wrong; they hadn’t even had an official closing ceremony.

Peregrine rolled her shoulder a little as she flicked to the part of the book that she had been reading this morning. There was a dragon. Peregrine smiled as she thought of Earnest snapping at the fireflies.

‘Nice bracelet.’ A waitress who herself had half a dozen very nice bracelets on her wrist picked up a teacup and saucer from the table next to Peregrine. Her nose stud glittered in the sunlight.

‘Thanks . . .’ Peregrine pulled her sleeve down. Despite her mum’s protests, she had not wanted to take the Games bracelet off, not yet.

The waitress continued to load her tray. ‘So, how are you feeling?’

‘Er . . .’ That was quite a personal question, wasn’t it? Peregrine might look a little pale, but not so much that she looked like she might pass out or anything.

The waitress heaved the loaded tray to her waist. ‘Any changes, you know, after the apple? You didn’t eat much –’ she shrugged, making the teaspoons jangle in the saucers – ‘but you – even I – never know for sure with these things.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Peregrine put her book down, remembering to fold over the corner of the page. ‘Who are you?’

The girl grinned. ‘Well, your favourite aunt, of course.’ She shifted the tray to her other hip. ‘Quite heavy, this.’ She shrugged, clicked her fingers and it disappeared. ‘That’s better.’ She wiped her hands on her apron.

‘Athene?’ Peregrine didn’t know what to do. She had never met a Cosmic before. Well, one that wasn’t trying to kill her. Should she bow?

‘So?’ Athene crossed her arms. ‘Feel any different?’

Peregrine looked down at herself: jeans, stripy top, her favourite scuffed trainers. She had done the same check every day while brushing her teeth. Was she growing a tail? Fangs? Maybe – and this would be cool – actual wings? Girl with wings. Perhaps that was a little too literal. She rolled her shoulder blades down. Nim had said the apple might change her, but nope, no changes as yet. Peregrine shook her head.

‘OK.’ Athene nodded. ‘Well, we’ll keep an eye on that. Who’d have thought that apples could cause so much trouble, hmm?’ She pulled a slatted chair out from opposite Peregrine, and sat down. A slice of pie appeared on the table, along with two forks. ‘So much trouble.’ She speared a chunk of the pie. ‘Delicious though.’

Peregrine stared at the plate.

‘Oh, don’t worry.’ Athene swallowed. ‘Sometimes pie . . . is just pie.’

When Peregrine didn’t move, Athene doubled down. ‘Honestly, it’s from the cafe. Never did work out the secret ingredient though . . .’ She took another bite, and closed her eyes for a moment. ‘Perhaps . . . nutmeg? The chef here might be an actual genius.’ Athene opened one eye and looked at Peregrine. ‘And I’ve known my fair share of those.’

Peregrine was still staring. Athene sighed and slid another forkful of pie into her mouth. ‘This trouble could have been a lot bigger without your efforts, Peregrine. I wanted to thank you in person –’ she waved the fork over her face – ‘so to speak.’

Finally getting her voice back, Peregrine’s next sentence came out as a croak. ‘Did you know about Bella – I mean, Hekate? About . . . Discord?’ Anger rose in Peregrine’s chest. If these Cosmics could click their fingers and shoot around realms, if they could inhabit other people’s bodies, if they had this much power, then why had they needed her to spy on the Games in the first place? Why had the weather had to sacrifice themselves? Did they not care?

Athene shook her head, her hoop earrings bouncing. ‘Would have made you a little redundant, now, wouldn’t it?’ She sighed. ‘We see a lot, but it’s a big old realm. There is a lot to look at.’

Peregrine looked at the sliver of the pie, golden brown on the white plate. She had only seen the tiniest portion of the Realm so far. She remembered being on the back of the quaggle, sailing above Cosmopolis with the horizon stretching before her. There was still so much to see.

‘I don’t think I’ll be able to see any more of the Cosmic Realm.’ Peregrine’s eyes prickled. ‘My mum’s hardly going to let me go back, not after everything that happened.’ Not after Pan. Not after the burning tree. Peregrine looked over at the cafe door. Where was her mum?

‘Oh, don’t worry about that.’ Athene gathered up the last crumbs from the plate with her fork. ‘We don’t notice everything, Peregrine.’ She licked her fork. ‘But we’ve noticed you. And I don’t think we’re quite done with you yet.’ The fork clanged down on the plate, and she stood up.

‘Done with me?’ Peregrine felt her face burn. She was a person, not a dessert. Done? Like they were done with the weather? ‘But what are you going to do about Discord? And Dionysus? Are the Cosmics going to help in the search for them?’

The girl blinked. ‘Are you done?’ She pointed to the plate.

‘What? But I didn’t touch it . . .’ Peregrine thought this was another odd question.

But the girl just shrugged. ‘OK.’ She picked up the plate and the forks.

‘But –’ Peregrine stood up.

The girl turned. ‘Yeah?’ She waited there patiently as Peregrine figured out what should have been obvious before.

The Cosmic had gone.

‘Never mind, thank you.’ Peregrine slumped back into her seat. Where did Athene get off, jumping into people’s bodies like that? Now that was rude.

‘Sorry, pumpkin.’ Penelope blustered through the door holding a large cardboard box. ‘There was a bit of a mix-up. I almost walked away with a cake with lemon icing. I don’t know how that happened . . .’

‘Uh-huh.’ Peregrine wasn’t looking at her mum; she was watching the girl who had once been Athene walk back into the cafe.



58

ROWAN

Location: OPS Offices, Level Sixteen, Olympus Inc., the Mountain, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.261

Penelope had whisked Peregrine home to Oxford as soon as she had felt well enough to travel. Rowan didn’t blame her. The Cosmic Realm just didn’t make sense any more: a Cosmic had turned traitor, the Great Tree was little more than charcoal, the weather was . . . gone, and she – Rowan Strong, Eighth of the Seven Strong Sisters – was now standing, with one numb arm, outside the OPS offices carrying a hamper filled with low-fat cheeses.

Rowan had been standing outside this door for eight minutes now, eight long minutes, deciding how she would phrase what she knew she had to say. FlutterBug clicked on her collar. ‘Yes, cross-agency cooperation; cross-agency cooperation . . .’ The conversation had been Sibyll’s idea, but the cheeses were Rowan’s own dryad-to-dryad touch. She inhaled the deliciously cheesy scent, and knocked.

Hansel Pine opened the door. ‘Oh.’ His face was blank, which Rowan took as a good thing, in that it wasn’t filled with his usual patronising contempt. ‘It’s you.’ He also looked more tired than usual, which was odd, as that was quite a heavy dose of snooze powder she had given him.

Rowan lifted up her hamper. ‘Can we talk?’

Hansel sniffed. ‘Cheese?’

‘Oak-smoked.’ Rowan nodded, then winced, remembering the last time she had seen Hansel. Oak smoked. The burning tree. She looked down at the hamper. Perhaps this hadn’t been the most diplomatic of cheese choices.

‘You may enter.’ Hansel opened the door wider and waved her in.

Hansel Pine’s office was much as Rowan had imagined it – the typical agent pad of a career-focused nymph. There were sleek sofas, polished wood cabinets, a desk with a mounted poster of Hansel’s face behind it. As she placed the hamper on the low chrome-plated coffee table, Rowan noticed one of the cabinet doors was open, and inside were a line of four identical gold suits. She smiled. She did enjoy the uniformity of it all.

Hansel coughed, and Rowan spun around. Hansel was leaning against his desk, readjusting one of the smaller framed photographs – also of himself. ‘Look, Agent –’

‘You were right.’ The words fell out of Rowan’s mouth, quick and unplanned.

Hansel stared, as if watching the three words hover in the space between them. ‘Right,’ he repeated, slowly. ‘Yes. Please explain how and then, perhaps, why.’

Rowan took a breath. ‘Pan was murdered. Not by rebels,’ she added quickly. ‘But it wasn’t Stage Fright. You were . . . right.’

A smile crept over Hansel’s face. ‘I was right, wasn’t I . . .’ His gaze wandered up, somewhere above Rowan’s head.

‘So . . .’ Rowan clapped her hands together, bringing Hansel’s attention back to her face. ‘I wanted to talk to you about Tyron.’

‘Oh, we let the centaur go a few hours ago. Not that he was grateful.’ Hansel sniffed. ‘They’re fumigating the cell right now.’

‘Oh, that’s fantastic!’ Relief washed over Rowan like a fresh, cool breeze. It was followed immediately by a wave of sadness: a common occurrence in the last few days, since the burning of the tree. Since the weather.

She inhaled. ‘And –’ Rowan bit her lip; she knew she was pushing it – ‘And seeing as they didn’t actually murder anyone, I thought you, as in OPS, might consider leniency for the rebels, as well?’

‘Hmm.’ Hansel nudged another of the gold photo frames. This photo was of him shaking hands with Lenny Fennox on the red carpet of one of Hansel’s latest movies. ‘We have been meaning to put together a clean-up crew for the square . . .’

‘Community service!’ Rowan nodded enthusiastically. ‘That could work!’

Hansel picked up his CosPad. ‘I’ll add Mr Mayflower to the list with the BogBrethren.’

Rowan smirked at the idea of Jarvis working with Stan and Earl. She would have to tell Daedalus.

FlutterBug clicked.

‘You’re right . . .’ Rowan tapped the CosBug in thanks.

‘We covered that.’ Hansel didn’t glance up from his CosPad.

‘No, I mean, you know what this is, Agent?’

Hansel finished typing and looked up, clearly surprised, and a little annoyed, that Rowan was still here. ‘What?’

‘This –’ Rowan reached out her uninjured arm to shake his hand – ‘is cross-agency cooperation.’



59

ROWAN

Location: Cosmopolis Square, Cosmopolis, the Cosmic Realm 
CosDate: 300.23.261

Rowan ducked under the CSI tape, Cal followed closely behind, just bending enough so that his horns didn’t get tangled. The whole of Cosmopolis Square had now been scanned by both agencies, and the clean-up detail would be arriving soon. Cal and Rowan had agreed: it had to be here, and it had to be now.

This was time to say goodbye.

Cal put his arm on Rowan’s shoulder as she knelt down next to a scorch mark in the shape of a starburst on the flagstones. This was the spot where the weather had crashed into the defence field. Rowan sniffed, placed her hand gently in the middle of the star and let a trickle of magic flow into the cracks between the paving slabs. There, she found what she was looking for: it was small, but even though she didn’t know much about magic, she knew that sometimes that was all you needed for something beautiful to grow. Rowan sank her magic – itself just a slender thread – down.

She heard Cal gasp as a green shoot pushed up from the ground, then another, and another. She released her hand as white petals unfurled to reveal bright golden hearts. Daisies. ‘It doesn’t feel enough,’ Rowan whispered as she reached out and brushed a petal.

Cal let go of her shoulder and knelt down beside her, bowing his head. ‘I know.’

‘And there is so much to do . . .’ Rowan wasn’t thinking about filing this time, though there was also that. The weather had saved them, but Hekate had still escaped, again, and this time from the Cosmic Realm while being surrounded by agents.

‘There is.’ Cal took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes.

Hekate had also eaten part of a golden apple. That meant that not only was she on the loose, but she was supercharged while being helped by a Cosmic. They couldn’t pretend that they had won. Tears pricked at Rowan’s eyes as she looked down at the daisies – evidence, as if they needed it, of what they had lost.

‘But,’ Cal sounded more determined than she had ever heard him, ‘we will keep going.’ He placed his glasses back on. ‘It’s what we do.’

There was a ripping sound behind them as someone tore the CSI tape that noted where the Pea Hen Defence Shield had once been.

‘Cleaning crew coming through!’ a familiar voice called out. Rowan swiped her palms over her face. They were early.

‘Right this way, please.’ Rowan turned to see Willow holding up the CSI tape for Agent Li, who nodded courteously. Cross-agency cooperation.

Rowan sniffed. She supposed it was good to see it in practice, even if she still thought that Agent Li was a complete Flittertwit.

A pair of BogBrethren followed behind Agent Li, one of whom was smoothing a shiny gold sticker in the shape of a balloon ontohis overalls.

‘That doesssn’t mean that you’re in charge,’ Earl hissed, pointing at Stan’s sticker.

Stan sniffed, readjusting his hat. ‘I think it doesss.’

‘They just gave it to you for carrying those recyclone filtersss yesterday,’ Earl snapped.

‘Well, those filtersss are heavy.’ Stan swivelled his golden eyes to Willow, who gave him two thumbs up. ‘Sssee?’ Stan smiled smugly at Earl, who rolled his eyes.

‘I’ve got your task lists.’ Willow waved her CosPad. ‘Zelendine Wynn?’

There was a faint meow and from behind Stan and Earl trotted a white kitten with rosy pink eyes. Rowan watched as it found a scrap of torn flag and proceeded to bat it between its paws.

‘Oh, grow up, Cyril.’ A slightly older-looking Zelendine sauntered up to Willow, a pink bandana wrapped around her hair. ‘All this seems a little extreme for a licensing issue.’ She leaned in and pointed to the BogBrethren. ‘I mean, these are criminals,’ she whispered.

Willow looked down at her CosPad and raised her eyebrows. ‘I’ve got here that you accepted bribes . . . ?’

‘So –’ Zelendine flicked her hair to the side – ‘I assume that you want me to clear this space of negative energy?’ She rolled up her overall sleeves and lifted her hands skyward. ‘I would usually charge, of course . . .’

‘Just the broken branches is fine.’ Agent Li put a broom into one of Zelendine’s outstretched hands. ‘Mr Mayflower will help you.’

Zelendine stared at the broom, and then at Jarvis, who was lingering at the back of the crowd.

Willow swiped at her CosPad. ‘Stan, I’ll need you to show the others how to work the industrial recyclones, if that’s all right?’

‘Sssure!’ Stan swished his lizard tail. ‘Soundsss important.’ He smirked.

Among the dozen or so criminals, there was one in particular that Rowan did not want to talk to, and it wasn’t a BogBrethren.

‘Hello, Agent.’ Jarvis didn’t meet Rowan’s eye. Instead he cast his gaze down to the bunch of daisies. ‘I heard about the weather,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m so sorry, for all of it.’ He inhaled. ‘I really am.’

Rowan did not say anything. She didn’t even breathe. How dare he speak to her, and here especially? The kidnapping of the weather seemed all the worse now after what had happened.

Jarvis kept talking. ‘My nephew, Cormac, he talks very highly of your Terran friend.’

‘Pear-grinn,’ Cal clarified.

‘Hang on a Cosek.’ Rowan’s head snapped up, as the puzzle piece also snapped into place. ‘Cormac Rodriguez is your . . . nephew?’

‘Yeah.’ Jarvis sighed. ‘He’s a good kid.’

Rowan nodded. She’d seen the footage of what Cormac had done in the Games. He was a good kid – too good to be related to this swamp-dwelling muddle-eel.

Jarvis scuffed the ground. ‘I’d appreciate it if you could check in on him. He’s starting at the Academy, and he doesn’t have any family in the city apart from me and –’ he indicated his uniform – ‘it looks like I’ll be busy.’

Rowan stared in disbelief. ‘You’re asking me for a favour? No –’

Cal put a hand on Rowan’s arm. ‘Of course.’ He nodded to Jarvis. ‘I will talk to Linus.’

Jarvis bowed, his arms out to the side. When he stood up, Willow was there to put a broom in his hand.

‘Please get back to the group.’ She pointed to Stan, who was demonstrating the correct technique for changing a broken filter.

Jarvis saluted and turned, somehow managing to swagger while wearing a Clean Up Crew uniform. The cheek of it!

Rowan glared at the weather sprite’s back, and then at Cal, who shrugged. ‘It’s what we do,’ he said, tapping her arm.
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PEREGRINE

Location: The Apartment, Daedalus Bloom’s Plant Clinic, 4 Brasenose Lane, Oxford, England

While Peregrine had been recovering at home, Penelope had been cleaning the apartment ready for their tea with Raj. ‘Cleaning’ as in ‘cleaning everything remotely magical away’. Not that there was much, but Daedalus had become a bit sloppy after Alexandria – leaving the occasional bit of CosTech lying around the kitchen, along with notes on how to upgrade his ‘immortal life insurance policy’ scrawled on the back of envelopes, envelopes that were stamped with the Olympus Inc. insignia. The plants had soon followed suit and had now dropped any pretence that they didn’t know exactly what was going on.

‘You will behave.’ Penelope glared at Daedalus, who looked sternly at Rufus, the giant Venus flytrap, whose leaves drooped slightly.

Peregrine snorted. She was arranging napkins on the table, which looked particularly fine that afternoon, laden with crisps and plates of moss balls. Moss balls, Peregrine had discovered, were marshmallow on the inside (foraged, Nim insisted, from real marshes) and algae-infused chocolate on the outside. They also glowed in the dark.

‘Is just one regular tea party too much to ask?’ Penelope mumbled as she walked up to the table holding a large plate of star-shaped sandwiches.

Peregrine didn’t realise that she was nodding until Penelope nudged her with her elbow. ‘Everything OK, pumpkin?’ She smiled. ‘You’ve been in your own separate realm since we got back this afternoon.’

‘Right, yeah, own realm . . .’ Peregrine adjusted a napkin. Athene’s words echoed in her mind: And I don’t think we’re quite done with you yet. ‘Mum?’

‘Yes, pumpkin?’

Peregrine folded the napkin into a triangle and pressed it with the base of her palm. ‘Someone came to talk to me while you were in the cafe.’

‘Oh?’ Penelope was surveying the crowded table as if it was a jigsaw puzzle. ‘Who?’

‘Athene –’

There was a clatter as the sandwich plate dropped from Penelope’s hands. Daedalus coughed.

Peregrine did not look up. ‘She – Athene – wanted to know whether I’d changed at all after eating the appleff . . .’ The last word was muffled as her mum pressed Peregrine into a hug.

Peregrine leaned in for a moment, then stepped back. ‘I’m fine, Mum, honestly. Totally fine.’

‘Peregrine, listen to me.’ Penelope was still gripping Peregrine’s shoulders. ‘If a Cosmic ever tries to talk to you, I need you to tell me immediately, do you understand?’

‘Penny . . .’ Nim tapped her stick on the ground.

Penelope put up a hand. ‘No, this is important. The Cosmics don’t care about you . . .’

‘It was only a chat, Mum.’ Peregrine shrugged her mum’s hands off.

‘Only a chat . . .’ Penelope ran her fingers through her hair, her gaze flicking to the clock. ‘If anything had happened to you . . .’

Daedalus coughed, as he looked at his pocket watch. ‘Tempus fugit, hmm?’

Penelope looked at her daughter now, her eyes as fierce as a lioness’s. ‘Peregrine, the Cosmics are dangerous, powerful beings who will try and use you. I need you to remember that, OK?’

Peregrine nodded slowly. ‘OK.’

TIK-TIK-A-WIK. A mechanical goldfinch poked its head out of the grandfather clock. It cocked its head to one side, then the other, then repeated itself: tik-tik-wik-WIK.

The doorbell added to the chorus, eliciting a quack from Nim’s jacket. With the flurry of activity, Peregrine hadn’t quite taken in the beauty of Nim’s outfit, which was made of layers of green silk. She’d never seen Nim out of her boiler suit. ‘Nim, you look –’

‘Hello?’ Raj called from downstairs, his voice breaking through the tension in the room.

Peregrine looked at her mum, who nodded. Daedalus adjusted his cravat. ‘Wonderful,’ he mumbled, glancing at Nim, who looked back, and smiled.

‘Up here!’ Peregrine called. She grinned. Maybe this was enough, she thought, staying here with her friends and family around her. Maybe her mum was right: maybe she didn’t need so much magic in her life.

Raj waved as he walked in, carrying a Tupperware box. ‘These are from my mum.’ He offered the box to Peregrine, who inhaled gratefully. Mrs Kothari’s cooking was always incredible. ‘They’re rasgullas.’

‘Thank you!’ Peregrine popped open the lid and set the deliciously milky-smelling sweets down next to the moss balls on the table.

‘I bet rasgullas are excellent with tea, aren’t they?’ Nim picked up one of the soft, spongy sweets and placed it on a saucer. ‘Would you like some tea, dear?’

‘We also have juice, and some fizzy things,’ Penelope added. She was already skipping to the kitchen.

‘Tea is great, thanks.’ Raj sat down.

‘Oh, I knew I’d like you,’ Nim said as she poured. ‘Now, Peregrine tells me you’re interested in fossils. I myself know one or two things about the Jurassic –’

Daedalus coughed, almost choking on his rasgulla.

 

The afternoon passed, for the most part, without incident. After a tea where Raj was painfully polite about Nim’s baking, they played a few vigorous rounds of Jenga, which Daedalus, it turns out, was incredibly gifted at.

‘Built a few towers in my time.’ He winked, as the last stack of wooden blocks crashed off the table and onto the floor.

Perhaps deciding that the fifth crash was enough, Penelope appeared at the kitchen doorway with a cake covered in candles. The cake was everything Peregrine could have asked for: artfully crafted from three tiers of honey-coloured Victoria sponge and dripping with pinkish, strawberry-flavoured icing (Peregrine’s favourite) and topped with a tiny marzipan lion. The flickering candles bathed the lion, and the apartment, in a cosy orange glow.

‘Thirteen.’ Daedalus whistled. ‘That is a lot of candles, Peregrine.’

Peregrine leaned in towards Daedalus, close enough that Raj couldn’t hear. ‘So, how old are you, exactly?’ she asked, genuinely curious.

‘Ah well, put it this way,’ Daedalus whispered, ‘I tend to avoid buying unripe bananas, if you know what I mean?’ He tapped his nose.

Peregrine snorted.

‘Happy birthday, pumpkin.’ Penelope placed the cake in front of Peregrine. ‘Now –’ she squeezed Peregrine’s shoulder – ‘time to make a wish.’

Peregrine edged her seat forward. What would she wish for? She looked up and caught Nim’s eye. Many thoughts flashed through her mind, but one phrase burned brighter than the rest: Girl with wings that soars so far, you do not yet know who you are.

The candles flickered. Who am I? Peregrine took a deep breath, puffed out her cheeks, and blew.

Two things happened then. First, Peregrine’s palms started to itch. And second, the cake caught on fire. Not just the candles, but all three tiers of sponge, the icing and the strawberries.

Raj’s eyes widened. ‘Whoa.’

A single charred strawberry rolled off the cake and came to a stop right in front of Peregrine. All four faces turned to look at her.

‘Well . . .’ Daedalus picked up a strawberry and blew on it before popping it in his mouth. ‘I suppose that answers that question then.’

Before Peregrine could ask what question, water began to fall from the ceiling.

‘Sprinklers!’ Penelope switched on her Archaeology Monthly cover-girl smile and beamed its full wattage at Raj. ‘What luck!’

‘But we don’t –’ Peregrine began, then stopped when a beak hammered into her foot. ‘OW!’ She looked at Nim, who raised her eyebrows.

‘Right, um . . .’ Peregrine plastered a smile onto her mouth and shrugged at Raj. ‘Sprinklers.’

 

As soon as the shop door had shut on a damp, confused but thankfully unsinged Raj, Peregrine spun around to confront the grown-ups.

‘What was that?’ she demanded. Daedalus blinked. ‘You mean the fire?’

‘Yes, I mean the fire!’ Peregrine waved her arms around, mimicking flames. ‘And what question does it answer, exactly?’

The echo of the bell above the shop door still hung in the air, making the silence even more obvious.

‘Daedalus?’

‘Well . . .’ Daedalus coughed, and side-eyed Nim.

Arthur, appearing as if from nowhere, quacked in warning.

‘No!’ Penelope shook her head so fast her face blurred. ‘Daedalus Emrys Bloom, you will NOT –’

‘No.’ Daedalus plucked an umbrella off the hatstand. ‘No, I don’t think I will.’ He offered his arm to Nim. ‘Shall we take a turn around the Botanical Gardens, my dear?’

A vine handed Nim a turquoise pashmina, and smoothed down its folds around her shoulders. She curtsied in thanks. ‘I think that is one of the best ideas you have had in a while, Bloom.’

Daedalus dipped his hat, Nim took his arm, and they both followed Arthur as he waddled out of the door. Peregrine heard an indignant ‘But I thought you liked my lion?’ before the sound of footsteps faded down Brasenose Lane.

‘I’ll put the kettle on, pumpkin,’ Peregrine heard her mum call from upstairs. ‘This chat might take a while.’

Peregrine could hardly believe it. Finally she was going to get her answers.

‘Ahem.’

She turned to see a woman in a dark grey suit and sunglasses leaning against the counter of the Plant Clinic. An Invisible.

Peregrine blinked in surprise, and suddenly the woman was right in front of her.

‘Nice to meet you, Peregrine Quinn.’ The Invisible took off her sunglasses, and clipped them over her jacket pocket. ‘Hades would like a word.’
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