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      Don’t look inside.

      My steps slowed at the stairs, all of my senses heightening. Balsam and cedar—Riley’s favorite scents—filled every shaky breath. My vision sharpened on the closed door at the end of the hall, soft moans coming from the other side. Muffled, uneven, and full of pleasure. I gripped the banister, my knuckles white with strain.

      We’d spent a lot of time together lately, more than usual. At first, it seemed strange. My sister and I hadn’t bonded over anything since grade school. Back then, we were basically the same person. All we cared about were unicorns and big-eyed surprise dolls. With only a year separating us in age, everything about us was alike, down to our mannerisms and the way we spoke. People even referred to us as the Thorne twins. If not for the slight difference in hair color, it might have been hard to tell us apart. Riley’s was strawberry blonde, while mine was more rose gold. Now hers was streaked with purple, and I usually kept mine in a pony.

      Go back.

      My bones ached as I moved toward the door. A powerful intuition I’d never experienced cautioned me to tread carefully. To stop. Better yet, turn and run the other way.

      Now we contrasted like night and day. Riley excelled at everything. Sports, friends, school, it didn’t matter. She was outgoing, ready for any adventure. I was the shy one, nose in my books, and my eyes on the stars. She cast a wide net with friends. Mine was a small trio. She went through several boyfriends. I’ve only ever noticed one guy. For all our differences though, I still worshipped the ground my sister walked on. Everything about her was shiny and pretty and gutsy. I admired that.

      When Riley turned seventeen, she changed drastically, and almost overnight. Suddenly rebellious, always getting herself grounded, and an overall bad attitude. After several months of this, Dad banned her from hanging out with her friends altogether. Totally her fault—she was stupid enough to get caught drinking and smoking weed and breaking curfew all in the same night. Dad said he couldn’t trust her, and until he could, she wasn’t allowed to leave the house except for school. That’s where I entered her world again. Me, the girl quietly reading in the background, pretending not to notice when she snuck out her bedroom window. Me, the same girl she used to overlook. We became friends again, and I was happy to have any piece of my sister’s attention, no matter how it started.

      Don’t open it.

      Most of the time, she acted as the third wheel since Connor was always over. That was another one of Dad’s rules. My boyfriend could hang out here, but I couldn’t go to his house. Somehow, we all got along really well though. We watched movies, did homework, binged on junk food, and played card games. Riley and I made up for lost time.

      Why does it sound like his voice?

      My hand trembled as I reached for the handle. There was so much good in my life. So much happiness. If I opened that door, it would change everything. Bring hurt and pain into a world that was perfect and beautiful.

      Still.

      I had to know.

      So I slowly twisted the knob.
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      It was one mistake.

      One mistake in seventeen years. I’d been the good daughter. My dad’s baby girl. His perfect angel. Granted, as far as mistakes went, this was a big one. No one took it lightly when you attempted to commit murder. Even less so when you tried to murder your sibling.

      Grandpa drove while I slept in the passenger seat, my suitcase tucked away in the bed of his truck. They were sending me away. To where, I didn’t know yet. Creature of habit that I was, everything about this felt unfamiliar and terrifying—I hated having to leave my whole life behind. Then again, I’d dug this grave for myself.

      At one point I’d woken up, screaming. The night’s events replayed in the form of nightmares. A thermos of liquid that reeked of alcohol was shoved into my hands, along with a book, one of the latest bestselling thrillers.

      “To help you sleep. I remembered you like to read.”

      I looked over at Grandpa. He sat ramrod straight, a pair of dark aviators hanging from the neck of his short-sleeved button-up. Apart from the tan lines and extra grays, he looked the same as he had the last time I saw him. Face like stone, salt and pepper mustache, and a gaze that tore through to the bone. Everything about him had always been intimidating. Twenty years in the military had seen to that, followed by twenty more in the FBI—probably the reason Dad chose him to deal with me.

      “I’m barely seventeen,” I said, wondering if he needed the reminder. “You’re supposed to keep me in line, remember?”

      I expected backhands and pushups, not booze and books.

      He snorted. “Perhaps you’ve been walking in your straight line too long. Perhaps that’s why you don’t know how to walk outside of it without completely veering off course.”

      I blinked once, considering that. The old man might be terrifying, but he made a solid point.

      Everyone had an evil streak. It felt like I’d worked my whole life to ensure that side of me never saw the light of day. And look what it earned me—a one-way ticket out of my quiet no-frills life. Perhaps if I’d allowed myself to let loose every now and then, I wouldn’t have gone full-blown villain. I’d turned down so many parties, so many chances at being a normal teenager, and I’d never even had one sip of alcohol. None of it mattered now.

      “We’ll be on the road a while,” Grandpa said, leaving the choice up to me. “You need some rest before we reach the Fates. God knows, you’ll need it.”

      I drank until the thermos was empty. The warm liquid stung the back of my throat, but I was so numb I didn’t care. I wiped my mouth with my sleeve, tossing the book aside. “What are the fates?”

      “Who are the Fates, you mean,” he corrected me. “There are three, to be precise, and we’ll visit them soon enough.”

      Good grief. They must be part of the magical woo-woo world he and Dad told me about back at the house. It was bad enough that I didn’t completely understand what happened. Hell, it was bad enough that I tried to murder my sister. Now I had to wrap my head around magic existing too.

      “You started a fire, Sheridan,” Dad said.

      I shook my head. Out of all the awful things I did, I wasn’t to blame for the fire. It started along the curtains in Riley’s bedroom, nowhere near where I stood.

      “Riley lit candles,” I said. “One of them must’ve been knocked over—”

      “You started it, Sher, and not from a candle. You started it with your mind.”

      I looked out the window, letting my gaze settle on the dark road ahead, still trying to piece together those last few hours at home. That fire had drawn me out of my all-consuming rage and broken up the fight. I remembered looking around for the candle, but I never could find it. Thankfully, Dad rushed into the room with a fire extinguisher before it had the chance to get out of control. Later, when Grandpa arrived, the two of them sat me down to talk.

      “You’re a descendant of Ares,” Dad said, his tone very serious. “Our entire family, on my side, are descendants of Ares.”

      Dad taught Greek mythology at our local community college. There was only one Ares I’d ever heard him reference: the ancient one.

      “As in, the god of war? That Ares?”

      “Humans touted the Greek and Roman gods as holy figures to account for their unique abilities. In actuality, they were powerful mages. Or guardians, as we like to call ourselves.”

      I checked his pupils and the whites of his eyes. “You’ve been drinking, right? Did you take too many of those pills the doc gave you for your blood pressure?” They looked pretty clear and normal as far as I could tell.

      He ignored me and continued with his explanation. “War is in our blood. It’s why your grandpa, your great-grandpa, and even your great-great-grandpa were military men. We’re led by passion, we thrive on competition, and God help anyone who crosses us. Your anger grew to an uncontrollable level, Sheridan. It provoked you to attack your sister. Not only that, but…” He took a deep breath. “You influenced energy. That’s how you set the room on fire.”

      I assumed the poor guy was losing touch with reality. Punishing me was foreign territory, whereas with Riley it had become commonplace. Now he had two out of control daughters, and my actions finally sent him over the edge.

      When it became clear I didn’t believe anything he said, Dad looked to Grandpa, one of the most practical, logical men I’d ever met. If anyone could make sense of this, he could.

      But Grandpa didn’t say a word. He simply drew his hands together and created his own fireball.

      Right there in our living room.

      Right there before my eyes.

      Undeniable proof.

      Seeing that shook me to my core. I was already in shock over the fight that went down with Riley. Then, seeing Grandpa manipulate fire, I couldn’t speak for several hours. I just sat on the edge of my bed, hugging my pillow, trying to make sense out of the inexplicable.

      I didn’t have enough time to process everything. The two of them whispered worriedly in the background as they packed me into Grandpa’s truck, and I was dazed by how swiftly they’d managed it. When it was time to go, Dad stood outside the passenger door and spoke to me through the open window.

      “I knew this was possible,” he said, sounding defeated. “I just never thought it would be you.”

      “How do you know it was me who started the fire?” I said, leaning out the window. “If Riley is an Ares descendant too—”

      “I just know.”

      Beneath my chest, whatever was left of my heart tightened. I hurt for everything he’d been through—everything I put him through—but at the same time, I hated him for sending me away. Sure, what I’d done was awful. Monstrous, even. But I was still his daughter too, dammit. The past seventeen years should count for something. What about every good decision I’d made before this awful one?

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “Make sure you set reminders to take your meds,” I said, knowing he’d forget without me there to tell him. “You don’t want to have another stroke.”

      Before this, I’d always been the one to defuse the tension. I’d always been the mediator, the voice of reason, the one who could calm everyone down. Now, I’d be gone, and we both knew Riley was only capable of chaos, not peace.

      He winced, his eyes tightening at the corners. “This isn’t forever, baby girl. This isn’t goodbye.”

      Except it felt like it was.

      Grandpa raised the volume on the car stereo, drowning out my rampant thoughts. In the last several hours, I’d experienced one shocking revelation after another, and I was grateful to escape the memories.

      I still didn’t know where I was going. But no part of me cared to look in the rearview mirror as the truck ground against the dark, empty highway. Resting my head against the window, I drifted off, my body growing heavy from the booze.

      Goodbye? More like good riddance.
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      Minutes, hours, or maybe days passed in that truck—I wasn’t sure. I woke up here and there, but only for short moments at a time. I could tell by the mile markers we were headed south, still driving along the east coast.

      When the engine finally quieted, I yawned and blinked through the sunlight to find out where we’d arrived. A red brick storefront called Ye Old English Pub and Brewery. It stood two stories tall and looked as if it had been there for the last century or two. The surrounding buildings were just as old and quaint, and the scent of salt hung in the air.

      “Savannah,” I guessed, recognizing some of the sights and smells. Dad brought Riley and me down to visit at least once a year. “What are we doing here?” I said, wiping the sleep from my eyes.

      Military school? Juvie? A psych ward? I was ready to know what had been planned for me.

      Grandpa slid the keys out of the ignition and undid his seatbelt. He nodded to the pub. “This place belongs to close friends of mine, the McDerby family. We need a portal to get to where we’re going, and they happen to have one inside.”

      “A…what?”

      “A portal, Sheridan.”

      That’s what I thought he said, but I’d hoped I heard him wrong. Now that we were away from Dad, I hoped he would drop the magic stuff for a while. Apparently not.

      “Let’s just hope no one’s used it in the last six months. They only work about once a year. Twice, if you’re lucky. Hermes invention.” He rolled his eyes at the last part.

      Wonderful. He even threw in another Greek god reference.

      “When you say portal, what do you mean exactly?” Maybe he meant elevator.

      “Portals exist on significant ley lines to allow quicker travel to places of magic.”

      Nope. Definitely not an elevator.

      “What happens if this one has already been used?”

      “Then we have to find another.” His mustache twitched. “Or go the long way, which I’d rather avoid. We could also spell our own, but that’s tedious business. Not to worry though, the McDerby family rarely uses their portal. They prefer living with humans.”

      Humans.

      It felt like the name for a club that revoked my membership. Now I wasn’t sure what I was—Dad said we were mages. Or guardians. Whatever that meant.

      “Why didn’t Dad tell me about all of this before?” It was a question I wanted to ask Dad in person, but I’d been too out of it when I left the house. Now that I had a while to reflect, I had more questions. And it pissed me off that he sent me away before giving me the chance to ask those questions.

      I thought about all the times Dad droned on for hours about the Greek gods, never once mentioning our own family history, and Riley probably still didn’t know. I wanted to know why.

      Grandpa rubbed his jaw, looking lost for words. “Your dad wanted to live an ordinary, human life. He planned on telling you and Riley eventually, when you were a little older. But there’s never really a right time for any of this.”

      Ha! What a bullshit excuse. Dad was lucky he wasn’t here, or I’d try to set him on fire just for hiding the fact that I could.

      “Give him a break,” Grandpa said, catching my glare. “Your dad only wanted the best for both you and your sister.”

      “Come on, Grandpa. You can’t think hiding this was right.”

      “It doesn’t matter what I agree with. Daniel is your father, and I had to respect his wishes.”

      “But you don’t agree with him, do you?” I could see it in the way he was carefully holding back. He didn’t like the situation any better than I did.

      “No,” he finally admitted with a sigh. “I wanted him to tell you earlier. I wanted him to raise you girls in Mythos too, but he chose to live in Davidson.”

      “Mythos…” Earlier he mentioned the portal would take us to a place of magic. “Is that we’re going?”

      He nodded, looking far more comfortable with the change of subject. “It’s a cluster of islands hidden in the heart of the Bermuda Triangle. The islands are protected by enchanted barriers, which means portals can’t give us direct entrance. This particular one is a gateway to the Mythos Line Ferry, the only means of transport into Mythos.”

      Enchanted islands.

      Magical portals.

      Three mysterious Fates.

      Okay. I could process this without freaking out. Deep breath.

      “I’ll grab your trunk and head on in.” Grandpa got out on his side, seeming to sense I was having a hard time. Before shutting the door, he said, “You, ah, might want to use the mirror overhead.”

      The door shut, and the mirror dropped in front of me. Oh dear god. I looked like a zombified raccoon. My eyes were swollen, surrounded by smudged mascara. My hair stuck up in all kinds of weird places. And my skin was blotchy from crying. My makeup had been stuffed somewhere in my suitcase, but the more I stared at myself, the more I didn’t care about the person in the reflection.

      “You deserve to look crazy,” I whispered, and for a moment I let my mind go where it shouldn’t.

      I could still hear Riley’s screams. Before the fire started, our fight had gotten out of control. I wasn’t sure when it got as bad as it did; the entire night blurred together in a storm of rage, cursing, and violence. Riley was taller, in better shape, and she should have easily demolished my ass.

      But something inside of me had been unleashed, amplifying my strength. I remembered the terrified look in her eyes as I shoved the scissors into her shoulder. Feeling them dig into her flesh gave me satisfaction I didn’t know I was capable of feeling. I could’ve killed her, wanted to kill her, but I didn’t. Just a few inches lower, and it would’ve been her heart. Just a few inches lower…thank God that fire started when it did. The hot flames snapped me out of it. Otherwise, who knows what might’ve happened.

      Hell, maybe I was a monster.

      I shook myself, refusing to wallow any longer. My reflection reminded me it probably wasn’t a good idea to walk around looking like a crazy person no matter how much the shoe fit. I wiped away the mascara residue, readjusted my ponytail, then hopped out of Grandpa’s truck.

      Gold glimmered around my wrist in the sunlight. I stopped and removed the bracelet, stuffing it into my pocket. No reminders. I’d have to remember to chuck the thing into the nearest toilet as soon as I got the chance.
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      As soon as I entered the dark smoky pub, a girl with wayward brown curls appeared out of nowhere, wearing the biggest, toothiest grin I’d ever seen. She looked about my age, had a flawless olive complexion, and wore glasses with neon-purple frames. “I’m Hazel.” She spoke with a British accent, in a tiny, excited voice. “I overheard your grandfather say to my dad that you’re going to Arcadia Academy. It’s my first year there too.”

      I forced an uncomfortable smile. “Arcadia…is that like a detention center or something?”

      “A detention center?” She tilted her head to the side, chuckling. “No, silly. It’s the most prestigious school in Mythos for both mages and creatures alike.”

      Huh. I thought for sure Dad planned to punish me. A school for magical beings sounded more like a reward than punishment.

      “I’m freaking out,” Hazel said, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “I’ve heard the other students won’t welcome us with open arms. Too much resentment, you know.”

      “Why?” I said, clearing my throat.

      “Because we’re from the human world. My mum and dad wanted live here, and they’ve managed to find their place, but I’ve always felt…well…a bit lost, I guess.”

      Lost.

      I understood that feeling. As hard as I tried to fit in, to be perfect, and to get the best grades, it was never enough. Even when I succeeded, I still felt like I was trying to find my way through the dark.

      “Mostly, I’m tired of applying glamours to my horns and hooves every day,” she said with a sheepish laugh. “Bloody tiresome, if you ask me. In Mythos, I won’t have to.”

      I drifted down the length of Hazel’s legs, noticing the large, clunky shoes that stuck out from the bottom of her jeans.

      “I’m a faun,” she said, as if on cue. “The hooves are hidden…for now.”

      I racked my brain, trying to remember what a faun was. “Half human, half goat?”

      “Exactly,” she said, widening her toothy smile. “And your grandpa says you’re an Ares descendant, right?”

      “That’s what he says.” I shrugged. This chick was a stranger and batshit crazy, for all I knew. She had to be, especially if she thought she was half goat. Honestly. Just because she had big feet…then again, I hadn’t expected my Grandpa to turn into a human torch either. Anything was possible.

      “Ares is a badass bloodline,” Hazel said, sounding impressed.

      “I’m still not entirely sure what it means, actually.”

      “It means you’re what humans think of as demigods. Or what those in Mythos call guardians.”

      “Right, guardians.” I nodded, pretending it all made perfect sense.

      She studied me for several long seconds. “You’re pretty, too, just like the others,” she lamented, twirling one of her curls. “We fauns aren’t really known for our beauty.”

      “Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself. I like your hair.” The compliment was genuine. Her hair was wild, chaotic, and very different than my own.

      “Really?” She perked up. “Thank you.”

      I stepped farther inside of the pub, looking around. “Um, Hazel, do you know where my grandpa went?”

      The place was empty, the chairs and tables clear, save for one lone customer sitting at a mahogany wooden bar across the room, his face glued to some baseball game playing on TV.

      “Mr. Thorne is upstairs, helping my dad open the portal. I wasn’t planning to leave so soon, but if everything works out, we’ll all have booked passage on the Mythos Line Ferry today. School starts next Monday.”

      “In April?” It seemed like an odd time for school to start.

      “Mythonians use astrological calendars, not human ones. The true beginning of a year starts in Spring, and that’s when our school year starts as well.”

      Most of my friends would cry at having to start the school year all over again, especially at the end of their junior year. But ever the academic, I loved school. I spent most summers doing extra classes and reading books by the dozens; otherwise, I’d die of boredom. I was grateful to know I wouldn’t be behind everyone else.

      “Follow me. I’ll take you up to him.” Hazel led the way up a curved staircase, talking my ear off along the way. “You have no idea how excited I am to have someone to tag along with. High school is already daunting, but Arcadia is a whole other ball game. My sister, Maple, went there, but she graduated last year. I have a younger sister, Poppy, who will go next year if she decides the human world isn’t for her. Where are you from originally?”

      “Davidson, North Carolina. It’s a suburb outside of Charlotte.” I thought of the home I’d left behind, and my friends, too. No more endless texts from Sophia. No more morning lattes with Luke. Dad wouldn’t let me bring my phone, and I hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye to either of them.

      Hazel led me down a narrow hallway, the walls covered with family photos. It became clear the upstairs was used as the McDerby’s place of residence. There was a picture of Hazel with her sisters that made me wince. They all looked so happy. I bet none of them tried to kill one another.

      “This way,” Hazel said, rounding a corner at the end of the hall. I overheard Grandpa and Hazel’s dad discussing the portal from another room.

      “Will you make sure my Hazelwood gets into Mythos safely? I’d take her myself, but I’ve got no one else to run the pub, and this portal can’t handle more than three people at a time.”

      “Of course, Mac. We’ll take her.”

      “You’re a lifesaver, Frank. Truly, you are. Her sister Maple will be waiting at the capital. She’ll take Hazelwood from there.”

      “No trouble at all. Now let’s see if we can get this thing working…”

      Hazel opened a door on the right, just a normal looking door that led into a normal looking room, but my stomach dropped as we stepped inside. Energy swirled around me.

      There was an empty wooden desk in the corner, topped with stacks of folders, books, and paperwork. The two men stood in front of a closet door that had a large padlock. A taller, bonier version of Hazel—her mother, I assumed—stood behind them. She wore blue jeans and a black waitress apron with a checkbook sticking out of it. Hazel’s dad, or Mac, as Grandpa called him, was stout, with the same olive complexion as his daughter and the same wild hair. “I’ve hidden it in there,” Mac said. “Tried installing a keypad once, but the bloody thing kept frying. Nothing electrical works in this room.”

      Grandpa noticed me lingering by the door. “Ah, there you are, Sheridan. You look better. I see you’ve met Hazelwood. The three of us will be making the trip into the Mythos port together, thanks to Mr. and Mrs. McDerby’s hospitality.” He picked up my suitcase as if we were about to board an airplane. “They were planning to escort Miss Hazelwood themselves, but they’ve given up their spots to allow us passage through the portal. As long as everything goes smoothly, we should all be in Mythos by nightfall.”

      “How kind of you, Mr. and Mrs. McDerby.” They looked like decent parents. They chose to live a human life, but they didn’t keep their daughters in the dark about their heritage. That gave them several points in my book.

      Mac glanced down at his watch. “You’ll need to leave now if you want to catch the next ferry.”

      Mrs. McDerby used the bottom of her apron to wipe her eyes. “Come, Hazel. I have your things here.”

      Hazel pranced to her mother, and Mrs. McDerby took her face between her palms. “Remember to write. Stay focused on your studies. Don’t get caught up in the wrong crowds. Stay away from wild parties, and please stay away from Folly Promenade. I will miss you, sweets.”

      “I’ll miss you too, Mama. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”

      “I know you will.”

      I blinked several times as I watched Mr. McDerby unlock the closet door and hold it open for us. By the looks of it, he clearly expected us all to step inside.

      Had I suddenly found myself in the Twilight Zone?

      “Ready, Sher?” Grandpa said.

      “Let me get this right,” I said, my legs trembling. “On the other side of that door is some kind of fairy land?”

      Hazel giggled. “There are no fairies in Mythos,” she said. “Pixies, sure, and they’re awful little creatures, but no fairies.”

      I eyed the door warily. “Can’t we take a plane? Or a boat?”

      Mr. and Mrs. McDerby gave me a funny look.

      “She’s nervous,” Grandpa explained. “Sheridan didn’t know about Mythos or magic until yesterday, and she’s never been through a portal.”

      Mrs. McDerby offered me a weak smile. “They can be a bit intimidating, dear, especially if you’ve never used one before. Just make sure you keep your balance, and you’ll be fine. One time, I went topsy-turvy, and landed on my head.” She laughed once, as if she was thinking back on the memory of it.

      Grandpa took my arm with his free hand. “Come on, my girl, we’ll go together. Hazelwood, keep right behind us.”

      “I will,” she said.

      Grandpa nodded over his shoulder as he pushed me toward the closet. “Bye, Mac. Let’s catch up next week.”

      This was happening way too fast. I still wasn’t used to the idea of magic, much less traveling to a world full of godlike descendants and other magical creatures.

      But…what did I have to lose?

      Going back to Davidson wasn’t a great alternative, even if Dad allowed it. The tension was still too thick, and honestly, I needed some time away from Riley. This was the perfect opportunity for a nice long break, in a place where my sister’s betrayal couldn’t haunt me.

      Before I had a chance to back out, Grandpa steered me inside the closet that was empty, dark, and smelled of oak. Our heels clicked against the floor as we walked, and Hazel’s clog-like shoes thumped along behind us. Just as I was about to yell at Grandpa for being so pushy, I noticed our heels suddenly weren’t clicking against the floor. We were still walking, still moving, I still felt his hand on my arm, but we were no longer inside the closet.
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      “Don’t feel bad, Sher Bear. Lots of first-timers retch.”

      I gripped the bucket in my lap as another bout of nausea hit. Tingly bumps prickled down my arms, and my stomach swirled into chaos. The only comfort was hearing the nickname Grandpa had given me when I was a little girl. It reminded me of happier times. Normal times. Times that made sense, when Grandpa and I used his truck to get from one place to another instead of magical portals that transported us to—good grief, where were we?

      The port was bustling with travelers, most of them in a myriad of jewel-toned robes and togas. There were also people who weren’t, well, human, shuffling about. There were fauns, like Hazel, who was suddenly free of her clunky shoes. She proudly displayed her hooves for everyone to see, along with two small horns that had miraculously sprouted from her forehead. I could hardly believe the sight of her, let alone the others. Creatures I couldn’t make sense of strolled past. Centaurs with shiny coats, ferocious-looking sphinxes, harpies with top hats, green-skinned nymphs, and one very tall cyclops who glanced down and chuckled at me. In his big, booming voice, he said, “Came by portal, eh?”

      And Grandpa, that old bastard, laughed with him. “The girl’s first time.” He proudly clapped me on the back, like it was a rite of freaking passage. The centaur nodded in understanding, then carried on about his business.

      I didn’t get it—how could anyone be okay after that? Traveling through the portal was like walking through a tornado. Forces pulled from every direction, and it felt like being ripped apart from the inside out. When I landed on the port’s wooden dock, I was thankful to find my body whole and intact. As if that wasn’t enough to deal with, then there was the port itself.

      It was all true.

      Grandpa and Dad hadn’t lied about this place’s existence, and if they hadn’t lied about that, it meant they were also telling the truth about our lineage. Not that I didn’t believe them before, because I did. Especially after seeing Grandpa’s fireball. The proof spoke for itself, but I hadn’t fully understood what it meant. Now I was being hit from every angle, and I couldn’t escape this new reality. That had more to do with my upset stomach than anything else.

      Seeing was believing, and actually seeing this place with my own eyes felt like uncovering a hidden truth. A truth I’d known all along, deep down, but I didn’t want to acknowledge it.

      Grandpa tucked my hair behind my ear. “Feeling better?”

      I wiped cold sweat from my brow. “Define better.”

      He gave a knowing smirk and set my suitcase down beside me. “Take it easy and rest here for a few minutes while I buy our tickets.”

      He left Hazel and me alone while he weaved through the throngs of travelers to get to the ticket counter. Those who weren’t lined up to buy tickets were busy boarding the large blue and white boat anchored against the dock, Mythos Line Ferry sprawled in gold across its side.

      I looked at Hazel over the brim of my bucket. She was busy scanning the port with a sense of calm about her, as if it were no big deal. And to her, it wasn’t. Hazel had grown up with the knowledge of what she was. If I’d known about it, I might be a completely different person today. I wouldn’t have tried so hard to be the perfect human, that’s for sure.

      “Have you ever been here before?” I said, wondering what her life had been like.

      She brightened at my attempt to start a conversation. The girl was definitely a talker. “A handful of times, but we’re technically not in Mythos yet. Just the port. Also, I haven’t been to all the islands—there are several—only Spring and Autumn.”

      “Spring and Autumn?”

      She narrowed her eyes on me. “You really don’t know anything about Mythos, do you?”

      I shook my head. “I only learned of its existence last night. I thought gods and goddesses were supposed to live on Mount Olympus.”

      She grinned and sat down on the bench next to me. It looked like she was about to catch me up to speed. “As much as we’d like to be actual gods, none of us are. It’s a word humans used to describe us, back when we were much more involved in their lives. Interesting fact—Mount Olympus does exist. It’s on Winter Island, but not many people live there. Nothing but snow, ice, a few monasteries, and the Mythonian prison. The mountain itself was said to be the first home of the gods. Legend has it, Zeus’s original lightning bolts are hidden inside its caverns.”

      “What about the other islands?”

      “Arcadia Academy is on Spring Island. It’s super secluded and enchanted with magical barriers to keep out unwanted beings. Mythonians are highly protective of their children.”

      “Unwanted beings?”

      “There are bad people here just as there are bad humans on the earthly plane.”

      Bad humans—like me.

      I swallowed, unable to help the thought. I wondered how long it would take to feel normal again. Or if I would ever feel normal. By the looks of this place, I shouldn’t count on it.

      “Not to worry,” she said, mistaking my expression for unease. “You’ll never encounter any at Arcadia.”

      “And Autumn Island?” I asked, trying to distract myself. “What’s there?”

      “The capital. It’s a big city full of shops, and it’s also where the parliament buildings are located. That’s where we’re headed now, to petition the Fates for your academic enrollment, and then to get school supplies.”

      I sat up straighter. The Fates—Grandpa mentioned them several times. “What are the Fates?”

      “Three sisters, older than anyone else in Mythos. They remain neutral on all matters, and they can see the past, present, and future. They’ll decide whether or not you’re fit to study at the academy.”

      If that was true and the Fates really could see the past, they would know how I ended up there. They would know about Riley. “What if they decide I’m not fit?”

      “Don’t worry, they will. They never turn down anyone from an original bloodline.”

      “Hazel,” I said, lowering my gaze. “I’ve done things…things I’m not proud of. The reason I’m here—”

      “You don’t have to tell me,” she said, fidgeting on the bench next to me. The subject seemed to make her just as uncomfortable as it made me. “Your grandpa hinted things got a bit complicated at home.”

      “An understatement,” I said under my breath.

      “Look, you have Ares blood. Whatever you did, the Fates will find a way to include you.”

      I wasn’t sure about that, but I hoped she was right.

      “What about the other islands?” I pressed her to go on. The more she told me, the more I wanted to know. There was a whole life I’d missed out on, and I was fascinated by every detail.

      “Summer is residential. Then there’s Fielders’ Island, where creatures like me live.” She paused to grin. “And Twilight Island, but its off limits to students.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s a street there called Folly Promenade that’s basically a Mythonian version of Bourbon Street. I’ve never been, but my parents say only fools looking for trouble go there.”

      I remembered her mom forbidding it, and now I understood why.

      Before I could ask more questions, Grandpa was back with our tickets. “All set?” he asked us, and we nodded. He reached for my suitcase and held out his arm, leading the way. The nausea had passed, thank God, and I could stand without feeling like I would fall over.

      “Let’s board, then we’ll make use of the ferry’s café. Sheridan, you’re probably starving.”

      “Not really.”

      “You haven’t eaten anything since yesterday,” he said, frowning.

      My stomach felt like it was caving in on itself, but the thought of food was sickening. Grandpa gave me a look that said he didn’t buy it, but he let the subject die.

      Once I was up and walking, I dissected the huge crowds of passengers. Mages and creatures were everywhere. Most looked like your normal, garden-variety human beings. I wondered what kinds of magic they possessed. Then I wondered what kind of magic I possessed. Remembering the way the curtain caught fire in Riley’s room sent a little thrill through me. Could I do it again?—Did I even want to?

      It happened while I was at my worst. Did that mean the magic itself was tainted? What a terrifying thought.

      Filing in line, we quickly boarded and headed to the main lobby where there were rows of tables and chairs, and the café Grandpa mentioned.

      Hazel tapped my shoulder and tipped her head in the direction of a group of guys who looked like modern-day gladiators dressed in leather kilts and metal armbands. Four in total, all of them proudly displaying well-defined muscles and golden from head to toe. I practically salivated—they were gorgeous.

      “Betcha they’re House Ares students,” Hazel said with a wink. “That’s their uniform.”

      “House Ares?” I said, confused.

      She shook herself. “Oh, right. I keep forgetting you’re a newbie. Arcadia has houses for each of the original bloodlines, and one for special creatures such as yours truly. Wherever you get placed is where you focus your magic. Ares, for example, focuses on strength, fighting, war, and heroism.”

      I stared at the gladiators more closely, in awe of their gleaming muscles and the raw power they exuded. They carried themselves with confidence, keeping their heads held high and their backs straight, as if they owned the world. I was a little jealous. I wouldn’t mind possessing some of that power for myself.

      “Be careful, or you’ll drool all over the floor,” Hazel said, and I laughed.

      Almost as soon as it happened, I stopped and pressed my lips together. It didn’t feel right, laughing. I wasn’t sure if I should be allowed to have happy moments, not this soon, anyway.

      Grandpa noticed my reaction. “Hazelwood, be a darling and go and get us some lunch from the café.” He pulled out a few bills from his wallet, obviously trying to get rid of her. “Coffee would be nice too.”

      I shook my head. “I’m really not hungry—”

      He pushed the bills into Hazel’s hands. “Three sandwiches. Three coffees. Oh, and three of those strawberry pastries, the ones with the honey glaze and powdered sugar. Take your time.”

      I groaned internally, knowing another speech was coming. Hazel gave me a sympathetic look before she darted off to do my grandpa’s bidding.

      Once she was gone, he gestured to a nearby empty table. “Have a seat.”

      I dropped into the plushy chair, and he took the one across from me. “This has been one helluva journey for you, these last twenty-four hours. Lots to take in.”

      I nodded, wondering where he was going with this.

      He stroked the edge of his jaw, studying me. “How are you handling it so far?”

      “About as well as Alice after she fell down the rabbit hole.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, I can see that.”

      “I’m fine, Grandpa. Really.”

      “The situation with your sister…” His salt-and-pepper mustache twitched. “Are you ready to talk about it now?”

      “You know what happened.” I fidgeted with the charms on my bracelet, the one I’d forgotten to throw away and had strangely found its way back to my wrist.

      Dad heard and saw enough to know why the fight started. I figured he would fill Grandpa in on all the awful details.

      “I heard the short version. I’m giving you a chance to tell your side. I’m also hoping to God I got it wrong, and you’ll tell me this didn’t start over a goddamned boy.” He shook his head, as if the idea disgusted him.

      A boy.

      I almost laughed.

      It sounded so cliché and petty summed up like that.

      Connor wasn’t just any boy. He was the perfect boy-next-door I’d been crushing on since middle school. He was every girl’s high school fantasy packaged together in six feet of lean muscle and wavy blonde hair. He was intertwined fingers, long kisses, and phone calls that lasted until four in the morning. But most importantly, he was mine.

      Yes, it started with a boy.

      I blinked once, trying to unsee everything I’d seen, but the images flashed through my mind, one after another. The two of them breaking apart when I walked into her room. The way they hurried to adjust their clothes. Riley’s lack of remorse. “Dad wouldn’t have let me see him,” she said, her voice eerily monotone. “He kept me confined to this house, like a caged animal.”

      At least Connor seemed sorrier than she did.

      “Please understand, Sher.” Tears watered his green eyes—eyes I used to daydream about. Eyes that used to gaze at me as if I were all that mattered. “It was the only way we could be together.”

      Their confessions slammed into me, each one hitting me with the weight of an anvil. I could barely breathe. “The two of you used me?”

      Connor dated me to get access to my sister.

      Somehow it seemed worse, that this wasn’t just about cheating. This was a carefully laid plan of deception. It meant every tender look, every kiss, every moment of affection Connor and I shared was fake, all done for her. Ugh, it was sickening.

      The freaking shitstorm of all love triangles.

      I pushed Connor aside to face Riley, glaring as rage brewed inside of me. She squared her shoulders and tilted her chin, as if she were preparing for battle. Her large hazel eyes that were so like my own stared back at me without…anything. There was nothing there that should have been. Not shame, and certainly not guilt.

      Everything weighing between us over the last seventeen years came to the surface. My science trophy she shoved behind her pile of sports trophies. The time we went to Charlotte for her soccer regionals, because according to her, it was more important than my stupid science fair. The time she made Dad shell out double for her homecoming dress, because she was in the homecoming court, and her dress mattered more than mine. Her life was always more important. Her friends, her boyfriends, her interests and hobbies were the priorities. Now she’d stolen the one person who meant something to me. Not just stolen, but proven he was never really mine to begin with.

      It felt as if a barrel of dynamite waited between us, and Riley lit the match. I didn’t just want to kill her—I wanted to obliterate her.

      “Start talking,” Grandpa said, drawing me back into the present.

      I pressed my lips together. What was there to say?

      It may have started over one asshole boy, but this ran so much deeper. Riley’s betrayal severed whatever sisterly ties connected us. From now on, we weren’t family. We were enemies.

      “Everything Dad said is true,” I said simply. “I have no excuses.”

      “Most people don’t like to take accountability. I admire your ability to do so, but I still don’t know how you feel.”

      He wasn’t going to let this go, not this time.

      Next to me was a window looking out on the dark blue sea. My ordinary, everyday world was drifting farther and farther away. I watched it fade into the oblivion, trying to figure out how I felt about it. “I’m torn,” I admitted. “Between guilt and fury.”

      He considered that. “You can feel bad about what you’ve done and still be angry with your sister for what she did. I’d be surprised if you didn’t.”

      Within that spread of endless blue, I saw Riley’s face all over again, that unfathomable gleam in her eye. I curled my hand into a fist, anger swirling hot in my chest. “She enjoyed it.”

      “Enjoyed what?”

      “The moment she confessed. It was like…” I shook my head, trying to find the right words. “Like she wanted to break me.”

      Grandpa took a slow breath. “No one can break you, Sheridan.”

      I met his concerned stare, knowing he was right. I was still here, still going, but Riley did send me over the edge. “You know that expression to see red?”

      He nodded.

      “I was consumed by rage, Grandpa. It felt like I had no control over it.”

      He frowned, but his eyes were full of understanding. “It’s in your blood. Here in Mythos, you can learn to control it. This is the best place for you.”

      “The best place for villains?”

      He laughed at that. “You’re not a villain, Sher Bear.”

      I tilted my head, wishing he wouldn’t make light of the situation. “How can you be so sure?”

      “I just am.” He said it as if that were his final decision on the matter. “At their most evolved, Ares descendants embody heroism. You’re made of stronger stuff.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.”

      In the distance, I saw Hazel making her way back, her arms full of food and coffee. “Eat something,” Grandpa said, his tone pleading. “We have a long day ahead of us, and you need the energy.”

      It was a request, not an order. Almost on cue, my stomach growled. “Fine,” I sighed. I’d take a few bites, even if I had to force it down.

      “Good girl. One more thing,” he added. “Do yourself a favor and leave what happened yesterday back in Davidson. You’re onto new beginnings, my girl. Don’t allow your sister to haunt you here.”

      That particular request bordered on the impossible, but I nodded, agreeing to try. It would be nice, not having to share this with Riley. My own secret world. But at the same time, I wondered why they weren’t including her.

      “Can Riley do things like me?” I said, thinking of the fire.

      He shrugged, seeming unconcerned. “Probably, but we don’t think she knows it yet.”

      “If she’s a descendant too, shouldn’t she be here?”

      “In the future, if that’s what she chooses. For now, your dad thinks it’s best to keep the two of you separated for a while.”

      Hazel approached, setting down cups and paper bags on the table between us. “They were out of the strawberry pastries, but I got us a few cinnamon rolls.”

      Grandpa grinned. “Next best thing.” He began divvying out the food, ending our conversation. I wanted to ask him how Dad knew it was me who started that fire, but I let it drop for now.

      He was right; Riley and I needed this break.

      And for once, I needed to start thinking of myself. This was my chance to be on my own for a while. Maybe all of this was a blessing in a magical, unbelievable disguise.
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      Wind whipped at my hair and brine needled my cheeks. I’d finally found a moment alone, walking along the side of the ferry to collect my thoughts. A stretch of green grew in the distance, surrounded by miles of blue. This part of the boat was practically empty; most of the travelers were inside the lobby. My stomach was full, and my heart a little less heavy. For the first time since leaving home, I felt like I could take a deep breath. And I did, several times over. Out here, in the middle of the ocean, it felt like maybe I could leave what happened behind me. Big emphasis on that maybe, but hey, it was more than I expected.

      Leaning against the railing, I took in my first views of Mythos. Spellbound, I didn’t notice anyone hurrying along the deck behind me until a guy built like a brick wall smacked into my shoulder, almost knocking me over. “Dude, seriously?” I spun to see who carelessly trampled me.

      “Sorry—” He stopped short, staring at me with wide, incredulous eyes.

      And those eyes, dear god.

      Bluer than the turquoise water beneath us, surrounded by full, thick lashes that would make any girl jealous. It didn’t seem fair they belonged to a guy—and he was definitely all guy. A young gladiator, dressed like the ones Hazel and I had seen in the lobby, every inch of him ripped and full of lean, gleaming muscles. I couldn’t decide if I was attracted or afraid.

      The rest of him was just as beautiful, even his flaws. Dark hair waved around his chiseled face, a tiny white scar marking the skin above his left brow. His nose was slightly crooked, as if it had been broken before, and his lips appeared both hard and soft. I always thought Connor was the be-all and end-all of gorgeous guys, but this one put him to shame.

      My stomach fluttered, and I immediately backed up.

      Was that…

      Holy crap, I could feel his magic. It radiated from him in strong waves, blazing through me like fire. Warm, intoxicating, and strangely intimate. If just standing near him could signal that much magic, he must be powerful.

      “Sorry, I…” He repeated himself, stumbling over his words again.

      “It’s okay,” I finally said, since he couldn’t seem to finish his own sentence.

      I should be the speechless one. Between the two of us, he was clearly the marvel.

      Another gladiator appeared, a little stockier and darker in complexion. He nudged his friend, trying to get him to move or react. “What’s gotten into you, Xander?”

      Great question, buddy.

      I mean, I was cute, but I wasn’t this level of attention-grabbing.

      Then I saw it. A subtle look of recognition. This Xander guy acted like I was the ghost of freaking Christmas past.

      But that didn’t make sense. There was no way for us to know each other, and he wasn’t exactly the forgettable type. I tilted my head, studying him more closely, and those eyes of his did the same, drowning me in their intensity.

      “She said it’s okay,” his friend said, waving his hand in front of Xander’s face. “Question is—are you?”

      He startled out of his daze, flinching. He ran a hand over the back of his neck, opening his mouth to speak, but his attention caught hold of something behind us.

      “Sheridan,” Grandpa’s gravelly voice rang out. His firm hand came over my shoulder, turning me around. “We’re docking soon. Let’s head back to the lobby.”

      He scowled at the blue-eyed gladiator. The island was far out on the horizon, still miles away—we weren’t docking anytime soon. Something deeper was going on here, and I wanted to know what it was.

      His boots thudding against the deck, Grandpa steered me toward the lobby, kind of pushy about it. He obviously wanted me away from there as fast as possible. I stole a quick glance behind me to find the gladiator still staring, a frown pulling at his perfect lips.

      “Uh, Grandpa?” I said, once we were far enough away. “Everything okay?”

      He turned on his heel, practically growling. “What were you doing with Alexander Arius?”

      “Nothing.” I straightened, feeling as if I were being interrogated. “The guy literally bumped into me. Do you know him?”

      “Yes, I know him.” His lips thinned. “And you will do your best to stay away from him.”

      The out-right order took me by surprise. Was he banning me from talking to all guys because my sister and I fought over one? No—Grandpa knew me well enough to know I wasn’t the boy crazy type. That meant he had a problem with this particular one, and it bothered me that he wouldn’t explain when I already knew so little about this world. I refused to let it go.

      “Why?” I said, trying not to cower under his heated gaze.

      Grandpa was used to having his orders followed without being questioned. He sputtered, his whole face turning red, and—ouch. My face burned as if he’d slapped me.

      Whoa.

      I lifted my fingers to my cheeks, feeling an invisible sting. “Because I said so,” he huffed, then proceeded to walk on ahead.

      They were right about the Ares temper. My magic was new, and I still managed to set a room on fire. Grandpa was probably capable of a whole lot more. But that old parental cop-out wasn’t going to fly. I was determined to find out, one way or another.

      Just as I was about to risk his wrath again, I felt a tugging on my arm. It was Hazel. She waited until we were far out of Grandpa’s earshot. “Xander is a student at Arcadia,” she said, but that much I already figured. “From a prominent family. The Ariuses practically own most of Summer Island. Anyway, my sister told me there was some sort of scandal surrounding them.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Word has it, they might be Hollows.” She said the word as if it were the definition of evil.

      “What are Hollows?”

      Hazel looked around, appearing worried about anyone overhearing our conversation. As a trio of bulky minotaurs staggered past; she grabbed me and ducked into an empty hall. “They’re a secret society of outliers who don’t stand by the core values of Mythos. They believe in using both light and dark magic, and they take power from others, which is illegal. Before Mythonians became a civilized society, mages were allowed to practice magic without consequences. Now we have laws in place, to prevent it as much as possible. Hollows don’t agree with or abide by those laws. Their main goal is to overthrow our officials and return to the old ways.”

      It was a relief to know Grandpa hadn’t given that order because he thought so low of me, but it also set me on edge. I was still getting used to the idea of magic existing, much less dark magic.

      “He didn’t look evil,” I said, thinking of the way Xander’s magic felt. He hadn’t given me bad vibes. Nothing about him struck me as off. Then again, I was no great judge of character. I’d once thought Connor was the world’s most perfect human being. And knowing all of my sister’s faults, I still practically worshiped her. Never in a million years could I have predicted the level of shittiness they both had stooped.

      “Most Hollows live in the Underworld. The ones that live amongst Mythonians are notorious for their ability to blend in.” Hazel shrugged. “Of course, it could just be a rumor. Xander is strong, powerful, and he leads House Ares. Jealous students could’ve made it up.”

      “Grandpa doesn’t seem like the type to buy into rumors.”

      “No, he definitely isn’t.” She twisted one of her curls around her finger, looking down the hall to make sure the coast was clear. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this part, but…”

      “But what, Hazel?”

      She met my direct gaze and caved. “Several years ago, Xander went missing. At the time, your grandfather was teaching, but he was so torn up about the case that he took time off to assist MEM with the investigation. To be honest, I don’t know much about it except that Xander was gone for three years, and that it drove Mr. Thorne batty that he couldn’t find him.”

      “But he’s no longer missing,” I pointed out. “So where was he?”

      “Xander never would say, that’s the problem. People suspected he was in the Underworld, being guided and trained by dark mentors. Others think it’s just too personal, and he doesn’t want to talk about it. No one really knows, but one thing is certain. Something went down between your grandfather and the Arius family. He knows more about it than anyone, and based on his reaction back there, it doesn’t look good.”

      A cool gust of wind wafted around us, and I shivered. It was becoming clear Mythos was nothing like home. People here weren’t like the friendly, Southern variety I’d been raised around. I needed to keep my guard up.
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      We reached the coast of Autumn Island sooner than I expected, drifting through a thick blanket of fog. Navy-colored cliffs stretched for miles high, expanding into a jagged, formidable wall around the island. Nothing about it was remotely welcoming.

      We quickly disembarked, thrown into the midst of Autumn’s busy and chaotic port. Magical beings sped by me at lightning pace. The moment we stepped off the docks, we were ambushed by several fast-talking harpies offering to carry our bags. “Miss, misssss,” one of them squalled to catch my attention. “Only two lixers for you, because you’re such a pretty one.” The half bird, half human winked, flapped his wings to show them off, then reached for my suitcase.

      I tightened my grip on the handle. “No, thanks.”

      He tried prying it away from me. “Be a good girl and give it here.”

      Hazel stepped between us. “Back off, you bloody squawker,” she yelled more forcefully than I’d heard her speak. “Or I’ll report you.”

      The harpy scowled, but he did as Hazel ordered. “They’ll take advantage of you if you let them,” she explained.

      Noticing what happened, Grandpa took my suitcase and steered me through the noisy crowd. “Stay close, Sheridan.”

      “What’s a lixer?” I kept at his heels as we made our way through the hordes of travelers.

      “Ancient coins,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Here in Mythos, lixers and wots are the only money that’s worth anything.”

      “Never heard of them.”

      “They’re enchanted. No one back home recognizes Mythonian money. Think of lixers like twenty dollar bills and wots like hundreds.”

      Of course the money would be enchanted too. Why wouldn’t it be?

      “In any case,” Grandpa said, pointing to the miles-long uphill climb ahead. “We’ll need help getting into the city, and although they’re a cheap alternative, harpies only carry your things. They can’t carry people.”

      The steep stone steps made my stomach drop just thinking of what the climb would be like, let alone the possibility of falling.

      “Let me guess. There are no cars or roads either.” That would be far too normal.

      “There are roads, but none on the island’s outskirts. Mythonians try to make it as impossible as possible for humans to accidentally stumble upon this place. You’re correct about the cars though. No need for them.”

      “Then how are we getting up there?” I said, dreading that hike. It looked like it would take days. “Or did you bring flying broomsticks?”

      Grandpa raised one of his bushy brows and smirked. “Glad your sense of humor is returning. As fun as that sounds, no flying broomsticks. We’ll have to rent a winged horse.”

      “A wha—” A giant stable loomed up ahead. Several horses were reined to a waiting carriage, two in front and two in back, and several more were saddled.

      They weren’t just any horses—they had wings. Real, huge, feathery wings. The horses came in every color of the rainbow too. One was mint green with a cotton candy pink mane. Another was a spotted lavender, its tresses braided with small, white flowers and yellow ribbons. A scarlet one the size of a Clydesdale spread out its wings, glittering with gems. I studied each one in awe, utterly captivated.

      Grandpa grinned. “Descendants of Pegasus.”

      “Aren’t they beauties?” Hazel said with a dreamy sigh. “There’s a class at the academy that teaches students to train with them.”

      Sign. Me. Up.

      “Don’t you enjoy riding?” Grandpa said as we headed in the stable’s direction.

      Dad had sent Riley and I to horse camp every summer from fourth grade until we hit high school. “I used to. I haven’t ridden in a long time though.”

      I loved everything about horses, but mostly, I loved the way they seemed to calm my soul. That dark and violent side of me I unleashed on my sister had always been there, brimming beneath the surface. Even when I was young. But when I was around horses, it vanished completely.

      “You’d probably enjoy the class Hazel mentioned.”

      Understatement of the century. “Yes, I would.”

      As we waited for Grandpa to arrange our transport, I roamed the stable to get a better look at the Pegasus descendants. Up close, they were even more ethereal, carrying a sense of intelligence in their gazes I’d never seen in regular horses. They were all so magnificent, it was hard to believe they were real.

      I stopped in front of a gauzy white one. Her wings were almost translucent; when the sunlight hit them, they looked like glittering diamonds. I bet in the sky, she looked like a floating cloud. “Beautiful,” I whispered.

      “I agree.”

      I nearly jumped out of my skin. I spun around and froze on the spot.

      Him.

      The same gladiator Grandpa explicitly warned me to stay away from. And here I was, not staying away from him. Good grief, if Grandpa found me like this, I was done for.

      Xander Arius took a step toward me. “Have you ever flown one?”

      “Excuse me?” I couldn’t focus on his question, too caught up in his presence, his overall gorgeousness, and the way he continued slowly moving toward me.

      He nodded to the white horse I’d been gawking at. “She’s a dovelith, the oldest known breed. We can trace their ancestry back to ancient Mesopotamia.” His voice was deep and honeyed, something about the sound pulling at my insides like an instrument. Apparently he overcame whatever made him so speechless back on the boat and transferred it to me.

      I nervously eyed the hallways. “No, I’ve never flown one before.”

      He was suddenly in front of me, and I could feel his magic again, stirring up parts of me it shouldn’t be stirring. Maybe the guy was a Hollow after all, and this was how they seduced their prey. With strange, addictive magic. It made me feel light and warm all over, like I’d found sunshine in the middle of a blizzard.

      “Sheridan Thorne, right?” He leaned against the stall door, his gaze drifting over me with the same appreciation he had for the horse.

      I swallowed, uneasy with the way he was looking at me. “That’s right.” I took a step back to try to think straight. “And you’re Alexander Arius,” I said, making it clear I knew enough about him.

      “Guilty.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’ve been warned to stay away from you.”

      There was no point in beating around the bush. I needed to get rid of this guy ASAP—before Grandpa found me and decided to take me to the Mythonian prison instead of the academy.

      “You have?” He sounded amused. “I’m not surprised.”

      “Apparently you have a bad rep.”

      He shrugged. “Depends on who’s asking.”

      Footsteps sounded from down the hall. Someone was coming, and quickly too.

      Before I had time to panic, Xander’s arm snaked around my waist. He yanked and pulled me into a nearby empty stall. I was one second away from screaming bloody murder, but I stopped short. His blue eyes pleading, he held a finger up to his mouth. “Please,” he whispered, in the same way a guy on death row would beg for his life.

      What did this dude want?

      He looked over the stall door to make sure the coast was clear. “Sorry for the extreme measures,” he said, gesturing to our surroundings. “But I had to see you again. I had to be sure.”

      “Be sure of what?”

      “Of you.”

      “Be sure…of me?” What the hell did that mean?

      “Why are you in Mythos?” he said, still acting like he knew me.

      I pressed my lips together. It wasn’t any of his business, but he’d find out anyway, especially if he was a student at Arcadia. “School.”

      “Right.” He nodded, as if that made perfect sense. “Of course.”

      This was getting really weird.

      “What is this about?” I said, redirecting him back to the reason he dragged me in here. “Do you know me?”

      “Of course—you’re Daniel Thorne’s daughter.”

      He did know me. Or at least, he’d heard of me anyway.

      Those magnetic eyes of his locked with mine. I felt it again, his magic, whirling around like a blanket of sunlight as he intently studied my face. “It’s unreal,” he said softly. “You look like her.”

      I swallowed, trying to find my voice. “Like…who?”

      Voices sounded from a few stalls down. “Sheridan?” My grandfather called out. “Where are you, my girl? We’re all set to go.”

      Xander flinched. “Shit.”

      My thoughts exactly. Grandpa couldn’t catch me here like this.

      “I’ll find you later, at Arcadia,” he said, in a rush to leave. “I’ll explain everything.”

      “Wait.” I grabbed his arm just as he was slipping out the stall door. Sparks of energy passed through me. Xander glanced down at my hand on his skin, and I immediately let go. “Who do I look just like?”

      He stared at me hard before answering. “Your mother.”

      My breath hitched.

      My mother was dead.

      She passed away shortly after Riley and I were born. There was no way he could possibly know what she looked like. I wanted to press him for more, but he was long gone before I had the chance.
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      The flight into the capital was a waking dream. The winged horses carried us in a cushioned carriage, soaring through the clouds with more elegance than I could’ve ever imagined. No wonder the original mages were revered as gods. This kind of life could make anyone feel like a god.

      Down below, red and gold grass blanketed the ground, along with clusters of oak and maple trees. The air was crisp and fresh, carrying scents of fallen leaves and damp earth. Once we reached the city, the land turned into all cobbled streets, towering white temples, and open-air theaters, somehow managing to look ancient and modern at the same time.

      I would’ve enjoyed the ride more had I not been thinking about what Xander said the entire time. I wanted to ask Grandpa about it, but then I would have to explain how I’d already disobeyed his order to stay away from the guy, and I knew that wouldn’t go down very well.

      Once we landed, we dropped Hazel off with her older sister at a huge market called the Agora. Before leaving, she gave me a tight hug. “I’m staying with my sister’s family over the weekend, but I’ll meet up with you as soon as I get to campus.”

      I was a little sad to see my only friend go, but there were several things I had to get done before school started anyway, including that meeting with the Fates.

      After leaving the Agora, Grandpa and I ventured further downtown to the grandiose parliament buildings made of tall Grecian columns. Just the sight of them was intimidating, and the people even more so. Mythonians were unlike any other people I’d ever known. Like their city, they were a mixture of ancient and modern. The way they spoke often sounded old-school, and they used magic everywhere we went. We passed a group of kids playing a game of magical hop-scotch where the chalk kept shifting, morphing into a staircase that lifted into the air. A silver-haired man used a gust of wind to open a door for me. And when I needed to check in for my appointment with the Fates, the receptionist spelled a rose into a pen.

      Not gonna lie—it was overwhelming. Knowing magic was possible was one thing. Being around it, in the heart of Mythos, was another.

      “Magic is only a transference of energy,” Grandpa explained after I let out a long, telling breath. “We are capable of limitless untapped energy, right here,” he said, patting the center of his chest.

      “But there are so many different kinds.”

      He nodded. “It is as unique and different as people are. Don’t worry, you’ll figure out how to harness yours soon enough.”

      I hoped he was right. I’d rather not set any more houses on fire, if I could help it.
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      The room was circular and empty. Every little sound echoed throughout the space. In the center of the white marble floor, there was a single red circle, similar to a bullseye on a dartboard. Grandpa and I stood inside that red circle, and we waited for the Fates to arrive. Three wooden chambers were perched above us, where the sisters would enter and take their seats. The energy in this room was strong, as strong as it was at the portal. I played with the charms on my bracelet nervously. This place reminded me of a courtroom, and I got the feeling I was about to be put on trial.

      A spotlight shone overhead, and one over each chamber as well. The Fates entered, one by one, each wearing long white robes and matching headwraps. As they took their seats, they announced their names.

      “Past,” said the one on my left. Her eyes were clouded with cataracts, her skin wrinkled and weathered with age spots. I wondered just how old she was.

      “Present,” said the next, who appeared in the chamber directly in front of me. She was dressed exactly the same as Past, but she appeared younger. Her skin was vibrant and supple, her eyes clear and healthy.

      “Future,” said the final Fate, appearing in the chamber at my right. Her eyes were also clear, but they were an odd silver color that pierced straight through me.

      “Let’s begin,” said Present, and she banged a gavel, the sound echoing loudly throughout the room. I blinked. I might be right about this being a trial.

      “Name?” Present called out.

      Grandpa nudged me with his elbow.

      “Ah, it’s Sheridan—”

      “Speak up, child,” Past bellowed, leaning closer to the edge of her chamber. “These ears can’t hear like they used to.”

      I raised my voice several notches higher. “Sheridan Adelina Thorne.”

      “Noted,” Past replied. “Reason for today’s hearing?”

      Thankfully, my grandfather took over from there. “My granddaughter, a descendant of Ares, would like to enroll in Mythos Academy. With your approval, of course.”

      Past nodded once, then went eerily still. “An incident has happened, I see.”

      I glanced over at Grandpa as an understanding dawned on me. Past wasn’t just her namesake. She could literally see into my past, and if that were the case, the others could see my present and future.

      Present spoke up next. “The child is angry.” She stared down at me, her tone sharp. “She is full of repressed rage.”

      I inhaled.

      I was angry. I’ve been battling it for years, but she made it sound so extreme.

      “A temporary emotion,” Grandpa assured her. “She had a fallout with her sister—”

      “There is nothing temporary about it,” Past said, clicking her tongue. “She hides it well, but she’s carried that anger her entire life.”

      Grandpa gave me a wary glance, frowning, but continued on. “I believe the academy will provide a beneficial change.”

      Present nodded. “Yes, I can feel her affinity for our people. She already is more at ease in Mythos than she was back on the mainland.” She tilted her head to the side. “And yet…she still longs for home.”

      I swallowed. I hated the way Present could see right through me, as if I were transparent as glass.

      “Why do you wish to return home, child?” she asked me.

      There was no point in denying it. “My dad. He ah, needs me. He recently had a stroke, and I’m afraid if I’m not there…” I couldn’t finish the sentence, too choked up to find the right words.

      She went silent. It was a long time before any of the Fates spoke again, each second ticking by slower than the last. My insides churned. I wanted to go back home, but at the same time, I didn’t want to leave either.

      Future finally spoke. Her voice sounded distant and hollow, almost an echo of the real thing. “I don’t foresee any immediate danger in your father’s future. Yours, however, is uncertain.”

      That was a relief. I didn’t care about my own future as much as I worried about Dad’s.

      “What of her enrollment?” Past asked her sister. “Should we allow it? What do you see?”

      Future’s eyes seemed to split me apart. “There are two paths,” she said, her words reverberating throughout my whole body. “Should she choose to embrace her true nature and conform to her Ares blood, she will thrive. In fact, this path gives her the potential to be quite powerful.”

      Grandpa clapped me on the back, looking more and more proud by the second.

      “But it comes with consequences—”

      The short-lived glory was ruined.

      “—as she will never return to her human life,” Future said.

      My stomach felt like it dropped out from under me. Never?

      “And her rage will consume her. If she can’t learn to master it, there’s a chance she will turn to dark magic. If that happens, it will come at the cost of many lives.”

      I couldn’t believe what she was saying. Me, the quiet girl who lived in her books—she thought I was angry enough to kill people? Before attacking Riley, I hadn’t harmed so much as a fly.

      My grandfather reached for my hand and squeezed. He was disappointed too. “Why must this be?” he asked Future.

      “Engaging in violence hardens her spirit. Her bloodlust will intensify as her power grows.”

      Once again, I saw those damned scissors puncture Riley’s skin. Future was right. I closed my eyes, remembering the way the blood seeped through her white shirt. Both of us stared in horror at what I’d done, both of our gazes twisted around the wound. For the first time, maybe ever, Riley looked at me with fear in her eyes. As much as I hated seeing that fear, it made me feel powerful.

      “There is another option,” Future suggested. “She can branch out in a new direction, learn a different type of magic, one that will provide balance and inner clarity.”

      “Which House?” Grandpa asked right away.

      “Aphrodite,” Future replied. “There she will find solace and forgiveness within herself and for those who have hurt her.”

      I nearly choked on that one. “The goddess of love?” I shook my head. “No way. I came here to get away from the problems that come from relationships.”

      “To learn the way of love is first to learn to love one’s self,” Future said.

      With the bitterness I carried in my heart, for both Connor and my sister, I knew that kind of magic would feel foreign. I didn’t want to forgive them, and I certainly wasn’t ready to forgive myself. “Give me a third option. Please.”

      But Future would not say another word.

      “We have spoken,” Present announced, banging her gavel once more. “You must make your choice, child. Ares or Aphrodite. We will approve your request for enrollment at Arcadia regardless.” The three of them simultaneously stood up to leave.

      No, no, no! This couldn’t be happening. It felt like a cruel joke. I wanted to scream at Future to come back, but she slipped out the door before I could find my voice.

      “Let’s go,” Grandpa said, steering me to the exit.

      “Neither of those options work,” I screeched. “They might as well have given me two different paths to jump off a cliff.”

      “Look, I’m not happy about it any more than you are, but the Fates are never wrong. We came to get their approval, and they’ve given it. We can’t ask for more than that.”

      His arm came around me, guiding me back out into the hall. My vision blurred as the events of the last day began piling up. Losing my friends, my family, and my boyfriend all at once…it was too much. My life was collapsing like a dying star. The light was so faint, I could barely see a way back home.
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      Grandpa seemed even more disappointed than I was. He latched on to what the Fates said about Ares making me all-powerful, and he didn’t want to let go. We idled through the shops together, both of us wearing the same glum expression as we gathered my school supplies.

      “Are you sure about this, Sheridan?”

      I tossed a container of dried flower petals into the cart, and gave him a look that said, really?

      “I just want to make sure you’re considering all of your options.”

      “Even if I ignored all the stuff they said about me turning to dark magic, they said I would never return home if I enrolled in Ares.”

      He snorted. “Is Davidson really all it’s cracked up to be? Your father can visit you here, you know.”

      “Seriously, Grandpa?”

      This place was a living dream, but it was supposed to be a temporary escape. A break while my sister and I cooled off. I had a real life to get back to. Real friends. Real relationships. College. He couldn’t just expect me to forget about all of that.

      “Okay, okay.” He held up his hands in defeat. “Just figured I’d ask. Didn’t know you’d be so touchy.”

      “How long did you plan to keep me in Mythos anyway?”

      “Your dad and I agreed on one full school year.”

      I swallowed. One whole year.

      I didn’t realize it would be that long of a break. “And after the year is up?”

      “Beyond that is entirely up to you. You’ll be eighteen at that point, but schools are different in Mythos. Since magic doesn’t birth until students are teenagers, their magical education continues well into their early twenties. I’m hoping you’ll choose to stay.”

      Easy for him to say, he hadn’t left his whole life behind. “If you like it so much, why don’t you live here?”

      “I do.”

      I rounded my gaze on him. “I thought you lived in Florida.”

      He shook his head. “I live in a beach house on Summer Island. The last few decades I’ve spent right here in Mythos, a large portion of that time spent teaching Magical Strategy at Arcadia. Before that, I worked for MEM.” I gave him a funny look, and he clarified, “Magical Enforcement Magistrate. It’s Mythos’s version of the FBI.”

      I balked. Was everything he told me a lie? “And the military?”

      “Actually, that was true. I gave it try for two tours. Most guardians like to step their feet in the human realm for a few years. It’s a rite of passage.”

      Good grief. All this time, all these years, he’d been living right here in Mythos, traveling back for the occasional visit.

      “Does Dad know about all of this?”

      “Of course, he does. Your dad could’ve chosen a similar path. Matter of fact, he was raised right here on Autumn Island, back before your Nana passed. But for his own reasons, he decided to live alongside humans.” Grandpa crinkled his nose in distaste.

      I shook my head, finding the whole thing difficult to swallow. “I still can’t believe Dad kept this from me,” I said, more hurt than I cared to admit.

      Grandpa shrugged, looking lost for words. “As you’ve experienced firsthand, Mythos is hard to believe when you’ve spent your whole life around humans. People only believe what they can see and touch.”

      The shopkeeper, a curvy woman in a green toga, smiled at me. “Need any help, dear?”

      “Yes, please.” I glanced down at my list. “I need magically enhanced pheromones, two rose quartz wands, and a half pound of cloves.”

      She nodded and went to retrieve the items.

      I tightened my grip around a bottle of red wine, then released it like a stress ball.

      A small sigh escaped. The way I saw it, I had two options—either sulk about being away for a year or embrace it. Yeah, Dad and Grandpa lied, my sister and ex-boyfriend sucked ass, and now I had to learn magic I had no inclination toward. But dammit, it was still magic, and this place was miles better than a detention center or boarding school for misguided teenagers. This world was part of my heritage. Better to soak it up and learn all I could while I had the chance.

      The shopkeeper came back with a basketful of items. “Here you are, dear.”

      “Thank you.”

      I turned to find Grandpa busy holding up a string of pearls that promised to make the wearer beautiful beyond compare. He shook his head as he put the box back, mumbling something under his breath.

      “Hey, Grandpa?”

      “Yes?”

      “Before we leave for Arcadia, will you show me where you and Dad lived?”

      A slow, happy grin spread across his face. “I’d love that, Sher Bear.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      The weekend passed quickly. We stayed at a hotel in the heart of the city, and Grandpa showed me around Autumn Island. He took me by the garden apartment where he raised Dad while he was working for MEM. We ate at several of his favorite restaurants, and he introduced me to a few of his old colleagues. A nice centaur named Ben, and a chatty Athena descendant named Willa. We visited a few landmarks too, historical sites, like the huge arena where gladiators fought with magic, and a few museums—my favorite being the Museum of Mythonian History. The quality one-on-one time was nice. It almost made me forget about Riley and Connor. Almost.

      On Sunday, we got my uniforms, which consisted of five togas. Two white, two lavender, and one pale pink. White was universally accepted by the school. The softer colors were to represent House Aphrodite. The local seamstress quickly filled me in on the different house colors, and what could be worn by whom.

      Bolder shades, like navy and gold were worn by Zeus. Sea colors, like turquoise and coral, belonged to Poseidon. Black and silver, Hades. Purple, Athena. Earthy colors, such as brown and green, were worn by creatures. And finally, red belonged to Ares, as well as the leather kilts and metal armbands I’d seen the gladiators wearing. I glanced at those wistfully for a moment before shaking myself out of it.

      On Monday morning, we took a ferry to Spring Island. The land was beautiful in a raw and untouched way, full of life, plants, and animals. Everywhere where I looked, there were flowers. They bloomed from bushes, grew along vines, hung from trees, and even decorated the walls outside of the Arcadian school buildings. The school itself was intimidating in its size, the buildings just as tall and grand as the ones back on Autumn Island. I took a deep breath as we headed inside the main offices, wandering through the towering Grecian columns.

      As the first bells chimed, I found myself sitting in the headmaster’s office, signed enrollment papers in hand. A short bald man rushed in the room, holding both hands to his wrinkled face. “Hold the stars, Franklin Thorne is back at Arcadia!” He wore a navy toga underneath a long white robe, a gold sash around his waist, and leather sandals that strapped up his calves.

      Grandpa stood, wearing a grin as equally big. “Titus Waddley. How are you, old friend?”

      “How am I? Ecstatic! Especially if you’re here to take up your old teaching position.”

      “No, no.” He shook his head, then nodded toward me. “Here to enroll my granddaughter.”

      Headmaster Waddley’s bright brown eyes widened. His attention shifted to me, and much like the gladiator’s magic, Waddley’s was strong enough to feel. It zipped through me curiously, smelling studious, like an old library full of leather-bound books, parchment, and fresh inkwells.

      “A granddaughter, you say?” Waddley held out his hand. “Pleasure to meet you…”

      “Sheridan Thorne,” I said, shaking it. Standing there in my blue jeans and gray zip-up sweater without a trace of my own magic present, I felt unremarkably human under his assessing gaze.

      “You’re Daniel’s daughter?”

      I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      His friendly expression turned serious, the lines in his forehead deepening. He glanced once at my grandfather, and the two of them seemed to share a private thought.

      Weird—what was that all about?

      Waddley took my enrollment papers and read through the forms. As he sank into the chair behind his desk, he raised one silver brow. “What’s this? Aphrodite, you say?”

      Grandpa rolled his eyes. “Absolutely repulsive, isn’t it?”

      The headmaster chuckled. “Nothing repulsive about love magic. I’m just surprised that the daughter of Daniel Thorne would take it up, that’s all.”

      “The girl has her reasons,” Grandpa said, still sour-faced. “Recommendation of the Fates.”

      “Ah, I see.” Waddley set the papers down. “The thing is, we don’t advise the switching of houses. It’s an unnatural progression to our instinctive magic. Sheridan may not be able to find her place in Aphrodite. Why not Athena?” he suggested. “She would do well there, I have no doubt.”

      Grandpa coughed uncomfortably. “The Fates didn’t suggest Athena. Titus, you and I both know switching magic has been done before.”

      Waddley considered that. “Yes, that’s true. Matter of fact, we currently have an Ares student who descends from Aphrodite, and he’s performing quite successfully. But his are special circumstances; it’s not something we encourage.”

      “Sheridan’s circumstances are special as well,” my grandfather said. “If the Fates saw reason to suggest it, there should be no issue.”

      “True enough.” Waddley tapped the surface of his desk, thinking. “All right. We’ll place her in Aphrodite on a trial basis. Let’s say, one semester for review.” He turned to me, holding out his hand. “Sheridan, welcome to Arcadia. I’ll get you set up with a schedule and dorm room straight away.”

      I smiled, feeling a weight lift from my shoulders as I shook his hand. “Thank you, Headmaster Waddley.”

      “As for you, Franklin, are you sure I can’t interest you in a teaching position? The increase in salary would be significant, you know. Double, maybe triple, what you were earning before.”

      “No, no.” Grandpa shook his head. “Those days are long behind me, Titus.”

      Waddley frowned. “That’s too bad. We could use someone with your background. If you ever change your mind…”

      “You’ll be the first to know.”
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      “Damn, Grandpa,” I said as we exited the headmaster’s office. “You’re a rock star around here. The headmaster was practically begging for you to come back to work.”

      He snorted at that. “I simply did my job well, and there is a shortage of good teachers.”

      “Why didn’t you take him up on his offer?”

      Not that I wanted him to teach again. Having my grandfather hang around at my new school like a helicopter parent wasn’t a good look.

      “I’m trying to enjoy retirement, kid. If it weren’t for having to drag your stubborn ass here, I’d be sitting on a Summer Island beach, cocktail in hand.”

      I flinched. I had taken up a lot of his time. “I’ve been a major pain these last few days, haven’t I?”

      He shrugged. “Actually, the last few days have been enjoyable,” he said. “I’m glad we were able to spend time together, free of pretenses.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, me too.”

      We wandered out of the office and followed a long marbled hallway that led out into the courtyard. I was supposed to wait by the exit for my assigned student assistant to give me a tour of the school and show me to my dorm room. But before Grandpa left, there were a few questions I wanted to ask him.

      “Why did Waddley suggest House Athena?” I said, curious. “I mean if it’s the bloodline that matters, then—”

      “Your mother came from Athena.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath.

      My dad didn’t speak about her, the memories too painful for him. Yet twice now since arriving in Mythos, she’d been brought up. I wanted to know more.

      “Is that common? For people of different magic to have children?”

      “Not often, but it happens. The children will show signs of dominance in one area, and that’s usually the magic they end up pursuing.”

      “What happened to her?” I said, thinking of the stables and the encounter with Xander.

      Riley and I were told she died in a car accident. With all the new information I’d been given about my family’s history over the last few days, I knew it was another lie. There was nothing that belonged to her at home, no pictures or old belongings. My friend Sophia’s mom died of breast cancer, and her home was practically a shrine full of pictures.

      “Is she dead?” I said, my voice breaking slightly.

      Grandpa stared at me hard for a long time. His mustache twitched, and it looked like he was debating what to say. After a few long beats, he sighed. “As far as I know.”

      “In a car accident?” I pressed.

      “Sheridan, you should ask your Dad about this stuff.”

      “I deserve to know the truth, Grandpa.” I dug my heels into the floor, refusing to keep walking. “Look around. Dad isn’t here.”

      “It isn’t my place,” he said, frowning. “Write to him. He’ll open up now that you’re here in Mythos and have a better understanding of what you are.”

      As much as I wished Grandpa would tell me himself, I knew he wouldn’t.

      “Fine,” I mumbled, reaching for the handle on my suitcase. At the end of the hall, there was a bench where I was supposed to wait. I stomped over to it and took a seat.

      Grandpa stuffed his hands into his pockets, frowning as he looked down on me. “I’m sorry I can’t tell you more, but it’s nothing you should worry yourself over. Focus on your studies and on finding your place.”

      I nodded, knowing I could use some of that peace the Fates mentioned would be found in Aphrodite. Something else was nagging me though. “Why wouldn’t the Fates suggest Athena?” I said, pressing my palms against the edge of the bench. “I mean, if my mother if from that bloodline, wouldn’t it make sense?”

      “I don’t know.” Grandpa scratched the top of his head. “Perhaps Aphrodite will give you something Athena can’t.”

      “Balance and inner clarity.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Exactly.” He grinned. “Listen, be careful, okay? Spring Island itself is pretty safe, but Mythonian culture is different than it is in the human world.”

      “I already gathered that much, Grandpa.”

      “Just…look out for yourself. Don’t be too trusting.”

      I nodded, but the warning wasn’t needed. After Connor and Riley, I would always be careful of who I trusted.

      He ruffled the hair on the top of my head. “I’ll be back to check on you,” he promised.

      “Ah, stop it!” I smoothed my hair back into place, readjusting my headband. “And you don’t need to do that. I’ll be fine.”

      At least I thought I would. To be honest, I had no idea what was in store for me at Arcadia. But for better or worse, I was on my own.
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      While waiting for my student assistant to show up, I went over the class schedule Headmaster Waddley gave me. The first two classes of the day didn’t sound that bad. They were universal to all students, not specific to any houses.

      
        	Basic Magic Principles

        	Mythonian History 101

      

      The following two periods were core classes of House Aphrodite and…ugh. They both sounded awful.

      
        	Love Potions

        	Seduction Principles

        	Then there was my chosen elective.

        	Flight Equestrianism for Beginners

      

      That one had taken some string pulling on Grandpa’s part. The class was full, but he begged Waddley to add me because he knew how much I wanted to be around the Pegasus descendants.

      Finally, the last class of the day was Mirror Realm. I meant to ask Waddley what it was, but we got sidetracked, and I’d forgotten before I had the chance.

      Someone tapped my shoulder from behind. I set my schedule aside, then turned around to find a short chubby kid with rosy pillowy cheeks and the biggest green eyes I’d ever seen. He wore a white toga and a gold laurel leaf around his head full of silky brown curls. I smiled, unable to help it. He was the cutest thing I’d ever seen.

      “Hello,” he said, gripping a clipboard against his chest. “I’m Zack. I’ve been assigned to you.”

      “Assigned to me?” He couldn’t be my assistant. He was way too young. “What are you, like ten?”

      “Eight, actually.”

      Oh hell no.

      It was bad enough I’d been housed in Aphrodite. Had I also been enrolled in the Mythonian version of the third grade? I clenched my hands into fists, ready to scream.

      “We’re not in the same classes.” His mouth curved on one side.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Good to know.”

      “Every Aphrodite student has to have an archer. That’s where I come in—we’ll be paired up during fieldwork.”

      I noticed the pack of arrows on his back. They were made out of a metal I’d never seen before, crystalized and opaque at the same time. They also looked viciously sharp. If the ends of those babies hit their intended target, they’d do some serious damage. I couldn’t help but let out a breath, envisioning all the ways I could use them.

      I shook myself.

      The Fates were specific in their lecture about my heritage. No way would they push me into situations involving violence. “Wait a second.” I pressed my hand against my hip. “Why does a student of Aphrodite need an archer?”

      Zack grinned so hard his cheeks turned red. “These are special arrows, Sheridan. We can’t change the will of humans and force them to fall in love, but we can do something that helps move things along. These arrows are full of lust.”

      I blinked several times. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m sure you’ve heard of it. Insatiable attraction. Sexual desire.”

      Was this kid for real?

      He rolled his eyes as if he was talking to an idiot. “You know, wet panties and boners, everything leading up to the big mom—”

      I slapped my hand over his mouth, cutting him off. Heat crept into my cheeks as I looked around the marbled hallway to see if anyone overheard. Once I was sure it was empty, I glared at Zack. “You are eight. Why are you talking to me about this stuff?”

      He made muffled noises beneath my hand until I released him. Then I realized he was laughing. He was laughing so hard, he gripped his stomach.

      “What is so funny?” I said, frowning.

      “Kidding earlier—just wanted to see your reaction. I’m actually one hundred and eight. We cupids age much slower than mages and humans.”

      I didn’t get what he was talking about, so he pointed to the painted ceiling overhead. I looked up. It was a sky full of angels and cherubs.

      “Cupid. Every Aphrodite student works with a cupid. That’s how this works. You call the shots. I take them.”

      I pressed my lips together. Arrows full of…lust. The idea almost made me gag. So much for my dreams of blood and violence.

      I let out a resigned breath and looked Zack over once more. He was just a chunk of a kid, rosy cheeks, and cherubic in a way I hadn’t noticed before. Give him wings and stick him up there on the ceiling with the other baby angels, and he’d fit right in.

      “Partners, huh?”

      He nodded, looking more excited than I felt.

      “All right then.” I shook my head, still baffled by the world I’d stepped into. “Show me around, partner.”

      He stepped forward, waving for me to follow. “This way. The grounds can be confusing if you don’t know where you’re going. There are plenty of secret passages, confusing hallways, gardens with mazes, booby traps, and—”

      “Booby traps?” I tightened my grip on the handle of my suitcase.

      Zack laughed. “Don’t wear your new girl card so obviously. Now listen. There are seven houses, but only five you’ll interact with on a regular basis. House Hades is located on the other side of the island along with House Creatura, and they like to keep to themselves. The other five are all connected right here, in the shape of a pentagram. You’ve got Zeus, Ares, Aphrodite, Poseidon and Athena.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I remember there being more gods and goddesses.”

      “Those original six are the core representations of all guardians. They banded together during a dark time in human history, deciding to use their gifts to serve mankind. That’s why humans saw them as gods. We don’t know much about the originals that aren’t made-up stories, but their individual lives aren’t important anyway. It’s their names that live on. Their names have become ideals to live by. Aphrodite isn’t a person—it’s our chosen practice of magic. We create love and beauty where it’s needed.”

      “And Ares creates war?” I asked, raising a brow. “Don’t most people hope for world peace?”

      “Conflict is needed where there is resistance to change,” Zack said. “Ares fights the good fight, not always to promote one side over the other, but to give stagnant nations or forces the change needed to evolve.”

      I nodded, appreciating the concept. In a way, I understood my link to Ares and felt the strength of it. But…the Fates asked me to break that link. If the only way to get back to my dad was to thrive in House Aphrodite, so be it. I’d shoot arrows full of lust and help people fall in love, even if the idea disgusted me.

      “What about Zeus? And the others?”

      “Leadership and electric magic. They’re famous for their lightning bolts.”

      Dang. Every house sounded better than sucky Aphrodite and stupid love magic.

      “There’s a cluster of Apollo descendants that study in Zeus that have been petitioning for their own house for years, but I doubt it will ever get approved.” He grinned. “Poseidon is water and storm magic, and Athena uses mind magic.”

      Grandpa’s old colleague, Willa, was an Athena descendant with a psychic connection to truth and deceit. She could tell when anyone lied, which made her invaluable to MEM.

      “Hades is…” Zack shivered. “The kind of magic that borders on darker stuff.”

      “Darker stuff?”

      “Death magic, for one. Demonic, for another. They can create demons and monsters.”

      Monsters? I hadn’t considered that those might exist along with the other supernatural beings in Mythos, and I wished Zack hadn’t told me. Creepy crawlies already sent me over the edge, especially spiders. If there were giant-sized creepy crawlies out there, I didn’t want anything to do with them.

      “Mental note to self: stay away from Hades.”

      Zack chuckled. “They have to abide by Mythonian laws when they practice, but when someone gets into trouble, it’s usually always a descendant of Hades.”

      “Good to know. And Creatura?”

      “Halflings and creatures. Some of them have magic, some don’t.”

      I nodded, figuring that was where Hazel would be placed.

      “Sounds like an interesting school, that’s for sure. By the way, what age do they start kids here?”

      “First years are seventeen, since that’s when your magic typically roots inside of you.”

      That wasn’t so bad. Since I just turned seventeen, I was right on track.

      “Cupids are special cases.” He puffed out his chest proudly. “We have a private wing in House Aphrodite and our own set of teachers.”

      “What makes you so special, huh?” I teased, nudging him with my elbow. “And how many years do we spend studying?”

      “Six. The first four are pretty standard. The last two are considered your mastery years—and I think it’s pretty obvious why I’m special. I’m Viagra in human form.”

      Oh Jesus. This kid was on another level. “So how did you get stuck with me? I doubt I’m anyone’s first choice in Aphrodite.”

      He led me out into a courtyard of lush green gardens decorated with stone sculptures. “Most of the classrooms are through there,” he said, pointing to another towering white building adorned with Grecian columns. This one had intricate carvings of animals on the arches, some I recognized and others I didn’t, and the word, Academia, sculpted above the entrance. “You’re going to be my special project. I’m about to age out. I’m in my last year, at the top of my class. Since you’re new to magic, there is no one better to train with.”

      “I see.” As we drew closer, I noticed the building expanded for miles. Whoa. “How many guardians attend this school?”

      Zack shrugged. “Probably close to five thousand. House Aphrodite is northeast. Let’s get you settled.” He headed that way, his pack of arrows clinking as he walked.

      “How’s the Wi-Fi?” I said, figuring I already knew the answer to that question.

      Zack snorted. “Sorry to break the news, but most technology doesn’t work in Mythos. EMF and radiation interfere with our magic.”

      Wonderful. Dad literally cut me off from the outside world.

      “Don’t worry though,” he said. “Magic helps us get along just fine.”

      “Any other fun facts I should know?”

      As we walked, Zack filled me on campus life. He told me about the rivalries between the houses. He went over which professors were easy and which ones were strict. He also couldn’t stop talking about the Magic Olympics that took place at the end of the year. “Aphrodite never wins,” he said with a sigh. “The other houses are naturally adept at sports. As the saying goes, we’re lovers, not fighters. But hey, now that we have some Ares blood, our odds might be better.”

      I smiled awkwardly. I didn’t want to burst his bubble and tell him I wasn’t great at sports either. The only athletic thing I’d ever been interested in was horseback riding. Occasionally, I liked to jog in the mornings before school, too, but Riley had always been the athlete. The shelves in her room were full of trophies for soccer, softball, and gymnastics. Things she used to enjoy before her radar tuned to boys and parties.

      We stopped in front of the northeast building. Aphrodite was carved in stone above the entryway.

      “You’re on the second level. Dorm room 10. It looks like a little triangle.”

      Ah, acrophonic numerals. Dad taught the basics in his class at the community college.

      Two guys in white togas strolled past, eyeing Zack and me. They even went so far as to turn around and look over their shoulders.

      “Get used to that,” Zack said, straightening. “Aphrodite students don’t know the meaning of subtle. We’re also the gossip mill of the houses, and you’re fresh meat.”

      “Lovely.” I gripped my suitcase, pulling it close to my side.

      “We like to know everything about everyone,” Zack said. “To be honest, it helps with our studies.”

      “You sure it’s not a good excuse to be nosy?”

      He laughed. “You can’t put love in the air without getting to know people.”

      “Hey, that reminds me.” I took out the list the headmaster provided. “Where do I get my books?”

      “The library, but it’s closed on Sundays. Most students arrived last week. Here, give that to me, and I’ll have them delivered to your room.”

      I handed him the list, and he gave me a thumbs-up. “See you tomorrow, Thorne.”

      “Thanks, Zack.”

      As I walked up the steps, he hedged there on the sidewalk. “Was there anything else?” I said, pausing at the door. I got the feeling he left something unsaid.

      “Yeah.” He ran a hand through his mop of curls. “It’s just…you’re roommates with Ione. She’s brilliant, but she takes some getting used to.”

      “Isn’t this house supposed to teach love?”

      Zack snorted. “Exactly, but…well. Good luck.”

      With that said, he readjusted his pack of arrows and headed back down the sidewalk, no further explanation. Guess I would have to find out for myself just what kind of roommate situation was waiting for me.

      The first floor was a shared community space, full of sofas and chaises. I looked around, noticing how pretty everything was. Oil paintings and tapestries covered the walls. Plush carpets lined the marbled floors. Fresh flowers filled vases at every corner. Students sat sprawled along the furniture, chatting with one another, most of them already in their school togas. There were a few like me in normal clothes, and I wondered how many of them came from the human world.

      I made my way up the stairs, garnering a few stares along the way. I tried to smile whenever I made eye contact, but no one ever smiled back. For students of love, they didn’t seem very friendly.

      The second floor was a long marble hallway of doors, each marked with acrophonic numerals. When I got to my room, I knocked first, but there was no answer, so I let myself inside.

      The room was small but elegant. The walls and floors were white, two twin beds at opposite ends of the room, along with two armoires and two small desks. A curved velvety chaise sat in the center against the wall, and a balcony led out to a view of the mountains in the distance. Half the room was flooded with someone’s belongings. Clothes were strewn across the bed, purses hanging from each end of the headboard. The desk on that side was covered with books, makeup, hair brushes, and perfume bottles.

      I sat on the edge of my bed, sighing.

      Now that I was finally here, it was becoming real. I already missed my silver and white bedroom with its sparkly twinkle lights, posters, and the constellations I painted on the ceiling. I missed the telescope by the window that Dad and I used to stargaze. I missed my purple stuffed unicorn, my cellphone, and definitely the TV.

      And as much as I hated her, I missed Riley’s voice, listening to her talk for hours about music or her latest crush. I missed Dad’s hugs, and the way he still enjoyed tucking me in every night, even though I was seventeen.

      Balance and inner clarity, I reminded myself, trying not to cry.
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      Around midnight, my roommate slammed the door open and flung herself on her bed before I could introduce myself. She didn’t bother turning on the light. I doubt she even realized I was there. Zack mentioned there wasn’t a curfew since moonlight hours were often needed for magical purposes. He also said a lot of people took advantage of that freedom. Late-night parties, secret rendezvous, and forbidden trips to Twilight Island were all commonplace.

      I wanted to make a good impression, and since I was groggy from sleeping, I figured I would catch her in the morning. But only a few hours later, I woke again at the sound of voices outside the door. The clock on the wall said it was just past three—way too early to be up.

      “She’s in my room,” said a scathing female voice, “and she reeks of Ares blood.”

      Uh oh.

      I slowly sat up, listening closer.

      “Calm yourself, Ione,” said another voice, this one patient and motherly. “You’ve obviously been drinking, and you’re overreacting.”

      Hold up. Did that mean we were allowed to drink?

      “There has been a mistake.” I heard her pacing outside the door. “Or someone is pranking me. Either way, I want you to remove her from my room this instant.”

      “There has been no mistake.”

      “You’re telling me you put her with me on purpose?”

      “Sheridan descends from Ares blood, but she was chosen by the Fates for Aphrodite magic. Give her a chance—”

      “I. Will. Not.”

      I winced. The conversation quickly spiraled into a full-blown temper tantrum. Within a matter of seconds, my roommate was screaming at the top of her lungs. She threatened to contact her parents, Headmaster Waddley, as well as several of the school’s donors. I rolled my eyes at the last part. She sounded like a spoiled rich girl, used to getting her way. But all the commotion led to nothing.

      The admin eventually convinced my roommate that she would get nowhere with threats and that she was better off returning to bed. She did, very loudly, by opening and slamming the door in a fit of rage.

      She stood in the center of the room. At nearly six feet, she glared at me as her blonde hair gleamed in the moonlight. She looked like a supermodel, probably as beautiful as Aphrodite herself, but her near-perfect features had contorted into an ugly scowl.

      “Don’t get comfortable, fire-blood,” she seethed. “One way or another, you’ll be gone before the week’s end.”

      I swallowed, listening to her huff and puff as she climbed back into bed.

      Nice to meet you, too.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally did get to sleep, I was haunted by nightmares. Yellow eyes stared down at me in the dark, like a snake hanging over my bed, watching and waiting to strike. It zapped my energy, paralyzing me in my bed. Whatever it was felt both foreign and familiar, like it was human…as well as something much darker. I tried to speak, tried to ask what it wanted, but it felt like a pair of hands were wrapped around my throat. Its magic was powerful, weighing me down with its intensity. It was too much. Too much weight. Too much force. Too much darkness. At any second, I was going to collapse…

      I gasped for breath, and somehow, I finally woke up.

      Tears stung my eyes. Swallowing hurt. I coughed, the inside of my throat tight and achy. For a dream, it felt so real. Like I’d just been strangled.

      I looked around, noticing nothing out of the ordinary. The room was exactly as it had been, no creepy nightmare snake. Draping my legs over the edge of the bed, I surveyed the floor before standing.

      This is crazy.

      The last few days I’d been riding a nonstop rollercoaster of emotions, and the anxiety was catching up. That’s all this was. A bad dream due to a lot of ups and downs.

      I let out a shaky breath and went to the closet to get ready. At least my cranky roommate already left for the day. I’d die if she witnessed me freaking out, especially after last night.

      You’ll be gone before the week’s end.

      I knew the houses were big on rivalry, but I never considered I might not be welcome in Aphrodite. Were they all going to hate me?

      Ugh. I couldn’t worry about it right now. It was almost time for class.

      Half an hour later, I was showered, dressed, and ready to go. I chose the white toga, hoping to blend in since it was a universal color. The fabric was silky, and the fit was flattering. I spun in front of the floor-length mirror, checking it out in appreciation. No wonder Mythonians loved these things so much. The shoes were nice too, a pair of soft leather sandals that wrapped all the way up my calves.

      My books arrived last night, left stacked by the door in a neat pile. I went to put them in my new messenger bag, but as soon I touched the first one, I dropped it, flinching. It zapped me. I slowly picked it up again, noticing a sort of electric current surrounding its bindings. These books weren’t normal books. Then again, this school wasn’t a normal school, and neither were its students. Magic radiated from everything.

      Quickly stuffing the books into my bag, I hurried out the door. Voices buzzed from every direction. Several girls in lavender togas gossiped in the stairwell. They talked about the professors and compared each other’s schedules. One of them looked back at me and whispered to her friend, “Do you think that’s her?”

      One look around told me I was the only one there. Zack told me this would happen, I reminded myself. Aphrodite students were curious.

      Downstairs, everyone hung out in the community room, a myriad of white, lavender, and pink togas. Everyone in this house was so pretty and feminine, even the guys. It made me feel a little lackluster in comparison.

      I stood in line at the breakfast bar, looking over the spread. There were bowls full of fruit, piping-hot porridge, scrambled eggs, an array of pastries, coffee and juice to choose from. My stomach was too tied up in knots to eat though, so I passed on most of it. Instead I grabbed a single blueberry muffin and waited for the coffee pot. The brunette in front of me turned and offered a friendly smile. “First day jitters?”

      “Yeah,” I said, smiling back. “This place is…overwhelming.”

      She handed me the pot once she was done. “Ah, I thought I recognized that freshman anxiety.”

      I winced. “Is it that obvious?”

      She grinned. “Don’t worry, it becomes second nature eventually. I’m Penelope. Second year.”

      “Sheridan…” A group of kids over by the sofas started pointing at me.

      “What professors do you have?”

      “Um, first period is Ambrosia.”

      She scrunched up her nose. “Loud and rule-heavy, but she’s great at teaching magic, and her tests are open book.”

      Whispers, funny stares, and the pointing all continued. I glanced down at my toga, wondering if I spilt anything. This was awful, not knowing why I stuck out. I was used to blending into the background, not being noticed.

      Penelope started to catch on too.

      “Do I have something on my face?” I whispered, laughing nervously.

      She slowly shook her head, her eyes widening a brief moment. Suddenly, her entire demeanor changed. A second ago, she was laid back. Now she was stiff and obviously uncomfortable. “Good luck with your classes, Sheridan.”

      “Thank”—I frowned as rushed away from the breakfast bar—“you.”

      She disappeared so fast, I barely had time to blink before she was gone.

      All around, kids continued to stare and whisper.

      “Thorne girl,” one of them said.

      “Ares descendant,” said another.

      My knuckles whitened against the handle of the coffee pot. I pressed my lips together, feeling the heat of their gazes burn my skin. Ignoring them was impossible. I couldn’t stay there one second longer. I grabbed my muffin and made a mad dash for the door. To make things worse, they all watched me leave, like I was a mouse working its way out of a maze.

      “Sheridan, there you are!” Zack was out on the lawn, all smiles as I hurried down the steps. His familiar and welcoming face was a breath of fresh air, especially after being in that suffocating house.

      “Come on.” He twirled one of those crystal arrows like a baton. “I’ll take you to your first class.”

      I latched myself to his side. “What’s going on, Zack? Everyone in there was being super weird.”

      “Whoa, calm down,” he said, chuckling. “It’s probably just curiosity. You’re from the human world, and you’re an Ares descendant.”

      I didn’t buy that. Those Aphrodite people dissected me like I was some kind of magical superfreak specimen.

      “There are lots of freshmen,” I pointed out. “How do they know who I am?” I stared him down, letting him know I wanted answers.

      He sighed. “Look, I might be the incarnation of love and cuteness, but it doesn’t mean I understand how teenagers think.”

      Ugh, he was no help.

      At least the walkways were safe. Out here, everyone minded their own business as they made their way to class. Togas of all shades dotted the grounds, and I blended into the fold without much notice.

      “Oh, that reminds me,” Zack said, tossing his arrow back into his pack. “You have a message from Xander Arius. He said to meet him at lunch in the woods by the courtyard. Looks like you’re already making friends in high places.” He clapped me once on the back, wagging a brow. “Good for you, Thorne.”

      I straightened at the name. He told me he would find me, but I was kind of afraid to find out why. Not only that, but why in the woods? I really wanted to stay out of trouble. If I met with Xander, even secretly, I would be directly disobeying Grandpa’s orders. And even though he wasn’t here to catch me, I had a nagging feeling he’d find out.

      “He’s not a friend,” I said to Zack. “I don’t even know the guy.”

      “Everyone knows him. House leader of Ares. Highly skilled with magic—he’s kind of a star around here.”

      “Well, I heard he was trouble,” I said, thinking about what Hazel told me.

      Zack nodded. “Oh, he’s trouble, too. The guy refuses to back down from a fight. It kinda makes him a target, but it’s also how he made it to where he’s at.”

      I blinked, gaining some respect for the guy. He sounded fearless. “I was referring to the rumors about his family.”

      “Oh, you mean about them being Hollows?” Zack looked around, making sure no one was listening, in the same cagey way Hazel had.

      I nodded.

      “Don’t buy into it. Hollows are full of cold, dark magic. I speak from personal experience. Witnessed one myself being escorted to prison on Winter Island.” He shivered. “You’d know if one was around.”

      To be fair, nothing about Xander seemed cold or dark when I met him. In fact, just the opposite…

      Still. Keeping my distance was probably a good idea. There was no need to further piss off Grandpa, and I really, really needed to stay focused. The Fates sent me here for balance and inner clarity, and neither of those things seemed possible around that guy.

      “We’re here,” Zack said, stopping in front of the Academia building with the animals carved into the arches. “Your classroom is the first one on the right.”

      “Thanks, kid.”

      “Yep. See you later for Mirror Realm.”

      I still had no idea what that was, but it was too late to ask Zack since he was already walking away. Oh well. Guess I’d find out soon enough.

      Taking a deep breath, I looked up at the intimidating entrance. A pair of lions topped the archway, carved mid-roar. I bit down on my bottom lip and started climbing the stairs, hoping for the best.

      Here goes nothing.
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      The torment didn’t end in House Aphrodite. Class was just as bad, if not worse. The whispers and stares started almost as soon as I sat down.

      “Daniel Thorne’s daughter.”

      “Cursed.”

      “Why is she in Aphrodite?”

      “Why is she at Arcadia?”

      “Where is her sister?”

      My cheeks flamed and my whole body went stiff. I hated being the subject of so much attention without knowing why. This couldn’t all be because I switched houses. Headmaster Waddley said it wasn’t often done, but he never warned me I would become the freaking outcast of Arcadia.

      For a long while, the seat next to me remained empty, no one brave enough to sit there. The room itself was lovely. Rows of stone tables arranged with polished wooden chairs in place of the plastic and metal versions I knew from my old school. The walls were covered with oil paintings, bookshelves, and a giant candelabra floated from the high ceiling. But I couldn’t focus on any of it, too distracted by everyone else.

      “She doesn’t belong.”

      Hmm.

      They were probably right. Outside of this place, I was a would-be murderer. Here, I didn’t know the first thing about magic. I wasn’t sure where I belonged.

      A dark-haired girl in a black toga sat down, dropping her stack of books on the table. “Hello, Thorny. I’m Jett.”

      Hades descendant, obviously. She wore a spiky choker collar, her eyes were surrounded with black shadow, and her magic felt different than any I’d encountered so far. It smelled of charcoal and minerals, and it felt like an iron grip.

      I cleared my throat. “You know my name?”

      “Everyone knows your name.”

      “Yeah, I’m starting to get that,” I said sheepishly. “But how?”

      She pulled out a notebook from her bag and set it out on the table. “Apparently, your dad was some sort of legend.”

      Dad?

      Maybe she meant Grandpa. I couldn’t see my studious professor father making waves in a school like this.

      “No, I meant your dad. Daniel Thorne, right?”

      I nearly jumped out of my chair. Holy shit—she can read minds!

      “Only when the subject is close, and only when the thoughts are really loud, like yours.”

      “Well, stop it,” I practically screeched. “That’s an invasion of privacy.”

      She rolled her eyes, like I was making a big fuss over nothing. “You can shut me out if you try hard enough. Look for me.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant, but then I started to pay attention to her magic again, noticing that sharp, cold feeling at the center of my skull. I visualized a hot, solid shield and put it up like a fence around my thoughts.

      “Good job,” she said, looking impressed. “But that smacked of Ares magic, and you’re supposed to be Aphrodite, aren’t you?”

      How the hell did this chick know so much about me? How did everyone know so much about me?

      “That’s true.” I cleared my throat. “While we’re on the subject, I thought the mind tricks belonged to Athena.”

      “Hades descendants are gifted psychics too. We have to be in order to bridge the gap between the land of the living and the dead. Most of us can communicate with spirits.” Bitterness filled her voice as she set out a pen and a notebook. “Unfortunately, that particular talent skipped a generation in my family.”

      I wouldn’t have minded, but Jett sounded torn up about losing out on that ability. “If it makes you feel any better, I’d much rather read minds.”

      “That’s why you’re not in Hades.” She smiled, easing the tension. “Don’t worry, by the way. Everyone will be talking about something else by the end of the week.”

      God, I hoped so. “Do you know what my dad did that made him so, um, legendary?”

      She flinched at the question, but the classroom door slammed close before she could reply. The sound echoed throughout the room, and a hush fell over the students.

      A tiny woman with a pixie cut scurried inside, carrying a box of supplies that she placed on the front desk. “Hello, hello! Welcome to Basic Magic Principles.”

      For a woman so small, her shrill voice carried throughout the large space.

      “I’m Professor Ambrosia. Now, before we begin, we need to set something straight.” She walked down the main aisle, folding her arms across her chest as she scanned our faces. “This class is taught at first period because the morning is the best time of the day for practicing magic. Energy is regenerated through sleep cycles, and the dawn provides us with the perfect blank canvas. However”—her expression became formidable, making it clear her next words needed to be taken seriously—“upon your next arrival to this class, I expect each and every one of you to respect your energy in complete and utter silence. That means the moment you enter those doors, there will be no talking, no whispering, and you will most certainly refrain from befouling my classroom with your incessant gossip.”

      Her eyes landed on me, a sense of knowing in her sharp gaze. Oh god. She knew I was the subject of said gossip. I scooted down in my seat, as if that might help me disappear. Jett even gave me a look of pity. Great.

      Thankfully, Professor Ambrosia turned on her heel, making her way back to the chalkboard. “Moving on. Please take out your books,” she said. “You’ll have to ask them to open for you.”

      Ask…the…book?

      Oh man.

      I was never going to get used to this school.
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      On my way to my next class, I got lost. Zack wasn’t lying when he said this place was full of mazes. Somehow, I ended up on the outskirts, where the edge of the academy’s manicured lawn met with unruly forest.

      “Looking for Mythonian History?” someone shouted, heading down a path that led away from the sidewalk. “This way!”

      I looked up from the map the headmaster gave me, and a pair of lavender togas slipped through the trees. It seemed like a strange place for a classroom. Then again, this was a school full of mazes. If that’s the way the students were going, it must be that way. I treaded across the ground, looking for a pathway.

      A branch snapped under my feet.

      Netting came around me from all sides. The ground flew away as I was pulled higher and higher. I was dangling from the tree like an animal waiting for slaughter. My heart raced, and I gasped for breath, clawing at the rope around me.

      Had I been booby trapped?

      A sly familiar laugh came from below. I moved frantically to try and find its owner.

      Her—Ione.

      She was with a boy almost as pretty as she was. They stood there like gawking supermodels in their lavender togas, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Trapped, fire-blood?” she called up to me.

      I wanted to give her a snarky obviously, but stopped myself since they looked like the only people around who could help.

      “Do you think you can get me down?”

      She laughed again, shaking her head. “No, I don’t think so. I think you’re exactly where you need to be.”

      That little—“Did you set this trap?”

      “Does it matter? Either way, I wouldn’t help you. Like I said before, one way or another, you’ll be gone before week’s end. My advice is to leave now.” She turned to her pretty boyfriend. “Don’t you agree that’s wise advice, Felix?”

      He nodded, grinning. “Very wise indeed.”

      “See? Told you.” She actually had the audacity to wave goodbye. “Remember, fire-blood. Things can always get worse for you.”

      Worse than being caught in a snare? There was something seriously wrong with that girl.

      “What is your problem?” I shouted, but the two of them walked away. They pretended I no longer existed, heading back down the sidewalk. “And how am I supposed to leave if I’m stuck up here?”

      I hit the netting with my palms, growling. My eyes stung. I was over this school. I wanted to go home, back to my own school where no one gossiped about me. I wanted to go back to the way it was before I found out about Riley and Connor. Before I tried to kill my sister. Before I found out about magic…

      Magic.

      I focused on the top of the net, trying to untie the knot with my mind. Then I tried to start a fire to sear it apart.

      Nothing happened. Figured.

      It was only my first day in, so it wasn’t like I was an expert. I had no phone either, thanks to Mythos’s stupid no-technology policy. Grandpa mentioned I’d have to contact him through the postal service. Absolutely ridiculous in this day and age, but apparently, that’s how things worked around here.

      I sighed, looking around. Students were coming this way, a group of three red togas. I shouted, trying to get their attention.

      “Hey!” I stuck my arm through one of the netting holes, waving it frantically. “Hey, you guys! Can you help me down?”

      One of them heard me, thank God. A guy with shaggy brown hair and metal armbands. He turned to help, and the others followed suit, but they stopped as soon as they got a good look. The shaggy-haired guy shook his head. “Sorry, but we don’t help defectors. Get one of your own to help you out.”

      “They won’t,” I mumbled, sounding more pathetic than I meant to.

      He shrugged. “Not my problem.”

      I gripped the net as I watched the three of them walk away, squeezing until my palms burned.

      Aphrodite didn’t want me. Ares saw me as a traitor. Where the hell did that leave me in this school?

      Sighing, I rested my forehead against the net. This was officially the worst first day ever.
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      My stomach growling, I rocked back and forth in my netted cage, pretending I was somewhere else. My dad set a hammock up in our backyard in Davidson. Nestled right between twin oak trees, it was the perfect spot to read or take a nap. That’s where I was, in that old hammock. Resting peacefully without a worry in the world.

      Hours passed, and they passed slowly. Every so often someone came to point and laugh. Assholes. None of them ever offered to help.

      The spring sun rose high in the sky, making me sweaty and uncomfortable. I’d kill for a drink of water, but I stopped myself from focusing on my discomfort. I was in my backyard hammock, resting peacefully, dammit.

      A sharp whistle snapped me out of my daydream.

      I felt his presence before I could find him. Goose bumps spread over my arms and the back of my neck tingled.

      “Look what we have here.” His voice reverberated through my body, familiar in a way it shouldn’t be.

      “Hello, gladiator.” There he was, directly below, looking magnificent in his leather kilt and metal armbands. “What are you doing here?”

      “When you didn’t meet me at lunch, I asked around. Overheard some students laughing about the new girl who’d been snared. Had to see it with my own eyes.” He rocked back on his heels, grinning.

      Ugh.

      He was here to mock me too. I shouldn’t have been surprised. He was from Ares, after all.

      “Well, here I am. Trussed up for everyone’s amusement. Go ahead, have a good laugh.” I forced myself to look the other way. Rocking back and forth, I pretended I was having a grand ole time in my hammock. Sooner or later, Xander would go away.

      “How’d you end up like that?” he said.

      Guess that meant later rather than sooner.

      “I’m supposed to stay away from you, remember?” Not that I could do that at the moment. Being strung up in a tree made it kind of difficult.

      “Considering your current situation, it doesn’t look like you have much choice.”

      “No, I guess I don’t.” I sighed, really wishing I could summon that fire bolt.

      “Well then? Why don’t you tell me how you ended up in the snare?”

      Oh, what the hell. It’s not like I had anyone else to talk to anyway. He was still watching me, as if he had nowhere else to be.

      “Apparently, my roommate doesn’t like sharing her space.” I shrugged. “She never even gave me a chance. As soon as she found out I’m an Ares descendant, she wanted me gone.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Ione.”

      “Ah.” He nodded. “I know Ione very well.”

      I rolled my eyes at the emphasis on very. “So that’s your type, huh? Tall, blonde and evil?”

      “Not exactly.” He laughed, and God, even the deep, pleasant sound of his laughter added to his overall gorgeousness. “She’s my sister.”

      “Your what?” The pieces clicked together. If Ione was his sister, that meant—“You’re the boy who switched houses.”

      “Guilty. My parents are from Aphrodite.”

      That…that wasn’t fair.

      “But my archer said you’re respected around this school. You’re the leader of House Ares. Why is it different for me?”

      “Believe me, I had to earn that respect. Got called lover boy a lot before I ever became house leader.” He rubbed the back of his neck, looking up. “And things are probably different for you because of your father.”

      There it was again, another reference to my dad. “So I’ve heard.”

      I really wished Dad was here, so I could yell at him for throwing me into this lion’s pit.

      “Did your pops ever tell you anything about his history here at Arcadia?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing. I didn’t even know I was a descendant until a few days ago.”

      Xander winced. “That’s too bad. You deserve to know.”

      Yeah…

      Then again, I hadn’t believed half the stuff Dad told me that last night in Davidson, when he tried to explain Mythos. Maybe that’s why he left so much out. Grandpa deserved more of the blame. That slimy old bastard could’ve filled me in once we got here. He had an earful coming his way.

      “Tell you what.” Xander shuffled his feet, letting out a long, contemplative breath. When he finally looked up again, he said, “Why don’t I help you down, and we’ll talk about it?”

      I held my breath, wondering if it was another trick. “You want to help me?”

      He held his hand to block the sun and looked around, scouting the area. “Don’t see anyone else here to do it.”

      “That’s…” really nice.

      But the words got caught in my throat.

      Before I knew what was happening, Xander flung a knife straight toward me. Holy crapballs! I squeezed my eyes shut. The knife struck the branch above me, slicing the top part of my net. The whole thing collapsed, and I fell straight down, waving my arms and legs like a maniac. Xander broke my fall, catching me in his arms like a pro.

      Whoa, muscles.

      “We learn to save damsels in distress pretty early on in Ares.” He gave me a teasing wink, then set me upright on my feet.

      I dusted myself off, still dizzy from the fall. “Uh, thanks,” I said, stretching my arms and legs.

      Being on solid ground again felt amazing. But now that I was down here, standing only inches away from Xander, I had a whole new set of problems. Up close, his magic moved through me in warm, inviting waves, and those dreamy blue eyes of his held mine with magnetic force. Good grief, I could hardly be around the guy without feeling like I was melting from the inside out.

      “Let’s take a walk,” he suggested, as if reading my mind.

      Thinking of Jett, I panicked. Could he actually…?

      Dear. God. No.

      He couldn’t know I thought he was the hottest guy I’d ever seen in real life, and that my stomach was doing little flips in his presence, and that his magic was turning me into a puddle at his feet.

      I quickly searched for that little forcefield at the center of my forehead, but I didn’t notice anything unusual. Not a mind reader, what a relief.

      “A walk sounds great. As long as it’s not back into that zoo you people call an academy.”

      He laughed. “C’mon,” he said, leading the way. “We’ve got a lot to cover.”

      Right now, I didn’t care if Grandpa warned me to stay away from the guy. So far he was the only person at Arcadia who hadn’t treated me like a leper, and he was the only one willing to tell me what the hell was going on.

      And I was ready to know everything.
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      We walked together slowly. Instead of heading back in the direction of the school, Xander steered me down a dirt path leading away from it, surrounded by lilac blossoms and hydrangeas. Considering what I’d been through today, I was grateful. Part of me never wanted to go back to that place again.

      “Your dad was a star at Arcadia. He excelled at everything he did, becoming one of the most powerful students House Ares has ever seen.”

      I lifted my eyebrows, once again surprised to hear something similar to what Jett had said. “That’s kind of shocking. He’s basically a nerd at home.”

      I wasn’t exaggerating. Dad’s life was books, teaching, and caramel macchiatos. It was hard to believe he came from this world, and that he was once an Ares gladiator.

      “It’s true.” Xander stopped to pick up a pebble. He tossed it into the air, and it lingered above his palm for several seconds before falling again. “The guy holds all the records in Ares. Everyone expected him to go on and do great things.”

      “What happened?”

      “He got mixed up with the wrong girl.”

      Gah, relationships. I should’ve known.

      “Love ruins everything.”

      Xander chuckled, the sound tugging at my insides. “Sounds like you’re in the wrong house, damsel.”

      I arched a brow, despising that nickname but ignoring it for the time being. He did come to my rescue, after all. “You’re telling me.”

      “I take it you know from personal experience?”

      No way was I going there with him. I never wanted to breathe Connor’s or Riley’s names at this school, to him or anyone. Grandpa asked me to leave my past in Davidson, and this was the best way I knew how—by never speaking about either of them here.

      “Let’s get back to my dad,” I said. “What’s the deal with the girl? Who was she?”

      “Petra Drakos.” He said the name with contempt, like it was the definition of evil. “Another all-star in Ares, talented just like your dad. No one had seen two such powerful students in over a decade, so it kind of made sense for them to end up together. They were like the Beyoncé and Jay-Z of Arcadia.”

      “Were they in love?”

      “Not exactly. Petra was…what’s the right word? Obsessed, I think. Yeah, she was obsessed with Daniel. They dated through their mastery years. Everyone assumed they’d marry after they graduated, but then something huge put a dent in that plan. Your mother, Selena Vane.”

      My…mother. “Oh boy.”

      “Yeah.” He coughed uncomfortably. “He fell in love, and Petra wasn’t exactly happy about being left for another woman. It made things even worse that your mother was from Athena.”

      Our path came to a stop in front of a small lake. My mind went blank for a few moments as I took in the beauty of the surroundings. Ducks floated over the glassy water through heart-shaped lily pads. White flowering dogwoods and blushing pink magnolia trees were in full bloom. The grass was lush and covered in fallen petals. This was spring at its full height.

      Xander walked right up to the edge of the lake and tossed the pebble. It skipped across the glassy surface, rippling the water and disappearing into the distance.

      “So what’s the big scandal?” I said, ready to get down to the meat of his story. “The scorned lover thing isn’t enough to make people pay this much attention to me. There has to be more.”

      “There is.”

      He frowned and met my probing stare. It was obvious he didn’t want to tell me whatever part came next.

      “Growing up as an Aphrodite descendant, I’ve learned the hard way that timing is crucial to relationships.” He focused on the lake ahead. “Unfortunately for your dad, his was awful. Both women, Petra and your mother, became pregnant at the same time. At first—”

      “Whoa, hold up. Did you just say pregnant?”

      He nodded.

      My heart started thumping uncontrollably in my chest. I needed a second to digest this. I began pacing back and forth.

      Both women.

      Meaning two babies.

      Meaning my sister and I…

      No.

      No way.

      Dad would have told us.

      He would have told us, dammit.

      But the more I thought about it, the more I realized it made sense. That last day in Davidson, I asked him how he knew I was the one who started the fire. I just know, he said.

      God, this was too much.

      “Are you okay?” Xander asked, watching me pace. “Because that’s not everything, and if you’re already having trouble with this—”

      “It gets worse?” I stopped to stare at him. “Worse than my dad knocking up two women at the same time? Worse than my sister and I not sharing the same mother?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Your sister…I didn’t put that together. I’m sorry, Sheridan,” he said, sounding genuine. “Where is she? Back in the human world?”

      I nodded, swallowing down the sting in my throat. “Go ahead.” I took a deep breath. “I’m ready to hear the rest.”

      He looked unsure, but continued anyway. “Well, your dad had a choice to make, and he chose your mother. Petra was livid. She went mad with wanting revenge—part of that renowned Ares temper—and she swore to curse both children. She wanted to make your dad as miserable as she was, and I’d say she did a good job of it. Before she gave birth, she disappeared. Not long after, your mom was kidnapped.”

      I didn’t like where this story was headed. “Where was she taken?”

      “No one knows for sure.” His gaze lingered on me, his voice lowering. “Everyone believes Petra made a deal with …” He swallowed, having a hard time finishing his sentence.

      I guessed what it was. “A deal with Hollows?”

      That word grabbed his attention. “Do you know what they are?”

      I slowly nodded, unable to forget that conversation with Hazel. Unable to forget that they were the definition of evil. Unable to forget that he could be one.

      “Rumor has it, Petra traded her soul for a curse. Several months later, both babies were delivered to your dad, with a stone tablet.”

      It felt like my legs were giving out from under me. “What did it say, Xander?” I said, my voice barely a whisper.

      “Once the sisters become of age, they will not rest until one of them destroys the other.”

      Oh God.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. This all started with my seventeenth birthday. Connor, Riley, everything. I’d already tried to kill her. The curse was already manifesting.

      I couldn’t breathe. The air, it wouldn’t stay in my lungs. I started gasping—

      Xander pounded on my back. “Breathe, Sheridan.” Instantly, my lungs filled.

      I looked at him, wondering how he fit into all of this. Nothing about him made sense.

      My breath hitched. “And my mother?”

      “She never returned. Most people assumed she was killed. Your dad assumed the same, and he fled to the human world. He hoped he could somehow prevent the curse from manifesting if he kept his daughters away from Mythos, away from Petra…”

      And that’s why he kept us in Davidson, why he never told us about our heritage.

      “How do you know so much?” I said, accusingly. “My own father and grandfather never told me. Why you?”

      He swallowed. “Everyone knows.”

      I didn’t buy that. People might listen to rumors, they might assume a few details, but Xander knew more than any outsider should.

      I stepped back, moving away from him. His energy was too comforting, and I didn’t fully trust him. “You told me that day in the stables that I looked like my mother. And my grandfather specifically told me to stay away from you, Xander. Why you?”

      He avoided my gaze, looking guilty as hell. I wanted to know why.

      Releasing a small breath, he stared at the lake. “Everything I’ve told you is rumor and myth to most people, but not to me.” He curled his hands into fists. “I’ve been there. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Everything I’ve told you is true.”

      The things Hazel told me filled my head, and I began to piece it all together.

      People suspected he was in the underworld, being guided and trained by dark mentors.

      “You’ve been where, Xander?” I said, holding my breath. “Are you a Hollow?”

      He laughed once, his voice empty of humor. “I see you’ve been listening to gossip.”

      “Is it true?”

      His gaze finally met mine, but his face was like stone. He took several steps toward me, paralyzing me under the weight of his stare. “If you believed one breath of it, why did you follow me out here, alone?”

      I…I didn’t know. I was an idiot.

      His face moved closer to mine, until we were only inches apart. “I can’t answer any more of your questions.” His breath was a whisper against my ear, sending shivers down my neck. “Guess you’ll have to trust me.”

      With that said, he walked away.

      I stared after him, my jaw dropping open. “Seriously?” I called out. “Trust you?”

      “Ask your dad to verify it,” he said over his shoulder. “Tell him to show you the tablet.”

      I couldn’t exactly do that since he wasn’t here, but Xander already knew that. It was obvious this conversation was over. I wanted to stop him from leaving and press him for more, wanted to demand he tell me about my mother, but my body was frozen, and my throat still felt choked.

      It was a lot to take in, almost too much, and the source may not be trustworthy.

      Oh, please. He was telling the truth.

      Deep down, I sensed it. Xander hadn’t lied. He definitely withheld some information, but he hadn’t lied.
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      I skipped dinner, opting to eat my stale muffin from breakfast while hiding out in my dorm room. I couldn’t face the other students after they knowingly left me hanging in Ione’s net and laughed about it behind my back. Tomorrow I’d put on a brave face and try again, but tonight I just wanted to wallow in privacy.

      Thankfully, Ione wasn’t there. Most of the students were out, socializing in the commons or studying in the library. Laughter and voices sounded outside. From the balcony, I saw several clusters of students sneak away into the woods. A sigh escaped as I leaned against the railing, watching their silky togas disappear between the trees. I’d never been much of a social butterfly like Riley, but I missed my friends. And as much as I hated it, I missed Connor.

      “Right here.” His voice tickled the back of my neck, making me shiver. “This is my favorite part of you to kiss.”

      His arms caged around me, and I turned into them, flushed. “Yesterday, it was my shoulder. And the day before that, the inside of my wrist.”

      “What can I say?” He shrugged, shameless. “Tomorrow, it may be the small of your back. The hollow of your stomach. Or the spaces between your ribs. Every time I kiss a new part of you, it becomes my favorite.”

      I closed my eyes, forcing the memory away. Reminding myself that it was a lie. Just like his lips, Connor was a traitor. Thank God I never gave up my virginity to that asshat. Just the thought of it, knowing he was with my sister too, made me cringe.

      Ugh. To hell with thinking about them both. I needed something to do, something else to occupy my mind. Heading back inside the room, I rummaged through my stack of textbooks, scanning the titles to see if any of them interested me.

      Mythonian History: The Titans

      Mythonian History: Magic Throughout the Ages

      The Art of Seduction

      Potions and Love Spells

      Working with Archers

      They each buzzed with untapped energy. I picked up the book about the Titans, holding it flat against the palm of my hands. Once again, an electric current floated through me; only this time, I stopped myself from dropping it. The longer I held the book, the stranger things got. That buzzing energy uncoiled into my hands, coursing through them. Words flooded into my head, almost at the speed of light. Almost like I’d read the book without opening it. The histories transpired in my mind, about a race of powerful mages that came before the Olympians called the Titans, and a war between the two races that lasted a decade. The details and imagery were in my head as if I’d spent the last few hours reading. I knew about the battles, the types of magic used, and how the Titans were eventually defeated. By the time it stopped, I was in awe. I looked down at the book…

      I had a vivid imagination, but not that vivid.

      I quickly opened it up, scanning the first few paragraphs. It was word for word, exactly the same as what came during the flash. Whoa.

      Could I do the same with the others?

      I picked up The Art of Seduction. Energy brimmed at my fingertips. Words flashed through my mind, imprinting onto my subconscious. I winced as the words floated through me, shuddering at the things I was learning: effective body language, magical pheromones, voice rhythms and cadences, and every other gross, obscene method, magical or otherwise, that could be used to attract a mate.

      All of it, absolutely disgusting. I tossed the book aside, anxious to get it out of my hands. Eck.

      For the rest of the night, I went through the entire stack, until the process left me feeling tired and depleted. Then I fell asleep with the books, their spines, pages, and covers hiding in the blankets, their energies surrounding me. It seemed these books and their powers were my friends, my only friends here at Arcadia, but I was grateful for them. They’d each taken me on magical journeys, filled my mind with knowledge and wonder, and left me craving more. Tomorrow I’d go to the library and get as many books as I could get my hands on.
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      When I woke up the next morning, there was a blade pressed against the hollow of my neck. Ione towered over me, her expression dark.

      “Do it,” I whispered, daring her.

      I should be terrified out of my mind, but her dagger barely made me flinch. If she slit my throat, I wouldn’t be around to carry out the curse. Nor would I have to worry about Riley coming after me.

      She arched one blonde brow and pushed the edge of her blade firmly against my throat.

      “Go ahead,” I said, fed up with her and her bullying. “Or don’t you have the grit, love-blood?” I’d heard students from other houses use that nickname for Aphrodite descendants.

      Ione tilted her head to the side, looking impressed. “Said like a true Ares descendant. You’re not scared then?”

      I leaned my head back, giving her better access. “Only that you may not know what you’re doing. I’d rather you get it right instead of making a mess of my neck.”

      She tossed the dagger aside, a slow grin pulling at her lips. “At least you’re amusing. God knows this isn’t going to be easy. And you’re right, by the way. I wouldn’t have known what to do with that thing. Xander gave it to me for protection, but it’s about as good to me as a paperweight.”

      I sat up, rubbing the sore spot on my neck. I didn’t care about whatever she was rambling on about. After the stunt she pulled yesterday, I wouldn’t care if she dropped dead.

      “Well, get up then. Let’s start with your hair. You can’t get away with that ponytail you wore yesterday, not in Aphrodite. We rule beauty too, you know.”

      What level of insanity was this chick operating? “Go away and torture someone else, Ione.”

      She waved her finger toward my head, muttering something in Latin. I shrieked and jumped out of bed, feeling my hair pull this way and that. Once in front of the mirror, I relaxed. She hadn’t turned my hair blue or chopped it to magical bits. Instead, she arranged it in pretty braids with a gold laurel leaf.

      I was speechless. Ione had actually done something nice.

      Her reflection was suddenly next to mine as she assessed me in the mirror. “You should wear pink today. White washes you out.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, eyeing her like a wild animal. Any second now, I was sure she would show her true nature.

      “Well, let’s get going,” she said, putting her weight to one hip. “I don’t have all day to wait around, and Xander is making me walk you to your classes. You and I have to look like besties.” She said the word as if it disgusted her.

      “Xander is making you…” I groaned. It was a kind gesture, but it also sort of pissed me off. “Forget whatever your brother said, Ione. I can take care of myself.”

      “You mean like you did when you ended up in my trap? If it hadn’t been me, it would’ve been someone else, you know.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Let’s just get this over with. That way I get my brother off my back, and you can attend your classes and learn a thing or two about magic. Then, next time, you might actually be able to defend yourself.”

      For someone so crazy, her logic was pretty sound. “Why did you agree to this?”

      “Why not? I happen to love my brother, thank you very much.”

      I shook my head, not buying that for one second.

      She looked away, sighing. “Let’s just say I owe him a favor.”

      It was clear she didn’t want to reveal why she owed him that favor, and honestly, I didn’t care that much anyway. “Fine.” I headed toward the closet. “But we need to hurry because I need to make a stop first.”
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      I waited in the administrative office before class started, hoping to figure out how I could send a message to my grandfather. A short, round woman with wiry glasses perched on the end of her nose sat at the front desk. “Name?” she said without glancing at me.

      “Sheridan Thorne.”

      She scribbled something with an old-fashioned quill. A full profile appeared on the paper on her desk, my picture included. “Ah, I’ve found you,” she said. “You have detention at dinner today.”

      “Detention!” That was the last thing I expected to hear. “What for?”

      She squinted as she read. “It appears you missed five classes yesterday without a permissible excuse.”

      Oh, sweet stars, this was just perfect. I leaned closer, trying to explain myself without being overheard. “It wasn’t my fault. I was caught in a booby trap. All day, I was hanging from a tree.”

      “Then you should have reported the incident, dear.” She stared through me, her voice taking on a disinterested tone, as if she’d heard similar excuses.

      “But—”

      “Five o’clock, in the library.” Her voice rang with finality.

      I ground my teeth together, seeing that there was no way out of this. I’d have to learn this lesson the hard way. “Fine, but I’m here for something else. I need to contact a family member.”

      A strong whiff of magic soared through the room, followed by the sound of Headmaster Waddley’s voice. I lost my train of thought, looking behind me at the entrance. Waddley swung the door, holding it open. “It was difficult work, changing the schedule around last minute, Franklin, but I’m thrilled we accomplished it!”

      “Grandpa?”

      As soon as he saw me, he coughed and straightened. He was dressed in a red and gold toga, a professor’s robe, and carried a small leather briefcase. “From now on, Sheridan, you’ll need to address me as Professor Thorne.”

      “Miss?” said the administrator who’d been waiting on me. My original reason for coming here was now staring me in the face.

      “Oh, um, never mind,” I said, moving out of the way for the next student.

      Waddley tipped his head. “Have a good day, Franklin,” he said, then left for his office.

      “You took the job?” I said as soon as the headmaster was gone.

      “Figured you might need me around, especially since you skipped class yesterday.”

      What the crap. He was not supposed to know about that, which meant—“You’re spying on me!”

      “Save the teenage theatrics, Sheridan.” He grabbed hold of my elbow, steering me into an empty hall. “It’s called parenting. I know a few details. Some bullies strung you up in a tree—I warned you not to trust anyone.”

      I frowned, hating that he knew. It made me feel weak and powerless, like I couldn’t handle myself without him here to watch over me.

      He looked me over, his shoulders drooping. “Was I wrong to bring you here? Most of these kids have known about magic their whole lives, and you’ve only just discovered it…if this place is too much for you, we could figure something else out. Perhaps, a magical tutor in a private setting?”

      I appreciated that he was trying to look out for me, but I shook my head. As awful as my first day had gone, I wasn’t ready to give up yet. “It won’t happen again.”

      “Are you sure?” His eyes probed mine.

      “I’m sure,” I said, trying to sound sincere. “And you don’t need to work here either. Depending on my grandpa for protection will only make me more of an outcast than I already am. Yesterday was a small hiccup. I’ll eventually fall into place.”

      God, at least I hoped so.

      “It’s not just about that,” he said, sighing. “I’ve missed teaching, and I’ve enjoyed being a grandfather. Riley has your dad, but you’re on your own here.” He shrugged, letting out another long breath. “I would like to stay, but if you don’t want me around, I’ll withdraw myself from the position.”

      Well, when he put it like that…dammit.

      It was like a little tug on my heart, and Grandpa was not usually one for heartfelt things. For the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel so alone.

      “Fine.” I tried not to look too pleased with the arrangement. “But keep the grandpa thing on the downlow—and no treating me any differently than the other students.”

      He nodded. “Both of those requests were a given.”

      “Okay, moving on.” I shifted the weight of my bag to my other shoulder. “We have more important things to discuss. Like the way you dumped me in this school without telling me about Dad’s past.” I gave him my most menacing stare.

      His mustache twitched and his eyes turned all shifty. He knew exactly what I was referring to. “Not here, not out in the open,” he said, looking around. “Meet me after school.”

      “I can’t,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I have detention, for being bullied.”

      “The student culture is not like human schools. You’ll have to learn to hold your own until you get control over your magic.” He gave me a wary glance, clearly wondering when that would be. “I’ll have your detention transferred.”

      “That’s not treating me the same as any other student, Grandpa.”

      “We’ll start tomorrow, and it’s Professor Thorne during school hours.” He waved me off. “See you after class.”
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      In Basic Magic Principles, Jett sat next to me again. I wondered why she bothered since everyone else still avoided me like the plague. If she knew I was cursed too, she would probably run the other way screaming.

      She snorted, looking over at me. “Curses aren’t contagious, Thorny.”

      I cradled my head, like that would keep her out. “Ack, stop doing that!”

      She shrugged one shoulder, totally unapologetic. “Stop making it so easy.”

      I frowned, working to build an energetic wall around my mind. I really hated the way she did that, especially when I wasn’t expecting it.

      “Does everyone know about my dad?”

      She nodded. “Pretty much.”

      Great.

      My family’s dirty laundry was public knowledge, and I was used to being looked over. If the situation were reversed, Riley would’ve handled this better. She adored being the center of attention, no matter the circumstances. Cursed or not, she would have made Arcadia her bitch.

      “My own family history isn’t that sparkly, you know.” Jett offered a thin smile. “My grandmother cost us our ability to speak to the dead.” Hearing her share something so personal surprised me.

      “How did that happen?” Twice now, she had mentioned it, so I knew it must really bother her. She must similar to me, stumbling through Aphrodite though I wasn’t suited to the magic.

      Jett shrugged it off. “Bad choices, like your dad. My point is, no one can blame either of us for our relatives. We didn’t choose them.”

      She made a good point.

      The day went better from there. As promised, Ione followed me around from class to class, introducing me to her Aphrodite friends. Most of them gave her crazy looks, but her name carried weight. Students bent over backward to please Ione, even if that meant being nice to the defector. At lunch, she offered me a seat at her table, but by then, I was ready to get away from the constant scrutiny. I found an empty table in the courtyard and sat down, my tray filled with every available option the cafeteria offered. Fried melon with goat cheese, shrimp orzo salad, sea bass with herb potatoes, and honeyed pastries. After skipping both lunch and dinner the day before, I was starving, and had most of it down within minutes.

      “Sheridan?”

      I looked up at the familiar voice. “Hazel!” I smiled.

      Seeing a friendly face for a change was so nice.

      She was in her school uniform, an olive-green toga, her wild curls tucked into a crown of braids positioned just behind her horns. She sat beside me, pushing her purple glasses up the bridge of her nose. “I looked everywhere for you yesterday,” she said, setting down her lunch tray. “Where were you?”

      I cleared my throat. “That’s, ah, a long story.”

      “Story?” Jett was suddenly there, seeming to have appeared from out of nowhere. She sat down, cracking open a can of Dr. Pepper. “I’m up for a good story.”

      Hazel and I gave each other a look; neither of us knew what to make of her. I shrugged, figuring what the hell. She continually invaded my thoughts without asking, but I kind of liked her, especially how she didn’t seem to care what the rest of the school said or did. And admittedly, this was better than eating lunch solo.

      I told them everything, about getting trapped in the net, about my dad, Riley, the tablet, and the curse. Once I was done, I let out a breath, anxious to hear what the two of them thought.

      Hazel was sympathetic. “I’m sorry, Sheridan. I had no idea.”

      Jett, on the other hand, looked intrigued. “You said it’s an unbreakable stone tablet, right?”

      I nodded. “Right.”

      “Where is it?”

      “My dad has it.”

      “Get it from him,” she said. “Then you need to take it to the Curse Breaker.”

      Hazel nearly spit out her soup. “Please tell me you’re not referring to the crackpot on Twilight Island.”

      “He’s efficient,” Jett stated, matter-of-factly. “He holds the record for most curses broken in the New Age.”

      I learned in my Mythonian History textbook that New Age was a term that referred to the weakening of magic. The original so-called gods and goddesses were considered all-powerful, but since their reign, the magic spread in younger generations was thought to have been diluted. The main reason why everyone was big on sticking to their own bloodlines.

      Hazel shook her head disapprovingly. “They call him the Mad Hatter of Mythos. Why would anyone trust someone with that kind of reputation?”

      “They call him that because he uses tea during his readings,” Jett said, rolling her eyes. “There’s no crime against being eccentric.”

      I was skeptical, but not about the Curse Breaker’s sanity. All of it just seemed too easy, and I knew first hand, nothing came easily. “If curses can be broken, what’s the point?” I asked. “I mean, it seems convenient that one lone mage can reverse dark magic.”

      “Make no mistake, it’s not easy and there will be a price to pay.” Jett wedged her fork into a potato and looked at me, her expression serious. “Curses suck on all levels. You’ll have to sacrifice something for its removal. Something big.”

      “Like what?”

      She shrugged. “The only way to find out is by going to Twilight Island and asking the Curse Breaker yourself.”

      A sacrifice. Hmm…now that made more sense. It could be worth hearing what the guy had to say, if nothing else.

      Hazel clearly didn’t like the idea. “Are you actually considering it?” she asked me.

      I fidgeted with the charms on my bracelet, remembering the way I dug those scissors into Riley’s flesh. I hated remembering, hated who I was in that moment. No matter how much her betrayal hurt, I didn’t want to destroy my sister.

      “I need to get my hands on the tablet first, but yes. I’m willing talk to anyone if they can remove the curse.”

      Hazel groaned. “There’s one thing you’re both forgetting,” she pointed out. “Trips to Twilight Island are strictly prohibited.”

      Jett waved that off. “Don’t worry. I know a guy.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” Hazel muttered.

      Jett glared at her. “Not everyone was born to be an obedient mule, creature.”

      Hazel straightened, lifting her chin. “Get your facts straight. I’m a faun.”

      “Whatever.” Jett sipped her Dr. Pepper.

      I ignored them both, too focused on working out the details. “I’ll need a boat, preferably on a weekend night.” My mind was ramped up, the wheels turning over as I thought about what this could mean.

      “Let me know when you’re ready,” Jett said. “I’ll speak to my guy about getting us a boat.”

      “Us?” Hazel practically screeched.

      “Well, yeah. It’s Twilight Island, and she’s new to magic. We can’t just let her go alone. She needs backup.”

      I studied Hazel, waiting for her to refuse. Her mother made her promise she wouldn’t go there, and I didn’t take her for the disobedient type. “I don’t like this,” she said, chewing on her bottom lip. Her worried gaze steered to me, and she let out a defeated sigh. “But Jett’s right. You can’t go alone. Count me in.”

      Jett clasped her hands together excitedly. “A clandestine mission. Teenage rebellion. Folly Promenade—count me in, too. One hundred percent.”

      I grinned, grateful for a plan, and way more optimistic than yesterday. I was doing something. Trying. Which sure beat the hell out of sitting around, waiting for the curse to manifest. And the cherry on top—I think I might actually have made friends.
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      After lunch was Seduction Principles, the class I was dreading. It didn’t help that the room itself looked like a lady’s boudoir. Dimly lit chandeliers hung from the ceiling. The seats were plush velvet ottomans. The tables were covered in precious gemstones and magically enhanced oils. And scattered throughout the room were dress forms and mannequins, scantily clad in nighttime garments. I looked around, fidgeting with the charms on my bracelet. After reading The Art of Seduction, I already knew the things we were going to learn, and I wasn’t looking forward to any of it.

      Ione claimed the seat next to me, keeping up with her mission to take me under her wing. Everyone assumed she sympathized because her brother was a defector, but they didn’t know she was the one who’d trapped me in the net. She despised me from the start, which meant this whole owing Xander a favor thing was legit. Whatever Ione’s reasons, her methods were working. The gossips were moving on to other students and scandals.

      As we waited for class to begin, I swiveled my ottoman toward Ione. “Hey, do you know where I can find Xander? I really need to speak to him.”

      It was all I had been thinking about since the lake.

      He said he wouldn’t answer any more questions, but I would regret it if I didn’t try again. It was bad enough Dad wouldn’t talk about my mom, and I still wanted to know what Xander meant when he said I looked just like her. Had he seen an old picture? Or did he—I gulped—know firsthand? One way or another, he had to tell me.

      “Why?” Ione pulled out a fancy bedazzled notebook and a pink ballpoint pen, setting them both neatly on the table. “What is this thing with you two anyway? Why does he protect you?”

      I blinked once. “There is no thing.” Other than the fact that I was embarrassingly attracted to the guy, and he was sort of, kind of, oddly nice to me.

      She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

      “So?” I asked again. “Do you know where I can find him?”

      “Next period, he’s on the Ares training fields. But he won’t talk to you there.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’s Ares’s house leader, and you’re a defector. He won’t be seen with you.”

      “Seriously?” He didn’t seem like the type to care about what other people thought, especially since he’d been the only one willing to free me from that net. Then again, there hadn’t been anyone else around to witness it.

      “Try if you want,” she said with a shrug. “But you’re wasting your time.”

      “Then where will he talk to me?”

      She swiveled around to face me. “Do you want my advice, fire-blood? Don’t go there, don’t be seen with him—don’t be seen with any Ares descendant. If you want the acceptance of House Aphrodite, you need to fully invest yourself here.”

      All valid points, and if this weren’t so important, I would gladly take her advice.

      “This class, for instance,” she continued, nodding to our surroundings. “Is one of the cornerstones of the curriculum. This is where you should apply yourself.”

      I tried not to groan. “Seduction Principles, really?” I was surprised it was a real class, much less a cornerstone.

      Ione’s nose twitched. “It’s the foundation of our magic. You would do well to take it seriously.”

      “I don’t get it.” I dug inside my messenger bag for my textbook. “Why do we have to learn this stuff? I mean, maybe if I wanted to be a prostitute…” I stopped as a shadow loomed over the table. It suddenly occurred to me that the room had gone silent. I looked up to find a busty, plump woman with bright red hair staring at me through gold-framed lenses.

      Oh god.

      Please don’t let this woman be the professor.

      “Let me guess. Miss Thorne?” Each syllable dripped with derision.

      I winced, wishing I was anyone else. The entire classroom stared at me like I was in for it, and I probably was. I’d just compared her life’s magic to prostitution, and I laid the condescension on pretty thick while doing so. Oh, why couldn’t I have kept my stupid mouth shut?

      “Sheridan Thorne?” she said, again.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I sighed.

      “Ma’am.” She snorted, mocking me. “I’m sure your South-Eastern tutelage taught you that word to show manners, but in this class, I consider it an insult.”

      I swallowed. “Sorry.”

      “Professor Lilyworth,” she corrected me.

      “Sorry, Professor Lilyworth.”

      “Now, then. Since you held up the start of the class with your offensive chatter, why don’t you help me demonstrate its importance? Let’s find out if you know anything about seduction.”

      I nodded, my face hot with shame. “Sure.”

      “The following three questions will be on your final exam. If you answer correctly, I won’t give you detention this weekend.”

      Great. I hadn’t even served out the detention from yesterday, and I was already adding another round. Grandpa was going to have my head for supper.

      “First question,” she began, her voice sharp. “What item of clothing did Aphrodite use to attract love to her subjects before she began working with Cupid?”

      Oh, I knew this one.

      “A belt.”

      She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “You would be wro—” Her jaw dropped slightly. “Actually, that’s correct. I suppose it was an easy question.”

      Her red heels clicked against the floor as she slowly paced in front of me. She hadn’t thought I would answer correctly, but I would’ve known without having magically downloaded the entire textbook to my mind last night. My dad, being the mythology nerd that he was, made sure Riley and I knew all the stories about the so-called Olympian gods and goddesses.

      But I’d bet my life her next question wouldn’t be so easy.

      “What is the most powerful aphrodisiac created by any mage or mortal?” she said, her voice echoing throughout the room.

      I paused, remembering the section on aphrodisiacs. There were so many, but the most powerful was an elixir that was said to tempt even the most nonsexual of beings, and it was also the most difficult to brew. “Amaridonna.”

      Professor Lilyworth stopped pacing, her nostrils flaring. “What are its ingredients?”

      Part of me wondered if I was supposed to answer correctly, but I did so anyway. I didn’t want to risk another detention. “Mettle-twig, rose water, gryndleberry, belladonna, and,” I paused, swallowing, “falcon sperm.”

      Her voice rose several octaves. “How did you know that?”

      I cleared my throat. “It’s, um, in the textbook.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, jutting one leg out as she studied me. “Most sexual color any man or woman can wear?”

      “Red.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of the association with blood.”

      She scowled. “What is the purpose of dannellion?”

      “I-I thought there were only three questions,” I said nervously. This was beginning to feel like an inquisition.

      Lilyworth flattened her palms against my table, narrowing her gaze on me. “Indulge me, Miss Thorne.”

      “Dannellion is a s-stone.” My voice was shaking now. “Its purpose is to heighten the wearer’s natural beauty and increase pheromones.”

      Her entire face tightened, the blood rising in her cheeks. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “I told you. I read the book.”

      “Very well,” she acceded, walking away from the table. “You’ve avoided detention, Miss Thorne.” She stared back at me for several long seconds. “But I have one last request of you. I’d like you to walk down the aisle with the Grace of Aphrodite.”

      My legs trembled. The Grace of Aphrodite was a term used to describe the ability to be seen and cause euphoria to the beholder. It was done by stepping on the balls of your feet, elongating your neck, and straightening your back. While you walked, you had to levitate to appear as if you were floating.

      I’d never be able to do it, and if I so much as tried, I’d probably fall flat on my face. “I-I don’t think—”

      “You can’t?” Professor Lilyworth supplied for me.

      I shook my head.

      A smirk pulled at the corners of her mouth. “Not everything can be learned from books, eh?” Her attention darted to Ione. “Will you be a dear, and show her how it’s done?”

      Ione nodded and stood. In perfect form, she began to move, and I’m pretty sure her feet didn’t touch the floor. She was a vision of beauty, floating down the aisle like a swan on a lake. Everyone was in awe.

      If I could hide under my ottoman, I would gladly have done it.

      “Well done, Ione.” Professor Lilyworth glowed with approval. “Now then, class. If any of you feel this subject is beneath you, there’s the door. Otherwise, let’s begin.”

      Ione took her seat beside me, giving me a disapproving look. The moment class was over, she started in on me.

      “What was that about?” she whispered furiously as we packed up our things. “Here I am, trying to do everything in my power to raise your status, and you’re ripping my good work to shreds.”

      “I’m sorry.” I sniffed. “I didn’t think she was listening to our conversation.”

      “That’s the problem.” Ione threw the strap of her bag over her arm. “You weren’t thinking. You’ve been in this school for two seconds, and just like a human, you think you understand everything. Next time I give you advice, just take it.”

      She sidestepped me, leaving for the door in quick strides.

      I sighed, gathering the rest of my things. She was right. I didn’t understand much about magic or this life. Only two days in, and I was already digging my own grave at Arcadia. If I was smart, I’d heed her advice, all of it, including the part about staying away from Xander. Part of me really, really wished I could do that. But the bigger, more desperate, part of me wasn’t ready to give up. Not while this nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach kept me looking back. Until this curse was lifted, I would never feel whole anywhere. It was only a matter of time before its prophecy was carried out, and Xander knew more than he was letting on. I refused to let him get away with it. One way or another, he needed to tell me everything.

      I headed to the Ares training field, determined to make him do just that.

      The field where the gladiators trained was surrounded by the amphitheater, where visitors came to watch live combat. The raw size of it was enough to keep me staring like a starry-eyed tourist visiting the colosseum for the first time.

      Inside the field, things only got more intense. Multiple combatants went at each other with all sorts of weapons. Some I recognized, some I didn’t, and some that looked enchanted. I lit up at the sight of an electrified whip giving off sparks of energy as it cracked it into the air. Another student’s sword appeared to glow a bright blue every time it connected with his opponent’s red one. Looking around, I could feel my eyes growing bigger by the second. I was in awe. I wanted to be out there on that field, instead of stuck in boudoir classrooms learning how to craft stupid love potions.

      I eventually spied Xander across the field, fighting another gladiator without weapons. Dressed only in his gladiator’s kilt, he was naked from the waist up. Every lean muscle in his chest and back rippled in the sunlight, and I couldn’t help but drool a little while watching him.

      Get it together, I reminded myself. You’re here to get information, that’s all.

      I tried to make my way across the field, but two sour-faced gladiators blocked my path.

      “No entrance,” said the one on the right.

      “House Ares students only,” said the one on the left.

      The two of them crossed their muscled arms over their puffed-out chests, looking like bouncers on a power trip.

      “I just need a few minutes.”

      Neither of them budged. It was clear they weren’t letting me through, no matter what reason I came up with.

      I looked over at Xander again, desperate.

      His fight had stopped…and he was looking over here. Straight at me! I waved, trying to signal him. Several long seconds passed, he wiped the sweat from his brow, and then turned his back. Completely dismissing me.

      That bastard.

      Ione was right. He wouldn’t talk to me out here.

      Seeing what happened, Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum laughed. “Run on back to Aphrodite, defector.”

      Dammit, I hated that everyone knew that about me.

      Squaring my shoulders, I left the field, swearing once I learned how to brew a decent potion I would make those two meatheads become infatuated with toads. And Xander—I squeezed my fists together, feeling the heat rise in my arms, that untapped energy built on anger and passion brimming just beneath the surface. Xander was lucky I couldn’t tap into my magic because I would’ve directed it all at him in a firebolt of pain.

      Small hiccups, I reminded myself, taking a deep breath.

      Eventually, I would get it together.
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      Unlike Seduction Principles, the rest of my classes were enjoyable. Flight Equestrianism was held outdoors, just outside of the school’s stables. Hazel was in that class, too, and we both gawked, in awe of the Pegasus descendants. We learned the parts of the winged horse and the types of riding styles and saddles. Eventually, we’d get a chance to ride, but it wouldn’t be until later into the semester.

      In Mirror Realm, Zack waited for me in a circular room full of mirrors, his pack of arrows strapped to his back. “Is it just us?” I asked, confused at the isolation.

      He nodded, signaling me to whisper. “This place is sacred,” he explained. “The originals built it.”

      The room was located in the heart of the school, underneath the library. I had to travel down two flights of stairs to get here, and now, I wasn’t sure what here was…it definitely didn’t look like a typical classroom.

      “She’s not ready.” A wrinkled, old man appeared, hunched over in the doorway, leaning his weight against a wooden cane. He eyed me through glasses thicker than the mirrors surrounding us, shaking his head in disapproval.

      Zack cleared his throat, nodding to the ancient-looking man. “Sheridan, this is Themus, Master of Gateways.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I glanced at Zack. “Gateways?”

      “That’s what the mirrors are,” he said. “They’re gateways into another realm.”

      “She’s not ready,” Themus said again, sniffing. With that said, he turned around, tapped his cane against one of the mirrors, and then…he walked straight through it!

      My skin chilled as the old man had all but disappeared. I saw his reflection, getting smaller and smaller by the second.

      “Where’d he go?” I asked Zack.

      “Into the mirror realm. It’s an ancient dimension that remains invisible to the human eye.” He gestured toward one of those mirrors, and I could make out a faint reflection of a teenage girl in an apron. She appeared to be working in a café. Her shoe caught the edge of a mat, making her trip, and the coffee pot she held went flying. It shattered across the floor into a thousand pieces. Poor girl looked like she was about to cry. “This will be your first subject.”

      I snapped to attention. “Subject?”

      “You’re going to make her fall in love.” He pointed at a crowded table in the back of the café. “With that guy.”

      The guy he pointed out was clean-cut, handsome, and wore a school letter jacket. He sat in the center of the table, clearly popular inside his huge circle of friends. It wasn’t hard to see where this was going.

      “So she’s the geeky girl, and he’s the rich jock. This has every teen movie cliché written all over it.”

      Zack stared at me.

      “We’ll put them in detention together,” I explained. “Get them to spend some one on one time.”

      This was cake.

      Zack looked skeptical, obviously questioning my judgment. “And how are we going to do that?”

      “First, we need to get through there and shoot off one of your lust arrows.”

      Zack gestured me forward. “Ladies first.”

      It seemed like a trap, especially after that whole you’re not ready bit the old man kept repeating, but I shrugged and figured what the hell. This was about embracing Aphrodite, after all. I stepped forward, and—

      Ouch!

      My face and body smacked directly into the glass. “Was that supposed to happen?” I whined, my forehead and nose throbbing.

      Zack laughed, holding his belly as his cheeks turned rosier. “Themus was right! You’re not ready.”

      “What the crap does that mean?”

      “The mirror only lets those through who are worthy.”

      I frowned, more worried now than ever. “I’m not a true Aphrodite descendant. What if the mirror never lets me through?”

      “These mirrors aren’t used solely by Aphrodite students,” Zack said, his chuckles dying down. “All of the descendants use the mirror realm to practice their magic. Don’t worry, you’ll get there. It’s just going to take some time.”

      Time…great.

      Guess I could add this to my growing list of sucktastic things about this school.

      “What do we do until then?”

      Zack made his way toward the staircase leading out of here. “Nothing,” he said over his shoulder. “We try again tomorrow.”
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      At dusk, I left for my grandfather’s office. It was located in the Academia building, down on the basement level. The halls were eerily empty; everyone else had gone to dinner or back to their dorms.

      As I walked through the corridor, I felt little tingles on the back of my neck. Someone was there. Watching. I curled my hand tighter around the strap of my bag, picking up the pace.

      The lanterns along the walls flickered around me. Each of them extinguished with one whoosh after another. I sucked in a breath, stopping in my tracks. My heart tripped over itself as I tried to get a feel for the magic. Right away, that warm familiar sensation coursed through me, and I relaxed. Even its scent was becoming recognizable, a mixture of polished leather, evergreen, and freshly fallen rain.

      “Why are you here?” I said aloud, even though he hadn’t made himself visible yet.

      Only one lantern remained lit, directly in front of where I stood. Xander stepped out of the shadows, looking impressed. “Hey, damsel.”

      Ugh, that nickname. I still hated it as much as before.

      “Heard you were looking for me.”

      I shifted the weight of my bag to my hip, glaring at him with all the animosity I felt. “Not anymore.”

      Xander leaned against the wall beside him, crossing his arms over his chest. “Don’t take what happened on the field personal.”

      Seriously?

      “Too late,” I bit out, pissed off at how cavalier he was acting about the whole thing. Like I should just be okay with him being a jerk or pretend it never happened. “Carry on with ignoring me, Xander. Whatever my problems are, I’ll figure them out on my own.”

      Even though the rest of the hall was dark, I sidestepped him, and continued on my way.

      “Sheridan, wait.” His hand came around my elbow, that one simple touch a little too electrifying. I backed up to get out of his grip.

      The dim candlelight flickered over his face, his expression turning serious. “Let me explain.”

      I tilted my head to the side. This oughta be good.

      “Our situations are complicated.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “You and I are both trying to fit in where our blood isn’t accepted. I’m sure you’re learning firsthand how challenging it is, trying to belong, trying to find your place with people who don’t want you around. It’s better if we keep our distance, at least in public.”

      I shook my head at his lame excuse. “What is up with this school and the students? You know, in the human world we have something called diversity.”

      “It’s not the same in Mythos. People keep their magic separate in order to keep it strong. If anyone from House Aphrodite or House Ares thinks we’re friendly, they’ll crucify us both. It’s better to keep our interactions private.”

      He obviously thought his reasoning was sound, and maybe in the Mythonian world it made sense, but I hated it. I was grateful to him for helping me out of Ione’s net, but I refused to be his secret friend.

      “I wasn’t trying to date you or be your best friend, Xander. I just wanted to talk to you.”

      “So talk.” He stepped closer, his fingertips brushing mine. “I’m here now.”

      Metal clanked from down the hall. Someone was coming. Crap, that reminded me. I was late for detention with my grandfather, and I couldn’t risk him catching me here. With Xander, of all people.

      “I’ll do you one better. Let’s not have any interactions, period.”

      “Oh, come on, Sher—” He stopped short, distracted as more noises came from down the hall, louder this time. Clanking and thrashing, followed by a low, vicious growl.

      The sound made me cringe. The growling was followed by a screeching, like nails being dragged across metal. That didn’t sound normal. To hell with that. It didn’t sound human.

      “What was that?” I whispered, afraid to move.

      “I don’t know.” Xander went completely still, listening as he searched the dark hall.

      The magic in the air grew denser by the second, making my skin prickle with goose bumps. The growling intensified too. Sounding closer than it had a few seconds ago.

      “Smells like sulfur and blood. Dark magic,” Xander said, moving in front of me. “Stay here. I’ll check it out.” As he stepped forward, he relit the lanterns, one by one.

      My heart thudded against my chest as I watched him leave, wondering if the next light would reveal the thing behind that awful growling. I became all too aware of how new I was to this world, and how powerless. As angry as I was with Xander, I was super grateful he was here. Because let’s face it, I couldn’t exactly love charm whatever was out there to death, and I didn’t have a good grasp on my fire magic either. That made me pretty much useless. Yay, me.

      “I don’t see anything,” Xander said, pressing on. The hall, almost entirely lit now, remained empty. It didn’t make sense. We both heard the noises coming from that direction. Once he reached the end, he swung around, shrugging. “There’s nothing here—oh shit.”

      Oh shit?

      That didn’t sound good, especially since he was looking around me, his jaw wide open. “Sheridan.” He held his hands up, as if he was afraid for me to make any sudden moves.

      My whole body went rigid. The growl was suddenly there again, guttural and blood-curdling, and right over my shoulder. Holy Mother of God, I could literally feel its hot breath on my neck.

      “Run!” Xander shouted.

      I didn’t think twice. I ran forward, and Xander ran full-speed back toward me. As he ran, he said something in Latin, a spell I didn’t recognize. A black sword suddenly materialized in his hand, glowing bright blue.

      That thing was too fast. For each of my steps, two more sounded behind me. Its claws caught my ankles, and I tripped, sliding across the marble floor. I pushed up, turning over just in time to see it crouching, getting ready to strike. It had the body of a lion, the head of a goat, and the tail—the tail was a freaking snake!

      Oh shit was right—I was about to die.

      Just as it leapt, Xander said more words in Latin. A powerful gust of wind slid me farther across the floor, moving me out of the way just in time. The lion-goat-serpent thing landed, hitting the floor so hard, it cracked the marble. Xander used both hands to drive the glowing blue sword into its back. The creature howled, standing back on its haunches. But the wound wasn’t enough to stop it. It broke free of Xander and lunged for me again, its jaw wide open and full of razor teeth. I hurled myself backward, just as someone else shuffled around me. I blinked at the flaps of a professor’s robe swishing past. It was Grandpa, murmuring a weighty spell.

      The air around us shifted, spinning, becoming powerful enough to lift the beast up into the air. As soon as it was up high enough, Xander leapt and shoved his sword straight into the beast’s heart. Within seconds, the lion-goat-snake disintegrated into smoky ash.

      “Sheridan,” Grandpa said, coughing. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I pointed to the pile of ash. “Wh-what the hell was that thing?”

      “A chimera,” Grandpa answered, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe it himself. “It’s an ancient creature.”

      “And obviously spelled to kill you,” Xander added, breathing hard. I stared at the sword still in his grip, noticing it was made out of a metal I didn’t recognize, onyx and shiny, but no longer glowing blue. With a wave of his hand, it disappeared.

      Grandpa’s gaze darted back and forth between Xander and me, his expression turning grim. “In my office, both of you.”

      When we didn’t immediately scurry, he added a sharp, “Now.”

      I dazedly lifted up to follow him. No way was I letting him leave me after he just saved my ass with that powerful spell.

      Xander stood back at first, looking unsure, but he eventually sighed and followed along too.

      This should be fun.

      My small hiccups at this school had just turned into atomic bombs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      The office was small, full of unpacked boxes, and smelled of fresh paint. I sat in the cushioned chair behind the desk, images of that awful creature still replaying in my mind. I couldn’t believe it. An actual flesh and blood monster chased after me. This was enough to give me nightmares for weeks.

      “Where did the chimera come from?” Grandpa said, sounding more panicked than he let on before.

      “No idea.” I turned over an empty picture frame, working to steady my trembling hands. I was still in shock, but I tried to hide it. If I were alone, I would have locked myself inside a closet, curled up into a ball, and cried for hours. But Grandpa knew I was already having a hard time in this new life. It was better that he saw me maintain my composure, and that he believed I could handle the worst possible scenarios.

      Xander walked inside, shutting the door behind him. “It was there to kill Sheridan,” he said, sounding pretty shaken himself. “Every time I got in its path, or tried to block it, the chimera kept going after her.”

      A shiver ran down my spine. Someone must’ve spelled it to come after me. Ione and I were on good terms now, but even if we weren’t, I doubted she would try to kill me. She proved she didn’t have it in her when she held that knife to my throat.

      “I thought I told you to stay away from this one,” Grandpa said, nodding toward Xander.

      “You did, but the guy keeps showing up when I’m in a tight spot, so it’s kind of nice having him around.”

      Grandpa crossed his arms over his chest, mustache twitching. “Excuse me?”

      “Apparently, we’re secret allies or whatever.” I rotated the metal globe on Grandpa’s desk. “I’m sure your military background can appreciate that.”

      Xander shook his head. “Now you’re okay with keeping our friendship under wraps?”

      “I said allies, not friends.” That was an important distinction, as far as I was concerned. “You saved my ass twice now, so I guess I’m kind of in your debt.” Then to Grandpa, I explained, “He was the one who freed me from the net.”

      “I see.” His face grew redder by the second. “I forbid any kind of relationship. Friendship, alliance—doesn’t matter. This boy was the bane of my career at MEM. He’s untrustworthy, he’s a liar—”

      “I am many things, sir, but a liar is not one of them.” Xander stood straighter, his face full of hard lines. “And just because I couldn’t give you what you wanted doesn’t make me untrustworthy.”

      Grandpa pointed his finger at him. “Three years,” he growled. “I spent three goddamn years searching for you, tirelessly. Your mother came to see me every week, her eyes bloodshot and circled, because she couldn’t sleep. Then you suddenly appear, alive and well, but you refuse to speak—”

      “Stop this,” Xander said, turning away.

      “You refuse to say where you were or who you were with. No answers, no explanations, ever.”

      “You’re one to talk, Grandpa,” I said, snorting. “You and Dad didn’t explain anything about our own family history before dumping me in this school. A little hypocritical, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Sheridan, stay out of this,” he snapped, before continuing to attack Xander. “The next thing I know, you’ve transferred to House Ares, pretending everything is just peachy. And your poor mother is in so much shock she ends up in that institution—”

      “I said stop!” The rage in Xander’s voice rivaled that of any true Ares descendant. He glared at my grandfather, eyes glassy, his hands curled into fists at his sides. For a second, I thought it might come to blows, but then Xander surprised us both. “Let’s settle this, once and for all. Give me an ollodipher, and you’ll finally have your precious answers.”

      I wasn’t sure what an ollodipher was, but it must’ve been important, because my grandfather’s expression turned from anger to astonishment. “You’re serious?”

      Xander nodded. He went to the chair on the other side of Grandpa’s desk and sat, turning over his arm. “To be clear, I’m doing this for her.” His gaze settled on me. “She has questions, and she needs to believe I’m telling her the truth.”

      “What does this have to do with Sheridan?”

      “Everything,” Xander breathed out. “Now give me the damned ollodipher before I change my mind.”

      Grandpa nodded, then rushed around the room, searching through tins and cans until he found the right one. “Aha, here it is.” He pulled out a single green leaf.

      Huh. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting, but based on Grandpa’s reaction, it certainly wasn’t a harmless looking plant.

      He set the leaf on the inside of Xander’s wrist. It expanded and grew, its vines wrapping around Xander’s arm in a crisscross motion, around his elbow, his biceps, and then circling once around his neck before stopping.

      “Anyone want to fill me in?” I said, looking between the two of them.

      “It keeps me from lying or trying to escape during interrogation,” Xander said, stretching his neck uncomfortably. “It tightens when you lie or move, cutting off your blood supply. I’d lose the arm.”

      I crinkled my nose. “Sounds fun. We should all wear them.”

      Apparently getting this close to death ramped up my sarcasm, which was wasted since no one appreciated it at the moment.

      Grandpa added, “Its poison also loosens the wearer’s tongue, kind of like an enchanted truth serum. They were outlawed after World War 2. Some nonsense about their methods being too extreme, but the school allows me to keep one for academic purposes.”

      “This isn’t an academic purpose, Grandpa.”

      He ignored that, of course.

      “Don’t expect me to answer questions I don’t want to, Professor Thorne,” Xander warned, his back ramrod straight against the chair. “I’ll answer the ones you and Sheridan need to know, and that’s all.”

      Grandpa’s lips thinned, but he didn’t argue. “Let’s see what you have to say then. Where were you those three years you went missing?”

      Damn. Grandpa wasted no time getting into the thick of it.

      Xander swallowed, steering his gaze to mine, a reminder that his answers were meant for me alone. “The Underworld.”

      I sucked in a breath. So those particular rumors were true. Knowing Grandpa, he would get to the rest pretty quick.

      “How did you end up in the Underworld?” Grandpa crossed his arms over his chest, slowly pacing the room, like a true interrogator.

      “I was taken.”

      “Taken by whom?”

      “Hollows, as you’ve likely heard.” Xander’s eyes flicked once to Grandpa, letting him know he was being evasive on purpose.

      “Which ones? What are their names?”

      He shook his head, trying to remain still. “Not relevant.”

      Grandpa scowled. “It’s relevant to me, you manipulative twit.”

      “I wasn’t taken willingly,” he said, stiffly. “That’s all I’ll say about that.”

      Grandpa paused, rubbing his jaw. “Are you a Hollow?”

      There it was, the question of the hour. I held my breath, waiting to hear the answer.

      “No.”

      The vines didn’t tighten; he was telling the truth. I was more relieved than I expected.

      Grandpa, on the other hand, seemed more confused than ever, and getting more upset by the way this was progressing. Xander made it clear he would only tell us what he wanted us to know, and the only way for him to do that was to give him the reins.

      “Fine,” Grandpa said, sounding annoyed. “Let’s stop dragging this out. Tell Sheridan what you want to tell her, and I’ll ask my questions after.”

      Xander nodded. He took a deep breath before locking on me again. “When I was fourteen, I was taken and held captive in the Underworld for three years. During that time, the Hollows did everything they could in order to get me to join their ranks. Beatings, torture, starvation, isolation, threats against my family—they tried it all. I’m proud to say I never once cracked. I wanted to. God knows, I wanted to.” He winced at that part, his eyes glazing over, as if he was reliving it.

      My god. I couldn’t even begin to imagine living through that. When I was fourteen, the worst torture I experienced was getting my braces taken off. Those years were Xander’s teenage years, and he spent them in a literal hell.

      The ollodipher hadn’t tightened either, proving every word true. My heart bled. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and tell him how sorry I was he experienced that, but I don’t think he wanted my pity. He just wanted me to listen and believe him.

      “They kept me in a cell,” he continued, shaking himself away from the memories. “Hidden in a dungeon beneath their headquarters, almost impossible to escape. I thought I never would…but then I met your mother.”

      He stopped, pausing to gauge our reactions. Grandpa looked just as stunned as me, his eyes flaring wide.

      My mother was alive. But then…“That day at the lake.” I sat forward in my chair, flattening my sandals against the floor. “You said she was dead.”

      He shifted in his seat, the vines tightening with his movements. “I said most people assumed she was killed.”

      “You know what I thought you meant.”

      I felt bad for what he’d been through, I truly did, but how dare he withhold that kind of information. He had to have understood its importance.

      “I’m sorry, Sheridan.” He looked away. “Selena asked me never to speak about her. I feel guilty as hell for telling you this, because I’m breaking my word to her.”

      “What does my mom have to do with this?”

      “She helped me escape. Without her, I wouldn’t be sitting here right now.”

      I looked up at Grandpa, wondering if he knew. For a man of so much strength, he looked weak at that moment. He moved to perch himself on the edge of the desk, arms still crossed. He rubbed a hand over his face and mustache, staring into space. “Alive, all this time.” He shook his head. “This is going to kill Daniel.”

      “Explain,” I said, pressing Xander on despite Grandpa having checked out of the conversation.

      He nodded. “I told you the first half of the story at the lake. About Petra and your mother. What I didn’t tell you was that Petra descends from a long line of Hollows. That’s how she was able to pull off your mother’s kidnapping—she had help from powerful dark mages. Anyway, her original plans were more twisted than the curse. After both babies were born, she wanted to send you and your sister back to your father in a casket—”

      “Wait,” I said, trying to wrap my head around that part. “Her own baby? I mean, me I understand. But why would she want to kill Riley?”

      Xander shrugged. “The woman is demented, Sheridan. She felt Daniel’s blood tainted both of you.”

      “You knew her personally?”

      “Petra was the one who tried to break me.” His eyes darkened. “It killed her that I wouldn’t submit to the Hollowed Council and pledge my service.”

      “Why did they want you?”

      He shook his head. “Sorry, but that’s another question I can’t answer.”

      Fine, I could live without knowing that. As long as he finished telling me about my mother.

      “So what happened? Who thwarted Petra’s plans?”

      “Also, your mother. Selena’s Athenian heritage gives her a strong sense of precognition. She can see future events playing out in dreams, and the Hollowed Council would’ve done anything to obtain that ability for themselves. So your mother made a deal with the higher-ups. Her life for yours and your sister’s. They forbade Petra from killing the babies, and your mother can’t leave the Underworld. She pledged herself to the Hollows. She has to work for them for life.”

      I sat back in my chair, feeling my nose and throat sting. She sacrificed herself, stuck in that terrible place at my expense. Jesus.

      “Now do you see why I didn’t tell you at the lake? Selena didn’t want you to spend your life worrying about her. She wanted her sacrifice to mean your life would be full of joy. Then again, she hadn’t anticipated Petra’s curse.”

      “How did that happen?” I said, bitterly.

      “The Hollowed Council agreed to let you and your sister live, but they never forbade Petra from cursing you. It was the only revenge she could extract on Daniel at that point, so she wasn’t going to let the opportunity go to waste.”

      “She sounds like a lovely woman.” I looked over at Grandpa. “Remind me to ask Dad what he saw in her.”

      “Blind teenage lust.” Grandpa shrugged, frowning. “Had your father known she was a Hollow, he would’ve never had anything to do with her.”

      I turned back to Xander, anxious for him to continue. “So how did my mother help you escape?”

      “The Hollows have no reason to distrust Selena. She’s bound to them through magic. When she pledged herself, she swore an oath to never escape, as well as to provide details about her foresight, and she has faithfully obeyed for over a decade. She’s no longer a prisoner in the typical sense, not like I was. She commands authority in the Hollowed Council, and the others respect her.” He stared at the floor, shaking his head. “I still remember the day she came to my cell. She told me two paths were laid out before me. I could either stay and become a powerful Hollow, or I could return to Mythos. She asked which I preferred, and of course, I answered to return. So she agreed to help me escape, with conditions.”

      “Conditions?” I chewed on my lower lip. “What did she ask you to do?”

      “Upon my return, I would transfer to House Ares and focus on becoming the strongest gladiator of all time.”

      That seemed like an odd request. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “She wouldn’t tell me. She simply said it must be done.”

      “What else?”

      He raised his gaze again, looking nervous. “What do you mean?”

      “You said conditions. Plural.”

      “The rest isn’t important.” He didn’t choose his words carefully enough. The vines began to twist and tighten, and he struggled against them, groaning. “I meant to say, I don’t wish to discuss the other conditions!”

      The vines stopped.

      I curled my hand into a fist. “Xander, so help me, if you try to get out of answering, I’ll tear off your arm myself.”

      His eyes grew wide, surprised by my reaction. After a few seconds, he caved. “Fine. She asked, if you ever came to Arcadia, I would protect you.” He swallowed uncomfortably, his voice lowering. “And that I would never fall in love with you.”
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      “What?”

      I was so stunned, I could barely speak.

      Grandpa actually had the audacity to laugh—and it was pissing me off that he was laughing. “Good ol’ Sel,” he said between chuckles. “Always liked that girl.”

      “Wh-why?” I said, once I finally found my voice. “Why would she ask you something like that?”

      Xander looked as lost for words as I was. “I don’t know. She sees the future, so she must have her reasons.”

      “She said me, specifically? Did she include Riley in on that condition?”

      He shook his head. “Just you.”

      “But-but…” This was so confusing. My mom literally asked Xander not to fall in love with me? I had so many questions.

      First of all, did she see it happen?

      Second, why was she trying to prevent it?

      Third, really?—Me and Mr. Let’s Only Speak In Private?!

      I mean the guy was gorgeous, like on an insane level. He even stirred up little butterflies just by turning those deep blues on me, but I couldn’t see it going that far.

      When I finally found my voice again, I asked the biggest question on my mind. “Let’s say, theoretically, of course, it was a possibility.” I noticed the way Xander and I couldn’t seem to look at each other. “How does she ah…expect you to stop your feelings?”

      He held up his left hand to reveal a tiny silver cross on the inside of his ring finger. “It’s called the Silver Oath. It binds me to my promises.”

      She magically bound him.

      “The net.” He helped me when no one else would, then he asked Ione to help me too. “It was part of your promise.”

      Xander looked away, clearing his throat. “I would like to think I would’ve done it anyway, but yes.”

      Good grief. So even his half attempt at being nice wasn’t really him, just part of the arrangement he made with my mom.

      I stood up. This was too much to deal with. Too many revelations, too many emotions…the anger and the Ares blood was taking over, because when I looked down, my hands were full of fire.

      “Whoa.” Xander’s eyes flared.

      “Calm yourself, Sheridan,” Grandpa said, his voice gentle.

      I shook my hands, and the fire disappeared. After a deep breath, I looked up. “We need to get my mother out of the Underworld,” I said to Grandpa. “And we need to break this curse.”

      He nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Are you two serious?” Xander gripped the arm of the chair, trying to get up, but the ollodipher dug into his flesh. “Get this thing off me!”

      Grandpa reached out and tore the leaf from Xander. Immediately, the vines recoiled, leaving angry red welts across his skin. He rubbed his arm, glancing between the two of us. “You can’t go there.”

      “Obviously, I’m not letting my teenage granddaughter walk into a place full of demons, monsters, and Hollows,” Grandpa said, frowning. “But she’s the girl’s mother. We have to figure out a way to free her. First, I’ll need to do some research about this pledge she made. We can’t make any moves before I find out more about that.”

      “What about Petra’s curse?” Xander said.

      Grandpa sighed. “Daniel and I have tried to prevent that goddamned curse from manifesting since they arrived on his doorstep. He hoped living in Davidson might change things, but it hasn’t. For now, all we can do is keep them separated.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I couldn’t help still feeling butthurt over the fact that he and Dad left me out of the loop.

      “Who wants to tell their grandchild they’re cursed?” Grandpa said, his bushy brows drawn together pensively. “Your dad and I didn’t expect you to find out this way. All we wanted was to keep you safe and protected, even from one another.”

      The two of them had kept a lot from Riley and me. Things we deserved to know, regardless of how they felt about it. If they hadn’t been so secretive, who knows. Maybe I wouldn’t have tried to kill my sister. Maybe being conscious of the situation would’ve helped me practice control. I knew they were trying to protect us, but they may have done more harm than good.

      Jett’s idea came to mind, and I wanted to run it by Grandpa. “Since we’re on the subject, have you heard of the Curse Breaker?”

      He scowled. “On Twilight Island? Don’t even think about it, Sheridan. The guy is a nut job.”

      I frowned. “I heard he was efficient.”

      “He may have had some luck over the years, but his magic always comes with consequences.”

      “What consequence could be worse than murdering your sister?”

      “Trust me, things can always get worse when it comes to dark magic.”

      “But—”

      “It’s out of the question,” he said dismissively. “We’re not going that route.”

      We’re, he said. Like he was cursed too. I didn’t like the way he wouldn’t even consider it, and just because he said no didn’t mean I planned on following his orders. I may not be the rebellious sister, but this was too important to just sit around and ignore. I had to do something.

      “Where is the stone tablet?” I would just keep quiet for now.

      He shuffled for a few seconds, then ducked under his desk to open a drawer. I raised my eyebrows. He had it here the whole time, tucked away. A moment later, he handed me a thick, heavy piece of stone, covered with carved words and what looked like stained blood.

      Once their magic arrives, these sisters shall not rest until one destroys the other.

      “We’ve tried to break it a million different ways,” he said with a sigh. “The damned thing won’t even crack.”

      I stared at it, a numbness spreading over my body.

      All of this, this school, the secrets, the magic, and my dysfunctional family had hit me one blow after another. I was officially knocked out. I couldn’t handle anymore. I needed a timeout.

      “I think I’ve heard enough for one evening.” My voice sounded as drained as my body felt. “Can I keep this?”

      Grandpa looked unsure, but after a moment, he nodded his consent. “Put it in a safe place.” He waved to Xander. “Walk her back to her dorm, Arius. In case there are any more chimeras waiting out there…or worse.”

      Or worse. Great. And here I was thinking the chimera was as bad as it got.

      “Don’t bother.” I headed for the door. “He doesn’t want to be seen with a defector.”

      “I can walk you to your dorm, Sheridan,” Xander said stiffly, all the emotion gone from his face.

      “Oh, right. Your promise.” I ramped up the sarcasm. “Guess you have to do what you have to do, right?”

      He didn’t bother answering. He simply opened the door and nodded for me to go through it. I would’ve preferred to walk alone, but my fear of monsters outweighed everything else. So I left the office, Xander following closely behind. Neither of us spoke a word the entire walk.

      More than enough had already been said.
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      My days passed in a blur of classes, magic, and following Ione’s detailed instructions. She had a lot of them. Aphrodite students must be graceful, diplomatic, and a vision of beauty at all times, she’d tell me.

      Don’t slouch.

      Don’t giggle.

      Don’t raise your voice.

      She was like the mother I never had, nagging me every free second of her day. Sometimes I appreciated her help. Sometimes she drove me bonkers. When that happened, I reminded myself how much I desperately needed to fit in with her and my chosen house. This was what I signed up for. Just suck it up and do what she said.

      At least the nights were mine. I usually spent them practicing my instantaneous reading. So far, I could only consume a few at a time before it completely wiped me out. One night, Ione saw me practicing, and she froze. “Are you reading that book through touch?”

      I nodded.

      “Holy crap. You’re a bibliomagus.”

      “What’s that?” And in a world full of magic, why would she find it strange?

      “Someone who can speak to the written word. It’s an extremely rare talent. And usually, only found in Athena descendants.”

      Well, that made sense considering my mother was one.

      She moved closer, watching with wide eyes. “That’s how you knew the answers to Professor Lilyworth’s questions, isn’t it?”

      Again, I nodded.

      “Amazing,” she breathed. “You truly have a gift, Sheridan. Knowledge is the source of all great power.”

      I blinked. I was having fun learning about Mythos, but I hadn’t considered that this simple thing, reading quickly, might give me an advantage I hadn’t recognized.

      The next evening, there was a stack of new Aphrodite books waiting on my bed, most of them on social etiquette. “Use them to prepare for Friday night,” Ione instructed, a gleam in her eye. She was taking me to a house dinner party, and she wanted to make sure I was a picture-perfect representation of Aphrodite.

      I ground my teeth together, ready to scream. This was the one part of the day when I could just relax and be myself and stop worrying about what everyone else thought. I didn’t want to spend the night learning more love magic. But as I picked up the first book, it hit me. This was my ticket out of listening to Ione go on and on about the do’s and don’ts of social gatherings. If she believed I already knew everything I needed to know, she’d stop with the nagging.

      I placed my palm over A Guide on Charm and Schmoozing, figuring what the hell.

      When Friday came, my head was full of what I considered useless information. Aphrodite’s house history, their sororities and fraternities, ethics, social graces, and all kinds of other facts and trivia had been downloaded to my memory.

      Ione was both nervous and eager. “This is where you need to shine,” she said, maybe for the hundredth time. She looked me over, magically arranging my hair into cascading strands threaded together with tiny silver bands. “Focus on Peter Hallas. He’s the house leader. If he accepts you, everyone else will too.”

      “I thought if you accepted me, everyone would,” I grumbled.

      “My name carries weight, but people like Peter. He’s charismatic.”

      “But they don’t like you?”

      I tried not to grin, I really did. It didn’t work.

      Ione ignored my comment. “With the two of us backing you, the rest of the house will follow suit. No one will care which bloodline you descend from.” She put her hands on her hips, looked me over once more, then gave a satisfied nod. “Perfect.”

      I smiled. “You seem really excited.”

      “Of course, I am. You’re my protégé.” She beamed. “If I can mold an unruly Ares descendant into a worthy Aphrodite mage, I can do anything.”

      I laughed. For someone who hated me with so much passion a week ago, we were almost like friends. Sort of. It was a love-hate relationship.

      We left for the party just as the spring sun set on the horizon, dressed in our lavender togas. As we exited House Aphrodite, someone whistled from behind the trio of spiral topiary bushes.

      “Hey, Thorny.” It was Jett, on her way in just as we were leaving. She waved me over.

      “One second,” I said to Ione.

      Jett crinkled her nose as I approached. “Look at you, a vision in purple.”

      I ignored her sarcasm. “What are you doing here?”

      She smirked. “The guy I mentioned? The one who can get us into Twilight Island undetected—he has an opening this weekend, but he wants to meet you and Hazel in person first. To make sure you’re both straight and discuss price.”

      My heart thudded against my chest. I didn’t expect to get a chance so soon. “When?”

      “Now.”

      Figured.

      “I can’t right now,” I whispered, glancing back at Ione. She was glaring, tapping her sandal against the sidewalk impatiently. “I’m on my way to a house dinner party.”

      Jett’s eyes flared. “Seriously?” She held up her hands, weighing the choices. “Broken curse, freedom forever…or dinner party.”

      “I know, I know. But this one is important.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “We’re not going to get another chance for a while. They’re sending my guy to an internship in the human world. It’s now or never, Thorny.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek, knowing I would hate myself if I missed the opportunity. “Give me like an hour, okay?”

      She nodded. “Meet me at the entrance to the woods when you’re done.”

      “Okay. I’ll be there.”

      Ione watched Jett like a hawk as she walked away. “What did she want?”

      “Nothing. Class project,” I lied.

      She steered her attention back to me. “That girl is trouble, Sheridan. You shouldn’t hang around her.”

      Oh, geez. Here we go again. “Why? Because she’s from Hades?”

      “Aphrodite descendants may not be the strongest or the brightest, but we do have one trait that sets us apart—our gut. I can feel when someone is inherently good or bad. I’m telling you, that girl is full of darkness.”

      Good grief. Ione could be so dramatic.

      “Again, she’s from Hades. Darkness comes part and parcel with the whole scary vibe thing they’ve got going on. Don’t worry about it. You didn’t like me at first either, remember?”

      “I still don’t like you.” One corner of her mouth curved slightly. “Much.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Let’s go.”

      I only had an hour, and I needed to make it count.
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      It was easy to understand why everyone liked Peter. He was handsome in a classic way. Strong jaw, sandy blonde hair, and engaging brown eyes. When he spoke to someone, he gave them his whole attention, making that person feel as if they were the most important person in the room. When Ione introduced us, he took all of me in, looking me over from head to toe. It made me feel like I was at a job interview, and the big boss was sizing me up. In a way, that’s exactly what was happening.

      Once he was done, Peter nodded once to Ione, then she left us alone by the banquet tables. Everyone else was scattered throughout the room, socializing. And what a room it was, romantic and enchanting, like something out of a fairy tale castle. Tables were spread out, covered in intricately threaded pastel linens, each of them set with crystal glasses, dinnerware, and vases of white roses. The floor was a work of art too. A carpet of flower petals, spiraling in different colors and designs. Aphrodite descendants didn’t do anything subpar.

      “Where did you get the bracelet?”

      It was the first thing Peter said, and I froze, caught off guard by the question. I twisted the charms around my wrist, having forgotten putting it on.

      “Ah, it was a gift.”

      Odd. I prepared for a thousand different ways this meeting would go, but never once did I imagine we’d be discussing my jewelry of all things.

      He reached for my hand, flipping it over to reveal the inside of my wrist. Angry red marks stretched around blue veins.

      Whoa. How had I never noticed that before?

      “It’s poisoned,” Peter said, unhooking the latch. “Whoever gifted it to you was no friend.”

      I swallowed. Riley gave me the bracelet as a birthday present.

      He dropped the chain into my hand. “Do yourself a favor and chuck it into the ocean.”

      “How did you…” I was so dumbfounded, it was hard to find the words. “How could you possibly know…”

      “I read emotional energy and auras. It’s why I’m skilled in love magic.” His eyes rounded on the top of my head. “Yours is beautiful, full of strength and wisdom, but the bracelet was manipulating you. I’ve seen this poison before. It’s called lethara. Whoever gave it to you wanted to make you angry, obsessive, and destructive. It toys with your dreams, turning them into nightmares, and puts the wearer on edge.”

      I thought about the snake and the other nightmares. Everything he was saying was true. But that left one very big question. Riley wasn’t supposed to know about magic, but yet, here I was. With a poisonous charm bracelet. She knew, and that meant she tried to destroy me long before I tried to destroy her.

      Oh man.

      This shouldn’t bother me, but it did. When I acted, it was out of rage, not a pre-meditated attempt on her life. She obviously thought this out, planned it, wanting my destruction to be slow and painful.

      Tears stung at my eyes. I spun away so Peter wouldn’t see, but that was pointless. The guy just told me he could read emotional energy.

      “It was someone close, wasn’t it?”

      “My sister.” I sighed. “I’m sure you’ve heard about my…family issues.” Everyone at this school had heard one rumor or another.

      “I have.” He gently touched the side of my arm. “If it helps, you’ve got my approval.”

      I spun back around, blinking. “That easily?”

      Wait. Why was I questioning this?

      Thankfully, Peter didn’t take it back. He just laughed. “Energy, remember?” He looked over my head again, mesmerized, like it was the Aurora Borealis. “Everyone’s aura is unique, but yours is more unusual than most—a blend of several energies. You can be successful in love magic, but you have to really want it. It’s all up to you.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. “Th-thank you.”

      Peter smiled. “Welcome to Aphrodite, Sheridan Thorne.”
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      “What took you so long?” Jett said, scowling.

      Hazel was there waiting with her, looking around anxiously, as if she expected us to get caught sneaking off at any second.

      “I got out as fast as I could,” I said, remembering the way Ione narrowed her eyes when I gave an excuse about not feeling well. She didn’t believe me, but she let it go, pleased enough I’d gotten Peter’s stamp of approval.

      “Whatever, let’s just go,” Jett said, waving us along. “We need to hurry.”

      Leaves crunched beneath our feet as we made our way into the woods. The moon shone brightly overhead, lighting our way through the trees. I wrapped myself in my cloak, having no idea where we were headed.

      “How did your dinner go?” Hazel said, as the two of us tried to keep up with Jett.

      “Great, for the most part. With the exception of this.” I showed her the inside of my wrist. “Apparently, my sister has been trying to poison me.”

      Hazel stumbled, and Jett stopped to spin around. “Let me see,” she said, grabbing my hand. Her eyes flared. “Lethara—what a crafty bitch.”

      “Hey, still my sister.”

      I could call her a bitch, and she definitely was one, but that didn’t mean anyone else could.

      “Evil stuff.” Hazel tsked, shaking her head. “This makes me feel better about breaking the rules. You need to get this curse lifted ASAP, Sheridan.”

      Jett dropped my hand, and I rubbed the red marks.

      “Hazel’s right,” Jett said, walking ahead. “If your sister is already toying with poison, who knows what she’ll try next.”

      The sooner, the better. I could feel it, the urgency. It was building inside of me like a storm, ready to turn violent and deadly at a moment’s notice. Even thousands of miles apart, Riley had still found a way to get to me. With magic, of all things.

      I needed to tell Grandpa about this, so he could pass on that information to Dad. Riley had been upset with Dad for grounding her. I didn’t want to believe she was capable of harming him, but she had no problem doing it to me—there was no telling what she might do to the guy who kept her under lock and key.

      We came to a stop, and Jett steered us off the main path. She lifted a branch for us to duck under. “Come on, through here.”

      “Um, where exactly are we going?” I said, wondering why students enjoyed venturing into a spooky forest. This was not my idea of fun.

      “To see Van, the guy I told you about.”

      I pushed through the foliage and shrubbery, knocking branches and leaves out of the way. “And why is he in the woods?” An owl hooted in the distance, the sound only adding to the overall spooky atmosphere. Why would anyone want to come out here?

      “This is the place to be on Friday night.” Jett disappeared through a curtain of moss. “But Van crashes early, so we have to hurry. Come on, you two.”

      Hazel and I rushed to catch up, pulling apart the moss. “Oh my…”

      It was like stepping into another world. Bass began pumping as if we were in the middle of a nightclub. Neon lights soared all around us. Students were everywhere, dancing and playing games. They drank from flasks and wooden goblets, and they wore modernized versions of the school uniform, shortened togas, combat boots, and jeans.

      “It’s enchanted,” Jett shouted over the music. “Beyond those trees, not a peep can be seen or heard. Keeps the professors out, for a while anyway. They usually find our party spots, but when they do, we just move them to new locations.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek, slinking away from a pair of dancers grinding against each other. I was definitely out of my element. This was the Mythonian version of a rager. Even in the human world, ragers had never been my scene.

      Hazel glued herself to my side, looking just as out of place. “Oh my god!” she said, grabbing my arm.

      “What?”

      She nodded her head toward a group of fauns. “The one with the wavy black hair is Birch—he’s a family friend. He’s also…”

      I noticed the way her entire being lit up as she watched him.

      “Dreamy?” I finished for her, grinning.

      Call me crazy, but this Aphrodite magic might be finally settling in. I could tell with one look that Hazel was crushing on that faun pretty hard.

      “He doesn’t notice me like that,” she said with a shrug. “To him, I’m like a little cousin.”

      “Then he’s blind,” I said. “You’re stunning, Hazel. If he doesn’t notice, good riddance. Find someone else who does.”

      She beamed. “Thanks, Sheridan.”

      Having had to turn back around, Jett stomped over to us and grabbed us by the neck of our togas. “I. Said. Hurry.”

      “Sheesh,” Hazel huffed as soon as she let us go. “As bossy as she is, she should’ve been born a Zeus descendant.”

      I choked back a laugh. Zeus descendants were born leaders and notably authoritative. If she ditched the goth look, Jett would fit right in.

      A while later, we found Van, or “Vanisher,” as others called him, in the back of the clearing, sitting under an oak tree in a cloud of smoke, a long, strange pipe in his hands. Jett hadn’t been exaggerating when she said he usually crashed early—he was half asleep, and just about to leave.

      Heavyset, stone face, with dark hair pulled into a manbun, Van was all seriousness. He spoke slow but got straight to the point, making the meeting quick and easy. He asked for three lixers, which I gladly handed over. Grandpa gave me a pile of Mythonian money when we first went shopping, and I hadn’t even spent half of it. After I paid up, he told us to meet him at dawn the next morning, just past the south docks.

      “In broad daylight?” I assumed we’d be traveling under the cover of night.

      “My invisibility charms act like reflectors; they only work in sunlight. I’ll drop the three of you off first thing in the morning, then get you home before nightfall.”

      Holy crap. We were actually doing this.

      As we walked away, Jett grinned. “Folly Promenade, here we come.” She linked her arm through mine and headed toward the drink tables. “Let’s celebrate.”

      “Oh, I don’t think I’m staying.” I was the kind of girl who made straight As and stayed up late reading, not the kind of girl who partied in the woods.

      “Why not?”

      “Um…” A guy floated several feet up into the air as he danced. He did backflips and aerial tricks, under some sort of magical spell.

      “We have to be up at dawn,” Hazel pointed out.

      I shook myself out of my daze. This entire clearing had a strange, mesmerizing effect. Even the air sparkled, glittering around everyone, and I couldn’t stop staring.

      “So? Just stay for a few drinks.”

      Jett grabbed a goblet for herself and filled it.

      “You don’t even know what’s in that,” Hazel screeched. “It’s probably enchanted.”

      “Let’s hope so.” Jett snorted.

      Right away, they began to argue.

      “What if it turns you into a bloody toad, eh? What then?”

      “Geez, smell for yourself.” Jett handed her the cup. “I doubt everyone would be drinking it if it were contaminated.”

      While their backs were turned, a hand snaked around my arm. Before I knew what was happening, I was hauled behind the nearest tree.

      “What the—”

      “What were you doing with Vanisher?”

      Xander.

      I looked up at him, gritting my teeth. This was becoming too much of thing. Stable stalls, empty hallways, and now, we were meeting behind trees. And of all the times he could’ve found me, too.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      I tried to ignore the way his magic was already playing havoc with my senses. The sight of him alone, his dark hair combed back, his leather armor, and his biceps expanding against those metal armbands, was enough to knock me off balance. He looked too good to be so infuriating.

      “You’re going to Twilight Island, aren’t you?” he guessed, shaking his head. “To see that fool Curse Breaker on Folly Promenade—after your grandfather strictly forbade it.”

      I yanked out of his grip, crossing my arms over my chest. “Are you planning to tell him?”

      He didn’t bother answering, diving straight back to yelling at me instead. “That island is full of bad decisions waiting to happen—we both told you it’s a bad idea.”

      “Good thing neither of you are cursed,” I said, reminding him that this was about me.

      Xander’s jaw ticked. “When do you leave?”

      I snorted. “Why would I tell you that? So you can try and stop me?” I shook my head. “This doesn’t involve you, Xander. Leave me alone.”

      He cocked a brow. “Do you remember anything I said under the ollodipher? I swore I would look out for you. Everything you do at this school involves me.”

      I gestured to our hidden surroundings. “But only in secret, right?”

      Xander sighed. “It’s for your own good, Sher.”

      Even out here, in the heart of student rebellion, he refused to risk being seen with me. That stung more than I cared to admit. I felt bad for what he’d gone through, but I’d be damned before allowing an obligatory bodyguard follow me around and give me orders.

      “Look, do yourself a favor and forget the oath,” I said. “I officially free you from it—”

      “You can’t do that. It doesn’t work that way.”

      “It will if you stop watching my every move. I can take care of myself.”

      He looked at me like I was crazy. “The chimera? Ione’s net? Either of those situations ring a bell?”

      “Small hiccups.” I waved both of those examples aside. “I’ll eventually fall into place.”

      It was overkill, and we both knew it. The truth was, I hadn’t done a great job of taking care of myself so far. That didn’t mean I couldn’t though. I was still learning the ropes.

      “Don’t do this, Sher.” His tone turned coaxing. “We’ll find a way to break the curse.”

      His eyes searched mine, hypnotizing me with those long black lashes and pools of blue.

      “You don’t know that,” I said softly, noticing the way his face inched toward mine. Until he was only a breath away. I swayed, feeling lightheaded. What was happening? I hadn’t even had any alcohol.

      Xander’s gaze fell to my throat as I swallowed. “Please, damsel…”

      It was hard to breathe. My body leaned into his, all on its own. The moonlight hit his face in just the right way, glowing against the blue of his eyes. That scent of his drew me in, and—

      Oh, hell no.

      I had to get out of here, away from him, where there was plenty of space and oxygen.

      “My friends are probably looking for me. Bye, Xander.” I dashed around the tree before he could stop me.

      Jett and Hazel were still next to the drink table, arguing. Neither one of them even realized I was gone.

      “Oh, for Apollo’s sake. Look.” Jett took a big swig from one of the goblets. “See? Perfectly safe.”

      Hazel’s jaw dropped. “What if the effects are delayed?”

      “Hey,” I said, reaching for one of the drinks, like I’d been there all along. “Let’s all just chill. Hazel, I’m sure it’s fine. Everyone’s drinking from the same pitcher.”

      I looked back at the tree where I left Xander, my hand trembling as I held the goblet. What happened back there?

      It was like he’d put me under some kind of weird spell, trying to manipulate me into doing what he wanted. Bastard. Clearly, I needed to stay away from him—far away.

      “You changed your mind then?” Jett said. “About staying?”

      I looked at the goblet, questioning my decision.

      Oh, why not. Regrets were for the human world. I downed the drink before I had a chance to back out, coughing as it burned the back of my throat. It was a lot more potent than the stuff Grandpa had given me.

      Jett smirked. “You know, Mythonian alcohol is stronger than human alcohol.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” I set the goblet down, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

      She grinned, raising her own drink to her lips. “Good for you, Thorny. Let’s have some fun.”

      Hazel ran a hand through her curls, letting out a long, dramatic breath. “Hanging out with the two of you is so stressful.”

      I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Come on, let’s go find that faun of yours and make sure he notices you.”

      She blinked, considering the idea. “You think he will? What if he tells my parents about this party?”

      Always, the worrywart.

      “Then he’d have to admit he was here too.”

      “True,” she agreed. “Okay. Let’s stay, but only for a little while.”
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      “God, I feel like death.” Hazel bent forward, holding her head in her lap.

      I felt just as crappy. To make matters worse, the water was rough, rocking our little rowboat back and forth, making me grip the sides as my stomach lurched. Van sat in the back, silently rowing, his large frame making him look like a sumo wrestler in the tiny boat. He didn’t need any help from us. Good thing too, because if I had to row, I’d probably vomit everywhere.

      “This is your fault,” I said to Hazel, half teasing. “Stay for only a little while, remember?”

      A little while turned into almost three in the morning. Once we started dancing, Hazel’s crush, Birch, came over to join us. He and Hazel danced all night long, and we all ended up having a lot more fun than expected.

      Hazel turned her head, the barest hints of a smile on her pale face. “It was pretty fun, wasn’t it?”

      A wave jerked the boat forward, and I tightened my grip. “Not sure it was worth it at the moment.”

      For as much as she drank last night, Jett was annoyingly chipper. “Get it together, both of you.” She smiled into the blinding sunlight. “Soon we’ll be on Folly Promenade. Look, we’re almost there.”

      Sandwiched between Autumn and Spring, Twilight Island was tiny, and it was also home to the renegades of Mythos. The closer we got, the noisier it got. And strangely, I no longer wanted to rip my eyeballs from their sockets. I glanced up at the sky, noticing the sun was getting dimmer as if it were going down instead of up.

      “Amazing, right?” Jett inhaled a deep breath. “Noisy. Nocturnal. Alive—God, I love this place.”

      “You’ve been before?” I said.

      She nodded. “You’ve enlisted the right friend, Thorny. I come whenever I get the chance. Who knows, I may even move here after I finish mastery.”

      Hazel made a face of obvious disapproval, but she didn’t say anything.

      A while later, the boat reached the shore, and Vanisher got out to push us out of the water. The sun was almost completely gone now, just a soft glow on the horizon, a smattering of stars twinkling in the orange-streaked sky.

      “Meet me back here at sunset,” Van instructed. He pointed up ahead. “Folly is just past those palm trees.”

      “Thanks, Van,” Jett said.

      Silky sand sunk over my feet as I jumped out of the boat. Just being on land again put my stomach at ease—God, it felt good to be out of those rough waters. Grabbing my bag and the skirt of my toga, I waved bye to Van and followed Jett up the beach, Hazel lagging behind.

      Music played up ahead, a cross between old-timey folk and jazz. Once we made it through the palm trees, I could see the town, a strip of brick buildings with laced balconies.

      “A couple of things,” Jett said over her shoulder. “Don’t look at the harpies. They’ll try to sell you whatever they can. Once they have your attention, they sink in their claws, and they’re damn near impossible to shake.”

      “Noted,” I said, thinking of the pushy one who tried to take my bag when I arrived in Mythos.

      “Next, there’s a bazillion fortune-tellers, medicine men, and dark mages living here. They’ll try and entice you with little bits of psychic tell, but they really just want your coin. Also, don’t eat or drink unless you pay for it yourself. Mages will trap you into payment, the kind you’ll regret. Think first-born babies and lifetimes of servitude—that kind of crazy shit.”

      From behind us, Hazel snorted. “Now she tells us.”

      Jett continued on with her warnings, giving Hazel the side-eye. “Finally, be careful where you go. Certain buildings are spelled. People have been known to wander into nightclubs, and they don’t reappear for years.”

      Good grief.

      The island sounded like one big magical trap.

      “I’m probably making it sound worse than it is,” Jett said, looking unphased. “Just stay close, and you’ll both be fine.”

      Before we knew it, we were in the heart of the island’s city, entering Folly Promenade, a cobbled street full of bustling activity. Everywhere I looked, there were entertainers performing magic, psychics giving fortunes, and good, old-fashioned revelry. Pegasus descendants were led through the crowds, dressed in gems and ribbons. Banners waved above us, disappearing into colorful clouds of smoke. Tourist mages stumbled in and out of buildings, carrying oversized mugs and flasks of Twilight rum. Being there, in the middle of it all, was both exciting and intimidating.

      Almost as soon as we arrived, a woman in a short lacy black dress—if it could be called that—approached. She looked straight at me, her red lips forming a knowing smile.

      “I see you, girl with the rose-gold hair. I see you, standing there.”

      Unsure what to do, I froze in place.

      She continued, “You are one of two—both futures, bleak. She is strong, and you are weak. Like two broken halves to a whole, you must break some more, to pay the toll.”

      Shivers ran down my spine. Her dark eyes seemed to penetrate me, like she knew everything, like she could literally look inside my soul.

      “Would you like to hear more?” she asked, and the offer was oh so tempting.

      Letting out an exasperated groan, Jett grabbed my arm and gave it a forceful tug. “I told you they would do this,” she said under her breath. “Let’s go.”

      The woman in black pointed at Jett, her expression severe. “You there,” she said, her voice rising several octaves. “Your mind has changed, but your fate is sealed. Your heart is stuck, but it will soon be revealed. Two paths lie before you, both at great cost. Which one will you choose? Either way, you are lost.”

      Whoa, that sounded ominous.

      But Jett just rolled her eyes and shrugged the words off. “Utter nonsense. Come on, Sheridan. The Curse Breaker lives on the south end.”

      I glanced back at Hazel, who had tugged her cloak farther over her head, as if by doing so, she could hide from the entire street. “Ignore the woman in black.” She linked her arm through mine. “I’ve seen her kind before. They all try to sound as fatal as possible.”

      As we walked, I ground my teeth together, still thinking about her words.

      I wasn’t weak, I thought to myself, determined. I was strong enough to do whatever it took.
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      We found the Curse Breaker’s house on the south end of Folly, above a bookstore. There was a sign on his door that read “Out for supplies. Come back at noon.”

      “Well, that sucks,” Jett huffed, kicking the door.

      After coming all this way, I was disappointed to have to wait too. We were on a time crunch, after all. “What should we do until then?” I said, looking between the two of them.

      “Breakfast?” Hazel suggested.

      A few blocks down, we’d passed a little café that smelled like fried potatoes and maple syrup. My stomach growled, thinking about it. “Food sounds great.”

      We killed the next few hours at the café, watched street performers, and did some window shopping. When noon finally hit, it seemed strange that the island still looked as if the sun were setting instead of being high in the sky. That constant, on the brink of night, only added to its appeal. There was something freeing about nightfall; anything was possible.

      At noon, Jett banged loudly on the Curse Breaker’s door, getting even louder when no one answered right away. Then, just as she raised her hand to bang once more, it finally cracked open, stopped by a chain at the top.

      “Eh, what do ye want?” said a rough, scratchy voice.

      Jett lowered her hand and cleared her throat. “We came to see the Curse Breaker.”

      “Who’s looking?”

      The chain rattled, and the man stuck his head out, his shifty gaze drifting past us. Dreads covered in a black bandana, dark eyes smudged with black liner, and a billowy white shirt, the guy reminded me of a sketchy pirate. This couldn’t be the Curse Breaker.

      Jett introduced us. “We’re students at Arcadia. I’m Jett, the faun is Hazelwood, and the blonde behind her is Sheridan.”

      His dark eyes lit on me, nodding. “I see why ye’ve come.” He crinkled his nose. “Whoever cursed her, did a good job. Come inside, all of ye.”

      The door opened the rest of the way, and the three of us filed inside, one by one, the wooden floor creaking beneath our feet. The apartment was made up of a small living room, kitchen, nook, and a curtain that led to the back rooms. Dozens of books lined the walls, pots hung from the rafters, and almost every available surface was covered with teacups and herbs. The Curse Breaker led us to the table, sliding the potted plants aside to give us room to sit.

      “Thank you, ah…what do we call you?” I said, scooting into one of the wooden chairs.

      “Breaker will do.” He peeked through the blinds, looking up and down the street, before shutting them again, tightly. I was starting to understand how the dude got his reputation.

      “Tea,” he offered.

      I shook my head. “No, thanks. We just had breakfast.”

      “Not an option.” He stared at me. “Ye will take the tea, drink the tea, and the leaves will tell us what is going on with yer, ahem, situation.”

      I smiled awkwardly. “In that case, sure. I’d love some tea.”

      He set about the task of preparing the kettle and starting the stove. “Now then, while I’m brewing, tell me about yer curse.”

      “Well…” I said, unsure where to begin.

      The tablet.

      I quickly reached for my bag, fumbling with the leather straps. “This was given to my father shortly after my sister and I were born.” I handed him the heavy square of stone. “Here, have a look.”

      Breaker examined it, tracing the carved words with his fingers. “Will not rest until one destroys the other…” He looked up at me. “So yer bound to yer sister?”

      I nodded. “Recently, I,” I lowered my voice, “stabbed her with a pair of scissors.”

      “Thorny,” Jett said appreciatively. “When you told us the story, you forgot to mention you went batshit crazy too.”

      I sighed, wishing she wouldn’t make it sound like a funny or lighthearted situation. I had lost all rational thinking that night, and I wasn’t proud of it.

      “Tricky, tricky stuff,” Breaker said, clicking his tongue. I watched him, wondering what he thought so far, but it was hard to gauge his reaction.

      A few seconds later, the kettle began to whistle. Breaker poured a cup, stirred the leaves about, then pushed it toward me. “Drink first—small sips.”

      I did as he asked, noting an earthy, bitter taste. It wasn’t bad, but unlike any tea I’d had before.

      After a few sips, Breaker took my cup and held it between his palms. He stared long and hard into the leaves, nodding every now and then. “Oh,” he said, rubbing a hand through his hair. “Oh my.”

      I sat on the edge of my seat.

      “This isn’t looking good, deary.”

      I swallowed. “Can the curse be removed?”

      “Of course,” he said, like it was a dumb question. “All curses can be removed, one way or another. The question is in the how.”

      I smiled, relieved to hear that. “I’ll pay you whatever—”

      “I’m not referring to payment. I speak of sacrifice. Ye must give up something in exchange for yer freedom.”

      Right. Jett had mentioned that, too.

      “What kind of sacrifice?”

      He rubbed his jaw, thinking. “Must be bodily sacrifice, yes…”

      Oh God. I was afraid to ask.

      After several long moments, Breaker let out a breath. “Your womb.”

      “My womb?” I gasped.

      He nodded. “Giving up your ability to have your own descendants will break the chains that bind ye and yer sister.”

      My jaw dropped. Both Jett and Hazel looked just as stunned. “But…I would never be able to have children?”

      He shook his head. “Sorry, deary. Should ye decide yer willing, I can perform the procedure today. Be wary, it is a long, painful one that requires many potions and surgery. Ye will hallucinate, face yer demons, and the pain will be terrible. Ye must be ready for this. I only ask for two wots as payment. I’ll leave ye to think it over.”

      Breaker disappeared into the other room, leaving us all in stunned silence.

      When Jett warned me about this, I never imagined the cost would be so high. I couldn’t help thinking of my childhood baby dolls and stuffed animals, remembering the way I would cradle them, pretending to be their mother—the one I’d never had. I never knew what having a mother was like, and if I did this, I’d never get to be one, either. Well, that wasn’t true. There was always adoption. At least, there was in the human world. I wasn’t sure about Mythos, a place where bloodlines mattered more than anything else.

      Hazel was the first to find her voice. “No, this is too much,” she said, sounding worried. “You can’t do this, Sheridan. There has to be another way.”

      Jett didn’t say a word. Her sharp black eyes were full of quiet understanding. She knew as well as I did, that no price was too high.

      “If there was another way, my dad or my grandfather would have found it by now.”

      Their gazes twisted around me painfully. Hazel shook her head and got up. Her hooves thudded across the wooden floor, and she left, slamming the door behind her.

      Jett took my hand. “Don’t worry about her. Creatures are primal things. She can’t understand this.”

      I closed my eyes to shut them both out. I couldn’t worry about their thoughts. Their emotions. I needed to clear my head. I needed to figure out if I wanted to do this.

      The first image that filled my head was of Riley. The two of us, happy and carefree as children, playing with our unicorns and dolls. Could it ever be like that again?

      “I’m going to do it,” I said, without opening my eyes. I held onto the image of my sister instead. Who cared if I never created life—at least I could give Riley back hers. I could take back my own. It was enough. It would have to be enough.
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      After Jett left to follow Hazel, the Curse Breaker led me into the back room and gave me a vial of potion. I laid on the wooden floor, and he surrounded me with candles, herbs, and rock salt. Then, he started to chant. The chanting seemed to last for hours. After a while, time didn’t make sense. The potion he’d given me had kicked in, and the hallucinations were starting.

      Shadows from the candlelight moved at sharp, irregular patterns. There were also voices. At first, unrecognizable, but they slowly became clearer. Riley’s, my dad’s, and Connor’s were all there in the background of my mind. Whispering, and later, other sounds. Like the sound of fire when it roars to life.

      Behind the Curse Breaker, his curtains began to burn, just like they had in Riley’s bedroom. “Fire,” I gasped, widening my eyes.

      “Hush,” he whispered, continuing on with his chanting in his rough, scratchy voice.

      Beads of sweat filmed against my skin. I knew the fire wasn’t there, but the heat felt real. I could feel the flames as they blazed around the room, sparking and lashing. Soon, I was drenched in sweat, my skin hot to the touch.

      Riley suddenly appeared, standing at my feet in her favorite lacy sundress, her strawberry blonde hair left down in loose waves. “You always thought you were better than me,” she said, just like she had only moments before I stabbed her.

      You’re not real.

      I closed my eyes, trying to ignore her. Breaker warned me this would be hard. No matter what happened, I had to get through it.

      “Even now, you think you deserve him more than I do.” She kicked my foot, and I swear I felt it. “And why, Sher Bear? Because you behave? Because you listen to Dad, don’t go to parties, do drugs, or get into trouble? Because you’re good?”

      I opened my eyes.

      She was still there. Except now, the top right side of her dress was pooling with blood. I blinked, wishing she would disappear, but she stayed at my feet, smirking.

      “Or maybe…” She tilted her head to the side. “Maybe you think you’re better because your mother is the woman Dad chose.”

      What the crap.

      Riley never said that the night I attacked her. She shouldn’t even know. Then again, she wasn’t supposed to know about magic either, and somehow, she did.

      “Well, how’s this for irony. I’m the sister Connor loves. You may think I’m undeserving, but I will always be the one he chose over you.”

      God, I wanted to stab her all over again.

      I hated that I wanted to do it, hated knowing that part of me still existed. But even now, I felt the rage building inside of me, centering in my chest. Those demons were still there.

      So I screamed.

      My chest propelled me forward, all of that energy lifting me from the floor. Upright, I faced Riley and screamed as loud as I could, directing all of that rage at her. The sound was high pitched, wild, and full of fury.

      Riley smiled.

      An empty, soulless smile.

      I screamed louder, and she never even flinched.

      The fire was depleting my energy, making me dizzy and burning me up. Then, there was nothing but darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of banging woke me. The Curse Breaker hissed, which meant it probably wasn’t another hallucination.

      I slit my eyes open, noticing the strange metal device in his hands, made of two large prongs meant to pry—oh God—pry something from inside of me. Breaker was preparing for surgery.

      Right then and there, I changed my mind. What the hell was I thinking? This wasn’t what I really wanted. This was just an act borne of desperation, and I didn’t want to do it anymore. I just wanted to get out of there, go back to my dorm room, and forget the whole thing ever happened.

      But when I tried to move, I couldn’t. My arms and legs—they were bound with leather straps. I looked down, seeing I was tied to a gurney.

      Not a small hiccup.

      Not a small hiccup.

      “No,” I moaned, my voice not fully working.

      “Shh,” Breaker said, his scratchy voice impatient. “It will be over soon.”

      That woman on the street was right. I was too weak to fight, too weak to talk or do anything. I had this feeling. I knew if he kept going, I would die here on this table.

      Behind us, the banging became louder and more persistent. Fed up, Breaker disappeared into the other room. “Go away, ye hear!” he yelled to whoever was at the door.

      A muffled voice yelled back. “Open up!”

      As the two of them argued, I went in and out of consciousness until a splitting crash made me come to, and the door suddenly burst open.

      “Where is she?—Sheridan!”

      At the sound of Xander’s voice, I became more alert. Another hallucination or the real thing?

      The curtain peeled back, and there he was, in a fit of rage, looking every bit the intimidating gladiator.

      He’s real.

      “We’re not done,” Breaker rushed to explain. “If she doesn’t complete the sacrifice, her curse will remain intact.”

      “Get out of the way—before I move you myself.”

      The leather straps quickly fell open and strong arms lifted me up. I still couldn’t believe Xander was here. I told him to mind his own business, and he came anyway. Thank God he didn’t listen.

      Xander carried me out of that room, out of the apartment, then outside into the island’s subdued sun. Closing my eyes, I curled my head into his chest because even the faintest amount of light was enough to shake me to my core after being in that dark room for so long…after being with my demons for so long.

      “Dammit, Sheridan.” His voice trembled. “What were you thinking?”

      “I don’t know…” I hadn’t expected him to get this upset. I knew he would be mad that I’d disobeyed my grandfather, but I never thought he would be this worried.

      I’ll admit, it wasn’t my best moment. But my worst one led me here. I didn’t want to become that person again. I didn’t want to destroy Riley. That had to count for something.

      As Xander carried me, I heard the revelry of Folly Promenade and smelled the salty sea in the distance. I didn’t know where he was taking me, but I didn’t care. Even now, that beautiful magic of his was giving me peace. I nuzzled closer into him, letting it move through me, healing the parts that bled open during Breaker’s sorcery session. The guy may be infuriating, but Xander was always around when I needed him.

      Even, I guess, to save me from myself.
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      Everything was fuzzy. I remembered asking Xander about Hazel and Jett, and he told me not to worry, that they were safely headed back to Arcadia. I remembered him setting me down on a moped. He was afraid I wouldn’t stay conscious, so he tied my body to his with rope. Good thing too, because I was out almost as soon as he started weaving through the streets, my cheek pressed flat against his back. I woke up again just as he was lifting me off.

      “I can walk.” That was probably not true, but even half-conscious, I wanted to appear capable of handling myself.

      All of that went right out the window the moment I took my first step, landed hard on my knees, and vomited into the sand.

      To Xander’s credit, he didn’t say a word. He just handed me a towel he happened to have handy. I took it and wiped my mouth, feeling better now that whatever was in my stomach was out.

      I looked up. We were at the beach. Waves roared in the distance, sizzling against the shore as seagulls soared overhead, cawing. At first, I thought we might be hitching a ride back to Spring Island, but we’d parked in front of a small white cottage, and there were no boats in sight.

      “Where are we?” My voice was still hoarse from all the screaming I’d done.

      “Lullabry Bungalow,” Xander said, helping me up. He drew my arm around his shoulders, leading me toward the cottage. With his foot, he pushed open the wooden gate. “It belongs to my family.”

      “Wait, your family owns property on Twilight Island?” I raised a brow at him. “The same place you warned me was full of bad decisions waiting to happen?”

      “How do you think I know that?” His voice was teasing. For someone who was furious only a little while ago, he was surprisingly laid back now.

      “Riley gave me a poisonous bracelet,” I said. I needed to give him an explanation, even if he hadn’t asked for one. “It made everything seem more pressing. Like I needed to act fast.”

      Xander stopped, turning to face me. “Does she know about the curse?”

      I shrugged under his arm. “I’m not sure.”

      “Damn.” He let out a breath, then started up the walkway again. “I can see how that would’ve scared you.”

      Up ahead, the door opened, and out stepped Ione. Her arms were crossed over her chest, all the fury I’d been expecting from Xander in her expression. Great. Now there were two Ariuses to contend with.

      “Did you find her in time?” she asked.

      Xander nodded.

      “How did you find me?” I said, as he helped me up the front porch steps.

      “After last night, I figured you would come today. Vanisher always does his runs on the weekends. Then, I ran into Hazel at the port, and she told me everything.”

      Ah, Hazel. I didn’t even blame her for ratting me out. If the situation had been reversed, I would have freaked and done the same.

      Ione moved to hold open the door. “Put her on the sofa.”

      Xander did as she asked, moving me into a small, beach-themed living room with wicker furniture and views of the sea outside the French doors. Propping a pillow behind me, he set me down, then disappeared into the hallway. Moments later, he returned with a blanket and a glass of ice water.

      “Thank you,” Ione said stiffly. “You may leave now.”

      Xander shook his head. “No way—”

      “I said, leave.”

      The lines in his face hardened, and he curled his hands into fists. The two of them had a mini-showdown. Based on the scary as hell look in Ione’s eyes, I kind of hoped Xander would win.

      “What are you planning to tell her?”

      Ione straightened her spine. “Nothing about you,” she said. “But my story is mine to tell.”

      Xander frowned. After a few long, tense moments, he nodded, then left through the front door.

      My stomach twisted in knots. “Look, I already feel like crap,” I said as Ione turned to face me. “Honestly, I get it. I did a really stupid thing.”

      “Drink,” she ordered, nodding to the water. “The sooner you flush the toxins out, the better you’ll feel—and you don’t get the half of it.”

      I did as she instructed, forcing the water down with small sips.

      She sat across from me in one of the wicker chairs and folded her hands in her lap, her face totally unreadable. “Are you hallucinating?”

      I flinched, wondering how she knew about that. “Not anymore. My head is pounding, but I feel more alert than I did earlier.”

      She nodded. “Effects of hiberia. It’s the name of the potion the Curse Breaker gave you. Makes you lose consciousness, and then you begin to hallucinate. Usually, visions only the darkest parts of your soul could conjure.”

      I shivered, remembering Riley’s chilling empty smile. “It made me see things,” I said, my voice scratchy. “Things I know weren’t real, but they felt real.”

      “Hiberia forces the user to face what they’re hiding from. What you saw were your own personal demons.”

      “How do you know so much about it?”

      Ione swallowed. “I underwent the same procedure.”

      I stared at her, horrified. That would mean—

      “Except no one came to stop mine.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “I want to tell you about it,” she said, her voice entirely too steady for comfort. We could almost be discussing the weather and not curses. “But first, I need you to promise you will never repeat what’s said in this room.”

      I had a feeling she was about to go somewhere she shouldn’t, and that she was about to say things she couldn’t take back. “You don’t need to explain or tell me anything, Ione.”

      Her gaze sliced into me. “I said promise.”

      I gulped. “Okay. I promise.”

      “Good.” She looked out the glass doors, thinking. “I guess I should start with what you’ve already heard—that the Ariuses are Hollows.”

      Oh God. Here we go, already on subjects we shouldn’t be on. Xander swore he wasn’t one under the ollodipher, and for me, that was enough.

      “It’s half true,” she admitted. “On my father’s side. My mother was unaware when she married him. He didn’t reveal his secrets until they already had children.”

      Well, damn.

      She just let all her family’s dirty laundry out of the bag.

      “By the way, Xander didn’t want you to know any of this. He’s ashamed, but considering your own family history, I feel like you’ll be able to relate. And for whatever reason, I trust you.”

      “Why?” I was genuinely curious. We hadn’t known each other that long.

      Ione shrugged. “It’s an Aphrodite thing, that sense of knowing I told you about, remember?”

      I nodded.

      “Anyway, my father expected my mother to fall into his way of life out of love or god knows what. When she didn’t, he had his family curse me. Either we all submitted and pledged ourselves as Hollows, or I’d be dead within a year’s time.”

      I blinked. “Whoa.”

      “Yes, it was no small deal. In order to create that kind of curse, a life must be taken, which is horrifying to think about…it means the Hollows wanted our pledge so badly, one of them sacrificed themselves to see it through.”

      “That’s crazy.” I shook my head. “Why was your pledge so important to them?”

      “Because they want the most powerful mages in their ranks, to help fight for the freedom to pursue dark magic. But Xander’s was the one they really wanted. He has certain gifts the Hollows desire. They couldn’t get to him, so they used me instead. I was young and naïve, the perfect victim. When my father brought me to the cursing ceremony, I didn’t even know what was going on. They had my blood, my hair—everything they needed.” She shook herself, curling her hands into fists at her sides. “Who does that to their own child? On Zeus’s grave, I swear that man is a psychopath.”

      I’d never heard Ione speak with that much anger. Her eyes glittered with tears. After several deep breaths, she collected herself, and continued on with the story.

      “Within a few months, the beds of my fingernails turned black and the whites of my eyes yellowed. I didn’t have much time. Mama and I searched for a cure. Just as you did, we came to Twilight Island in secret. We went to a medicine man similar to the Curse Breaker. No one knew, not even Xander.” Her voice began to tremble. “The difference was, my mother kept me ignorant of the bodily sacrifice. Had I known, I would never have agreed to it.”

      Jesus. She wasn’t lying when she said I didn’t get the half of it.

      “Did they take—” I couldn’t seem to push out the words.

      “My womb?” Ione’s gaze sharpened. “Yes. I’ll never have children. Stop with the look of pity, Sheridan. I’m not telling you this to make you feel sorry for me. I’m telling you this as a precautionary tale. After the surgery, I developed an infection. My delusional mother believed it was part of the process, me shedding whatever demons were left over from my father’s curse. By this time, Xander sensed something was wrong. He performed a locator spell, found me here, and asked the local magistrate to institutionalize my mother. Then he brought me to the hospital on Autumn Island.”

      “I’m so sorry, Ione.”

      “The methods were brutal, but the curse was lifted. Was it worth it?” She shrugged, holding her palms up. “I don’t know. Don’t be sorry—be smart. Your curse isn’t as fatal as mine was. And as long as your sister isn’t around, you have time. You have a chance.”

      “What happened to your mother?” I said. “Did she ever get out?”

      “After six months, yes, she did. Our relationship has never been the same though. It’s strange, I’ve always been more hurt by her than my father. I knew he was evil, but mama…I loved and trusted her, and she betrayed that trust.” She shook her head, shrugging. “Xander feels the opposite. He sees our mother as another victim.”

      I could understand why both of them felt the way they did.

      “Thank you for telling me your story, Ione.”

      Her perfect image had shattered, but in the most beautiful way. When I looked at her now, it was obvious she put up a front to hide the pain. At one time, she had been just like me, scared and looking for a way out of impossible circumstances.

      “Just to be clear, this still doesn’t make us friends.”

      I snorted. “Of course not.”

      “You’re unruly, impulsive, and you wear too many ponytails.” She wagged her finger, and my hair shifted this way and that. After a few seconds, my crazy strands were secured into an artful fishtail braid.

      “Oh, that’s pretty,” I said, yawning. Between staying out last night and the day I’d had, my body felt like it weighed a million pounds.

      Ione stood, looking out the French doors at the sea view. “Get some sleep,” she suggested. “By the time you wake, your headache should be gone.”

      I snuggled into the sofa, out within seconds.
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      I wasn’t sure how many hours I napped, but Ione was right. When I woke, I felt a million times better, the potion out of my system. Yawning, I blinked and looked around. The clock on the mantle said it was just past nine. The moon glowed bright enough to light the entire beach. I shook my head at the irony. A dim sun, and a full, bright moon. Twilight Island never fully rested.

      “Hungry?” Ione called from the kitchen, where the faint sound of sizzling grew.

      “Starving.” I stood up, stretching. “Do you need any help?”

      “Nope, almost done.”

      The front door opened and closed. Xander walked through, carrying a large box of books. They were stacked so high, it looked close to toppling over. “Ah, good, you’re awake.” He set the box on the floor next to the coffee table. “You look better, too. Ready to thank me yet, damsel?”

      I slit my eyes. The last thing I wanted to do was thank him for coming to my rescue, like a freaking knight in shining armor.

      Xander placed a hand over his heart, trying to appear wounded. “Ah, that’s okay. I know deep down, you’re grateful.” Clearly, he was enjoying every painful second of this. “Even if you never say it.”

      Ugh, I might as well get this over with. “Thank you, Xander.”

      “And you enjoy having me around…”

      “You’re pushing it.”

      He flashed that gorgeous smile of his, somehow pulling off both annoying and swoonworthy at the same time. “Anytime.”

      Ione rounded the corner, carrying a plate stacked full of grilled cheese sandwiches. “And where have you been?”

      “Shopping,” Xander replied, gesturing to the mountain of books.

      Ione set the plate down on the coffee table, then bent down to look through the books. She picked up the first in the stack. “These are all about…oh, I see.”

      Looking eager, Xander steered his gaze on me. “Ione told me about your nifty little ability.”

      “My nifty what?” I was so confused. “Oh, you mean the speed-reading thing.”

      “You’re a bibliomagus, Sheridan,” Ione corrected. “What you can do requires no actual reading. Books speak to you. You’re impressing their information to your mind.”

      Xander handed me one of the books. “The opportune thing about being here on Twilight Island is that they have a shit-ton of occult bookstores, books you can’t find in Arcadia’s library.”

      I looked down, scanning the title: Black Curses, Hexes, and Crossing.

      Almost as soon as I touched it, the thing zapped me. “Ouch,” I said, dropping it. “That is not a nice book.”

      Ione snorted.

      Xander picked up the book, shaking his head. “Neither was the woman who cursed you, but you know what they say—know thy enemy.”

      Ah. I was beginning to see the genius behind his line of thinking. “You want me to search for a counter.”

      He nodded. “Exactly.”

      “Okay,” I said, grabbing a sandwich. “But food first. I need energy."

      A few hours later, I was well versed in dark magic, and I didn’t like it any better than when we started. With each book I touched, I began to understand the draw. There was power in it. It didn’t ask for permission—it just was. Absorbing the knowledge was similar to reading horror novels. Fascinating, but they still left me shaken. These books and I simply didn’t vibe.

      “Anything?” Xander asked, after I put down the last one. He sat next to me on the sofa, while Ione sat cross-legged on the floor. Every time I put down a book, they both stared at me, on edge, waiting to find out what I’d learned.

      My search was disappointing so far. Most of the curses I read about, especially those similar to mine, were created with so much energy, that breaking them was damn near impossible.

      “Well?” Xander said.

      “Don’t ever get on my bad side,” I said, with a teasing wink. “I officially know voodoo.”

      He let out a frustrated breath, then handed me another. “Next.”

      “Wait, she needs a snack break,” Ione said, jumping up. “I’ll make popcorn. I think we have cookies too.”

      Xander’s jaw ticked. “We don’t have time for snack breaks. She needs to get through these before we go back to campus tomorrow.”

      “Relax, Xan.” Ione disappeared into the kitchen, and I heard her shuffling around inside the pantry. “We can’t push her too hard.”

      The microwave powered on and kernels started popping. I wasn’t really hungry, but I’d learned the trick with this bibliomagery stuff was to keep my energy levels high. I could get through more books that way.

      “Am I pushing you too hard?” Xander said, studying me.

      “I’m fine.” And I was, surprisingly. “When I first started doing this, my max was like, four, maybe five books tops, in one sitting. Now I can go longer, especially spaced out like this, and Ione’s snacks do help.” I grinned.

      He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He looked worried. “You scared me today,” he admitted.

      “I know,” I said, thinking of Ione’s story. Xander had seen really bad shit play out in his family, and in a way, I’d made him relive it. “I’m sorry.”

      “We’ll find a way to break your curse, Sheridan.” He reached out and touched my hand, sending a whirl of his warm magic through it. “I promise.”

      I nodded, knowing that also meant I’d have to let him help. Strangely, I was fine with that. If the situation were reversed, I’d want to help him too.

      A few minutes later, Ione returned with a large bowl of popcorn and a package of Oreos. She set them both down, then made herself comfortable on the floor. “You know, I’ve been thinking,” she said, a gleam in her eyes. “If I were you, I would impress every romance novel I could get my hands on. Do you know what you could accomplish in the mirror realm?” She sighed, thinking about it. “I can’t even imagine. I’m so jealous.”

      I decided to burst her jealousy bubble right then and there. “First of all, you saw in Lilyworth’s class that knowing and doing are two different things. Second, the mirrors won’t even let me pass through yet. I’m still not worthy or whatever.” I tried not to sound bitter but failed. Every time those mirrors remained solid was another reminder that I hadn’t managed to fully fit into this world.

      “It takes time,” Ione said. “You’ll be able to pass through soon enough.”

      “Hey, back to the subject at hand,” Xander said, pushing the next book toward me. “Work your magic, damsel.”

      I snatched it, narrowing my eyes on him. “Just so you know, I resent that nickname—holy bejeezus!” The incoming information was super familiar. My eyes glazed over, and I began combing through the files of my mind, trying to figure out all the details.

      Xander leaned forward. “What are you getting?”

      “This sounds like my curse.” I was so excited, the words started spilling out at a rapid speed. “Two babies with different mothers. Cursed at birth. One was in line for a big title, king or something equivalent. The other son’s mother was resentful because her child was a bastard, while the other had his father’s name and would eventually go on to receive the title. Whoa…” I lifted my brows. “If this really is the same curse, a lot of time and energy was spent binding it. Not only would Petra have had to sacrifice her womb, but she would have needed to kill something or someone, too. Then, she needed drops of blood from me and Riley, along with tufts of our hair. She would have had to spend three straight nights chanting the spell, without wavering.”

      “That’s all good and great, Sher, but what does the book say about breaking the curse?” Xander looked at me impatiently.

      “Well, it didn’t work out the way the bastard’s mother planned. The boys ended up working together. They were friends—oh, my—and they did it. They actually broke it.”

      “How?” Both Ione and Xander said in unison.

      I blinked. “Persephone’s Cure.”

      “Persephone, the goddess of the Underworld?” Ione said.

      I nodded. “The book mentions the story about how Hades abducted her.”

      “We know it,” Xander said, quickly reciting the tale. “Hades wanted to marry Persephone, but her mother, Demeter, thought her daughter was too good for him. So Hades, being the dick that he was, took matters into his own hands. He captured and took Persephone into the Underworld and forced her to marry him. Mama bear, Demeter, was pissed. She refused to harvest the earth until Hades returned with her daughter. Zeus knew the people needed to eat, so he ordered Hades to give Persephone back. But Hades was a crafty bastard, and he gave his bride a fruit that would make her miss the Underworld. So the three of them worked out an arrangement. Persephone would split each year between both worlds. The story accounts for the change in seasons, yada yada. It’s autumn when she leaves, everything dies, and spring again when she returns.”

      I blinked at his cut and dry accounting. My dad, ever the mythology lover, would get a kick out of him.

      “Pretty much sums it up,” I said, nodding. “Anyway, back to the brothers. They claim the cure is found through death and destruction, just as the curse reads—”

      “Ah, hold up.” Ione said, reaching for the popcorn. “Isn’t that what we’re trying to avoid?”

      “I’m getting there,” I said, tapping my fingers against the book’s cover excitedly. “The brothers went about it in a roundabout way. They went to the Underworld in autumn, stayed for the same length of time as Persephone did, and ate the same fruit. When they returned to earth, the curse was broken. Their stay in the Underworld symbolized their deaths, hence destruction, and their return to earth in spring symbolized their rebirth. Boom, problem solved.”

      I looked between the two of them, but their expressions remained skeptical. “Can you find me the passage?” Xander said.

      I handed him the book. “Page seventy-two.”

      He flipped through the pages, reading through everything I just told him. I grabbed a handful of popcorn, stuffing it in my mouth, thinking about what this could mean. If Riley and I went to the Underworld, stayed there for six months and found this so-called fruit, maybe we could be cured too. Not only that, but maybe I would get to see my mom.

      Xander slammed the book shut. “Nah, it’s no good. Let’s keep looking.”

      “W-what?” I said, nearly choking on my popcorn. “But this is it—this is the answer we’ve been searching for.”

      He shook his head. “Did you forget the Underworld is full of monsters, demons, and Hollows, Sheridan?”

      I had forgotten that terrifying detail, but that was beside the point. “You lived there for three years, Xander. I think I can handle six months.”

      “Yeah, but I spent those three years imprisoned, and they were the worst three years of my life. Trust me, you don’t want to go there.”

      “I also don’t want to murder my sister,” I pointed out. “Or wait for her to murder me.”

      “Nope. No way,” he said, continuing to shake his head. “This is the worst idea. Petra would come after you. She would never let you pull this off.”

      Feeling helpless, I looked to Ione. “Do you agree with him?”

      She pressed her lips together, considering it. “It’s a better option than dying on the Curse Breaker’s table.”

      I grinned, happy she had taken my side.

      Xander let out a frustrated breath. “Come on, Ione. Don’t you remember the way I was when I returned?”

      “Of course I remember,” she said, like it was a stupid question. “Xander, I cried and cried at the sight of you, half-starved and covered in scars.”

      I could only imagine how Xander must’ve looked after being tortured for three years.

      Ione tilted her head as she spoke. “But like you said, yours were different circumstances. What if there was a place where Sheridan and her sister could hide out? We could ask Daddy—”

      “No!” The force in Xander’s voice shook the entire house. He stood and went to the French doors that looked out onto the beach. He placed his hand on the knob. “Don’t ever mention him around me again.” With that said, he left and slammed the door behind him.

      Ione let out a small sigh. “Well, that didn’t go over well.”

      I swallowed, feeling really bad about starting family drama. “Yeah.”

      “It’s not a bad plan, Sheridan,” she said, watching his form disappear down the beach. “But it’s going to be difficult for Xander to handle. After everything he went through…”

      “I get it,” I said, understanding.

      She looked over at me. “I have a few connections, within our family. I could talk to them, see if they could find a safe house for you down there, somewhere Petra would never find you.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded. “Xander won’t like it, but it’s better than the Curse Breaker’s table. Not much better, but desperate times…”

      I knew about that all too well. Desperate measures and I were becoming good friends.
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      I found Xander sitting on the beach, staring out into the moonlit horizon. Resting his elbows on his knees, he looked as if he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      “Hey,” I said, tucking the skirt of my toga under my legs. I plopped down next to him.

      He glanced over at me. “Where’s Ione?”

      “Asleep,” I said, scrunching my toes into the sand, still damp from the retreating tide.

      About a mile away, the sound of music and laughter carried along the shore, proving once again this was the island that never slept.

      Leaning over, I nudged Xander’s shoulder with mine. “I have a request.”

      “Oh yeah?” He raised a brow, looking amused. “What’s your request?”

      “Can we take a beat away from all this curse stuff? Since I met you, it’s been one doom and gloom revelation after another, and I think we’ve met our quota. We’re officially maxed out.”

      One corner of his mouth curved. “All true, damsel.”

      “Then let’s let it go for now, or at least until we’re back at Arcadia.”

      “What would you like to talk about in the meantime?”

      “I don’t know. Anything.” I grinned. “Tell me your favorite color, if you feel like it. I don’t know anything about you.”

      Since we met, Xander and I had never had a normal everyday conversation. Everything always revolved around our pasts, around this curse, and his oath to my mother. I didn’t even know who he was outside of that.

      He stared hard at me for several seconds.

      For a second, I thought he would let it all go. For a second, I thought he might actually tell me about himself. But I should’ve known better.

      He let out a breath, all traces of humor disappearing from his face. “We’re not doing that, Sheridan. Go back to bed.”

      I blinked. “Why not?”

      “It’s as you said—you and I are allies, not friends. We help each other because we’re tied to each other. We talk about what we need to talk about. That’s it.” He steered his attention back to the ocean, dismissing me entirely.

      My heart pounded in my ears. His words had done what they’d intended, cutting me straight to the bone. I kept forgetting all of those gallant things Xander had done for me weren’t actually for me. Even him coming here, was out of obligation. All part of that stupid oath.

      Reaching for my sandals, I stood, trying not to turn into living breathing ammo. But before I left, there was one thing I needed to say. “You want to know the worst thing about you? You pretend to be this good guy, but really, you’re only thinking about yourself.”

      His jaw ticked, and the muscles in his arms tightened. “Good. You’re finally catching on.”

      I spun away, marching across the sand back toward the cottage. My entire body shook, and I had to fight to keep that part of me contained. Balance and inner clarity, I reminded myself.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t sleep. Tossing and turning, I burned myself as sparks of heat made their way into my fingertips. This was my fault. I kept feeling things for Xander I shouldn’t be feeling. Kept forgetting he was not a prince charming, coming to the rescue. More like an obedient servant, doing someone’s bidding.

      Ugh.

      It would help if I wasn’t so attracted to the guy. Maybe he was a distraction. I just got out of a relationship, or at least, what I thought had been a relationship anyway. It only made sense that the next guy that came along would be someone I would want to lose myself with, to make myself forget everything that happened before.

      Just a distraction.

      Pfft. Yeah, keep telling yourself that.

      Then it hit me. There were two parts to that oath Xander made. He swore to protect me and that he wouldn’t fall in love with me. If that was the case, I shouldn’t take it so personally. He was simply carrying out my mother’s orders, even if that meant pushing me away.

      I sighed, closing my eyes. The best thing I could do was go to sleep. Forget what happened. The trouble was, because I’d slept for so long earlier, I wasn’t tired. With no TV available to kill time, there was nothing to do.

      I stared at the ceiling, counting invisible sheep, bored out of my mind. Minutes, maybe hours, passed like that.

      Then the floorboard creaked. Swifter than a cat, Xander’s arms came around me, pressing into the mattress, his face hovering above mine. “Wake up,” he whispered, his blue eyes glowing in the dark.

      “I’m already awake,” I whispered back, wondering at his strange behavior.

      “Good. Get up.”

      “Why?” I said, my tone full of suspicion.

      “We’re going out.”

      First, he pushes me away. Now he tells me we’re going out? He had to be the most frustrating, confusing guy I’d ever met.

      I stared back at him like he’d lost his mind. “You wanted a break from all this, remember? Let’s go have some fun.”

      Hmm…exploring Twilight Island at night? I’d never get another chance, not anytime soon anyway.

      I narrowed my eyes. “What made you change your mind?”

      He shrugged. “You were right. We need to pause all the heavy stuff.”

      “Oh ho. I’m right about something?”

      He snorted. “There’s a first time for everything.”

      Ten minutes later, I was on the back of Xander’s moped, speeding toward the center of Folly Promenade. “Where are we going?” I shouted against the briny wind.

      “You’ll see.”

      A very cryptic answer, but okay. I’d deal with all the suspense just to see what he had in store.

      Folly at night was even more enchanting than during the day. Overhead were dozens of twinkle lights, canopying the street. The crowds were thick with mages and other magical beings. We parked next to a bluish street lamp, then Xander helped me down. He took my hand and led me through the crowds.

      We sidestepped sequined dancers, fortune-tellers, one monkey wearing a turban, and a firebreather who created images out of flames. A heart, a pair of eyes, and even a dragon. I stared at the firebreather, fascinated, but Xander continued pulling me into the heart of the promenade.

      “Where are we going?” I said again, once we found a lull in the crowd. I walked beside him, trying to glimpse his face. “To see a voodoo priestess? A medicine man? Oh, I get it now. You’re hauling me off to my death so you can finally be free from the Silver Oath, aren’t you?”

      I was teasing, but he only frowned at my joke. “Stop trying to spoil the surprise.”

      “Fine,” I huffed dramatically.

      We rounded a corner. Up ahead, there was a building where everyone seemed to be going, taller than any others nearby.

      I glanced at Xander, wondering what was going on with him. I was glad he took my advice, but the hot and cold shift in his personality was confusing as hell. I stopped walking, forcing him to do the same.

      He turned to face me. “What?”

      “Look, I appreciate the spontaneity, but what happened to the whole we can’t be friends thing?”

      I needed some sort of explanation.

      Xander rubbed the back of his neck, appearing nervous for a change. “Sheridan…I…” He couldn’t seem to finish his sentence.

      “You what? Did you mean it or not?”

      “I was angry.” He sighed. “I shouldn’t have said it like that.”

      “Then what did you mean?”

      “When we go back to school, we still have our own agendas. Nothing changes.”

      I pursed my lips to the side, slitting my eyes. “It’s still like that, huh?”

      Xander squeezed my hand. “Yours is finding your place in Aphrodite, and I want you to do that. I want to see you succeed, and not just because I made a promise to your mother.”

      “Mm-hmm…” I wasn’t sure I could trust him on that.

      “Don’t you want that too?” His eyes searched mine, those blue orbs glowing softly against the dark.

      There was something in that question, a genuine curiosity that made me think he would be willing to do whatever I wanted. It made me think he would be willing to end the secrecy he believed was so important.

      Was it important?

      What if people knew we were friends—or more than friends? In my near-impossible fight to fit in, I had finally found some progress with Peter and the other Aphrodite descendants. And Xander was Ares’s house leader. What if the other Ares students hated him for it? Or worse, voted him out?

      Then there was the promise he made to my mom, that he wouldn’t fall in love with me. She made him make that promise for a reason, one I really wished I knew.

      I looked at Xander, unsure, and that was enough answer for both of us.

      “Hey, this was your idea.” He cleared his throat, shaking away from the tension. “For tonight, can we just agree to have fun and forget about everything else?”

      I glanced up at the starry sky and back at him. It would be a shame to let this opportunity go to waste.

      I tilted my head to the side. “So you’re saying what happens on Twilight Island stays on Twilight Island?”

      He laughed, the sound warm and inviting. “Sure.”

      I really hated this whole secret-friend business, but at least Xander was honest about where he stood. It was a lot more than Connor ever gave me. I let out a breath. “Okay then, Mr. Let’s Have Fun. You better not let me down.”

      He grinned. “I would never.”

      Once we decided to forget everything else, Xander took me inside the tall building. He paid at the ticket booth, and the cashier unlocked the gate. Up ahead, people were laughing—and screaming—excitedly. Music vibrated against the walls. I glanced back at Xander, wondering what we were getting ourselves into.

      “You’ve come this far,” he said, nudging me forward.

      Once we stepped into the main room, the ceiling disappeared. The entire center of the building was one big, open courtyard space. Disco lights flashed in every direction, making it hard to see what was going on. I saw a trampoline and figured this was one of those trampoline parks, the kind where eleven-year-olds had their birthday parties. How mortal.

      People were actually floating, and my gaze slowly drifted up. “Xander,” I said, swallowing. “What is that? Are those bubbles?”

      “That’s right,” he said, watching my expression. “Enchanted bubbles.”

      Those bubbles carried people inside of them.

      Some of the mages danced. Some did tricks, cartwheels, flips, and spins. The surface tension of the bubbles didn’t last long. The rider would eventually slip through, and they’d either topple onto another bubble—or into it. Or, if the rider couldn’t get hold of another bubble fast enough, they fell to the trampoline, bouncing against the net.

      One mage’s bubble popped from several stories up, and they took a massive nosedive. Good grief—this was clearly where the adrenaline junkies of Mythos liked to hang out.

      “Hope you’re not afraid of heights.” There was a gleam in Xander’s eyes. I wasn’t afraid of heights—I was afraid of falling from them. But by the looks of things, there was no way around that. Everyone fell at one point or another.

      I so did not want to do this.

      Those people might laugh as they fell, but clearly, they were all insane. Xander stared at me like he brought me to the mecca of fun, and I forced a smile.

      It didn’t make any sense. I was an Ares descendant. I should be running full-speed toward those bubbles, hopping into one without a care in the world, just like the other mages were doing. But I was terrified.

      Xander grabbed my arm, pulling me in the direction of the bubbles. “Come on, let’s get in there.”

      I dug my heels into the ground. “Ah, Xander, I’m not feeling well. I don’t think I’m up for this.”

      “Seriously?” He looked back at me like I’d lost my mind. “Wait a sec—don’t tell me you’re chicken.”

      Oh, the nerve.

      I mean, yeah. Okay, it was sort of, kind of, true. But he shouldn’t just assume that about me.

      “My ah”—I looked down, trying to come up with something believable—“my stomach! That potion the Curse Breaker gave me is getting to my stomach again.”

      Xander shook his head. Then he bwaked at me. The infuriating jerk actually bwaked like a chicken.

      “I’m not afraid.” As much as I tried to hide it, I couldn’t help but sound a little hysterical.

      “Prove it.” He tried pulling me forward again.

      I stayed right where I was, refusing to budge. “I’m serious. Unless you want me to barf grilled cheese and popcorn all over the place, I can’t go in there. It’s not safe for anyone.”

      Xander turned around to face me. He sighed and pulled me aside, moving out of the path to the entrance. “Sheridan, sometimes the terrifying moments are the most worthwhile. Your life is already one big question mark. Aren’t you tired of watching everything happen to you? This can be a moment you choose. Something you decide for no other reason but for the thrill of it.”

      I stood there, at a loss. He might be crazy, but it was hard to argue with that logic. I bit my lip, watching the mages fall from their bubbles, enjoying themselves. They didn’t worry about hard landings—they simply enjoyed the fall.

      “Those bubbles are enchanted,” I pointed out. “I don’t trust anything under a spell, including myself.”

      There it was, the real reason for my fear. The revelation took us both by surprise.

      He nodded. “I can see why you would feel that way.”

      My vision blurred as I considered everything magical that had backfired on me so far. The Curse Breaker, my own magic, my sister’s magic, and the school in general. I didn’t fit into Ares or Aphrodite, and even simple things like pretty bracelets turned out to be poisonous. I wasn’t sure what or who I could trust anymore.

      Xander gripped my shoulders. His handsome face crystallized. “Sooner or later, you have to trust someone,” he said, and I knew he was right. “Have I ever lied to you?”

      I thought back, remembering the way he used the ollodipher to prove I could trust him. I didn’t always like what he had to say, but the guy had never lied.

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Then let me be your anchor. Even if you can’t trust yourself, trust me.”

      I pressed my lips together, looking over at the bubble pit. The mages inside seemed so happy and carefree. I wouldn’t mind experiencing some of that joy.

      “Come on, damsel,” Xander said, sweet-talking me into it. “I promise when you’re up there, it’s impossible to think of all the bad shit that’s happened. Wasn’t that the point?”

      I groaned, knowing I was caving.

      God, why did he have to be so charming? He knew exactly what to say to change my mind. I glanced up at the bubbles again, wondering if I could pull this off without killing myself. Probably best to not get caught up in my head and just go for it.

      “Okay, okay. Let’s go before I change my mind.”

      As we made our way to the gated trampoline area, I started hyperventilating. My heart beat at a rapid pace. Everything would be fine, I told myself. This would be fun.

      “No shoes,” said an attendant in a neon vest.

      We quickly ditched ours, tossing them in the giant pile outside of the gate. After that, Xander and I were practically shoved through the entrance, and before we knew what hit us, we were standing on the trampoline as bubbles flew up around us.

      “Watch out,” Xander said, shoving me to the right. A guy landed beside us, rebounding off the trampoline into another bubble. When the floor dipped, I lost my balance. A giant bubble came up from beneath me, sucking me into its middle. Oh crap.

      “You’ll be fine,” Xander said, moving out of the way.

      I wasn’t ready. There was no time to prepare myself, which was probably for the best, but it didn’t stop me from freaking out. The bubble closed around me, lifting me off the trampoline. My legs trembled, and I leaned against the wall, trying to keep my equilibrium. Down below, I watched Xander hop into his own bubble, afraid of nothing. He was excited.

      The bubble’s wall was wet and thicker than I anticipated, but it acted like quicksand. When I stayed still, my arms and legs steadily sunk through. The trick was to not stay still. Sliding back and forth on my knees kept me from falling out. At one point, I looked around, noticing my bubble had floated pretty far up into the air, and I grinned, taking in the views. Look at me go. I was Glenda the Good Witch, soaring over Oz—all I needed was a fluffy pink dress and a magic wand.

      As I was looking around, Xander’s bubble caught up to mine. “Hey, how did you do that?”

      “Like this.” He jumped, and without the extra weight, his bubble lifted higher.

      I bent myself into a squatting position, mimicking him, and jumped. My bubble rose, and quickly caught up to his again.

      “Nice!” he said, giving me a thumb’s up.

      I tried doing it again, but when my feet hit the bottom of the bubble, they broke through. Oh no. This was the part that terrified me.

      Limbs flailing, I reached out and grabbed onto an empty bubble rising up. The surface was so slippery, I rolled onto its side, falling again. I reached out for the next available bubble and stayed as still as I could. With my arms and legs spread, I held fast, steadily rising back up into the air. I did it. I stopped myself from falling.

      “Hey, good catch!” Xander called out from above me. Somehow, he had escaped his own bubble and was riding the top of a new one.

      “How do we get back inside?” I was afraid to move for fear of the bubble tilting.

      “You have to push through,” he said. “But be careful. Sometimes they pop.”

      I made the mistake of punching the bubble with my hands instead of using my whole body to sink through. Just as Xander said, the bubble popped. I spiraled straight for the trampoline.

      Dear God!—There were no other bubbles around to save me. I closed my eyes, hitting the net at full force. It sprang me back into the air, and I rebounded a few more times before landing still.

      Xander hopped his way off several bubbles, then dropped beside me, reaching to help me up. “Are you okay?”

      I felt my mouth spread into a wide grin. “That. Was. Amazing.”

      He laughed, sounding relieved. “Told you.”

      “Let’s go again.”

      Xander stood, holding out his hand to help me up. Another rider, a mage with neon pink hair, shouted, “Look out below!” She dropped beside us, dipping the floor.

      We both toppled over, and I landed on Xander’s chest. Our foreheads banged together, but instead of groaning, we both laughed. Something about the atmosphere here made everything funnier.

      “Sorry,” I said, lifting up.

      “Don’t be.” He stopped me from rolling away from him, and for several long seconds, we stared into each other’s eyes. His face was only inches away from mine, his lips getting closer by the second. “Sheridan,” he breathed, and it sounded like a question.

      I held my own unsteady breath. “Yes?”

      Another mage toppled to the trampoline, sending us bouncing. I flew off of Xander’s chest, catching another bubble in the process.

      Xander brushed himself off and jumped into his own. “Last one to the top is a loser,” he called out, as if two seconds ago we weren’t about to make out right there on the trampoline floor. Awkward.

      Or would it have been amazing?

      I don’t know. I fell back against the wall of my bubble, sighing. I couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed.
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      “Red,” Xander said, once we both made it to the top. We had both lost our bubbles, both riding the tops of new ones.

      “What?” I said, confused.

      “My favorite color is red.”

      I smiled, remembering the way he refused to answer that question back on the beach. “Any particular reason?”

      He tilted his head to the side, thinking. “It invokes the most emotion. Anger, love, passion—they’re all shades of red. What’s yours?”

      “Silver,” I said, thinking of the stars. “I like anything shiny.”

      Up here, all of Twilight Island looked like one glittering giant mass of people and lights, surrounded by darkness and palm trees. We could see the ocean out in the distance, the big moon glowing overhead.

      “Hey, are you hungry?” Xander said, looking over at me. “Do you want to go find one of those street carts?”

      I wasn’t that hungry, but I also wasn’t ready to go back to the cottage just yet. “Sure.”

      But…it meant we would have to pop our bubbles.

      I looked down, swallowing nervously, because this was higher up than I’d been last time. If I caught onto another bubble, I could break up the fall. Maybe.

      Xander didn’t even hesitate. “See you on the ground,” he said, right before leaping out.

      Good grief.

      I watched him dive all the way to the trampoline, like he was born for crazy stunts like these. Trying to summon my own courage, I pressed my palms and knees through the bottom and slipped through. I fell about fifty feet or so, then caught the top of another bubble. I let out a little sigh of relief, then glimpsed the floor. If I jumped now, it wouldn’t be so bad. I leapt and closed my eyes, waiting to feel the impact of the trampoline.

      A strong pair of arms caught me midfall. I looked up, noticing the way Xander’s eyes glinted. “You made it, damsel. Let’s get some food.”

      After getting our shoes, we left and headed back toward Folly. “That was fun,” I said, smiling.

      “See? And you almost chickened out.”

      “My stomach was hurting!” I insisted. “If anyone ever asks, that’s the story I’m going with.”

      Xander frowned, and my words suddenly hit me. No one would ever ask, and I could never tell anyone. What happened here was supposed to stay here.

      I cleared my throat uncomfortably. “Not that anyone—”

      “Hey, look. Gelato,” Xander said, pointing up ahead. I didn’t blame him for cutting me off and changing the subject. I was stumbling over the big-ass foot in my mouth.

      The gelato cart on the corner offered a variety of options. Xander chose pistachio, and I ordered the chocolate covered cherry. Tables and chairs were set up along the sidewalk, across from a jazz band and dancers in sparkly clothing.

      “Do you notice how the temperature here is perfect?” I said, sitting down. “Not too hot or cold.”

      “Everything is a little too perfect.” He sat beside me, scooping a giant bite of gelato into his mouth. “The whole island is an escape from reality.”

      How could I forget? Soon we would have to get back to our own.

      “Sometimes, I feel like Arcadia is an escape from mine,” I admitted, thinking of home.

      “What do you mean?”

      “My dad. Riley. What I did. We can’t exactly move forward if we don’t all face each other.” Images of that night flashed through my mind. “It’s almost like…like we’re frozen in that moment. I’d rather just hash it out.”

      He shook his head, as if that was the worst idea. “Trust me, you don’t want to see your sister right now. Tension would build, the need to destroy one another strengthened by close proximity. Better she stays in the human world, and you in this one.”

      I touched my wrist at the spot where the bracelet used to be and sighed. “I guess so.”

      “Were you guys close?” Xander asked.

      “When we were young.”

      As teenagers, it felt like Riley tried to outshine my every move, and she always succeeded. But I remember a lot of happy days as kids, just playing and laughing, without being weighed down with the burden of growing up.

      “I’ve always looked up to her,” I said, thinking back on our relationship. “And I’ve always admired her, even during the times I hated her most. If that makes any sense.” I smiled, but it physically hurt inside. It hurt because Riley was someone I loved so unconditionally, and I was pretty sure she had never felt that way.

      Xander watched me, reading between the lines. “Ione and I went through a lot of shit with my dad, but it only made us closer. I can’t imagine not having her.”

      He was giving me a private glimpse of his childhood. “You should know, she explained about your dad.”

      He nodded. “I figured she would.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I said, licking my spoon. “When you were under the ollodipher, I mean.”

      He shrugged. “It’s not something I want anyone knowing.”

      I absently watched a pair of street dancers. “You have nothing to be ashamed of—you’re not the monster in your family.” When I looked over at him, Xander was staring at me more intensely than before. “What?”

      “Neither are you, Sheridan.”

      “I know that.”

      Or at least, I tried to believe it.

      He set down his gelato cup and stood. “Come on,” he said, holding out his hand. “Let’s dance.”

      Once again, I stared at him like he was crazy.

      “What happens on Twilight Island stays on Twilight Island,” he reminded me, grabbing me by the wrist. With one swift tug, he had me upright.

      I set my cup down on the table, looking around nervously. Only the performers were dancing. But Xander didn’t care. He led me out to the middle of the street and swung me around so fast it made my head spin.

      Whoa.

      Dude had some moves.

      A guy playing a trumpet tipped his head, circling around us as we danced, and I couldn’t help but laugh. It all felt silly. Suddenly, I didn’t care who was around. I let loose and enjoyed the dance.

      This was exactly what we needed. To fall from bubbles, fill up on ice cream, and dance as if no one was watching.

      Part of me wished it could last forever.
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      The next morning, I woke to the smell of brewing coffee. Blinking through the fog of sleep, I stretched and went to leave the bedroom but stopped at the sound of Ione and Xander arguing. They were trying to be quiet about it, but I knew anger when I heard it, and Ione sounded angry. “Screw you and your secrets, Xander!”

      “Keep it down, Ione.” he whispered back.

      I let my fingers drift away from the doorknob. Listening would be an invasion of privacy. I should just stay in the bedroom—

      “Just admit it. You’re toying with Sheridan.”

      Hearing my name, I stiffened. Now I was curious. Quietly, I slipped through the door into the hallway.

      “I told you about the oath, Ione.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you were out all night,” she whispered heatedly. “This isn’t just about protecting her. Something is going on—”

      “Leave it alone.”

      “I will when you tell me the truth, Xan.”

      Dishes rattled, sounding like someone hit the countertop. “Dammit, this doesn’t involve you!” I flinched at the harshness in Xander’s tone.

      The two of them stayed silent for several moments. The next time Ione spoke, her voice softened. “Oh my god. You like her.”

      I blinked. What did she mean by that?

      “For Apollo’s sake, stop this—”

      “Don’t bother denying it. I was born with Aphrodite’s blood in my veins, and I can’t believe I didn’t see it sooner. You have genuine feelings for the fire-blood.”

      “It’s not like that,” Xander quickly said, but even I noticed the tremble in his voice.

      “I should have known. The way you look at her, the way you freaked out when you found out she went to the Curse Breaker, it all makes sense now. Wait, does she not like you back?—Never mind. Of course, she likes you. She looks at you like a smitten little puppy. This is a problem, Xander, for all of us.”

      He let out a breath. “Ione—”

      “It’s not like you’re going to ask her out. You haven’t bothered dating anyone since Chloe.”

      I raised my brow at that. He never dated?

      “Unless, am I wrong? Do you plan to do something about your feelings?”

      If I didn’t already know the answer to that question, his silence spelled it out.

      “I didn’t think so,” Ione continued. “In that case, you need to stay away from her.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Yes, you can. You’d be keeping your oath. Staying away offers her more protection than involving us and our family.”

      “It also leaves her vulnerable.” I heard the sound of the chair slide back. “You know what—mind your own business, Ione. I’m done with this conversation.”

      The back door opened and slammed close.

      Oh man. I wasn’t sure what to do. Climb out the window? It might be a better option than facing either of the Arius siblings. I could literally feel their anger radiating throughout the house.

      I waited a couple of minutes until I heard the sound of a sizzling frying pan, then left my hidden spot in the hallway.

      “Good morning,” I said, trying to sound cheerful.

      Ione’s cheeks were flushed. She didn’t look up from the eggs she was scrambling. “How much did you hear?”

      I winced. “I don’t know. All of it—I think.”

      She nodded. “Better that you did. The girl I mentioned, Chloe, dated Xander shortly after he returned from the Underworld. I was so happy to see him find some happiness, some normalcy again, but it was ruined. The Hollows made one threat against her life, and he broke up with her on the spot.”

      “Neither of you should let fear control you,” I said, point-blank. “But that’s just my opinion.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree,” Ione said, divvying up the eggs between three plates. “But he doesn’t feel that way, and if you’re going to involve yourself with him, you deserve to know.”

      I poured a mugful of coffee, shrugging. “Like you said, it’s not a good idea. We’re both trying to gain the respect of our chosen houses.”

      She looked up at me, brows raised. “That’s the first logical thing I’ve heard you say in a while, fire-blood. Surprising too, considering it’s about my brother. Most girls fall at his feet, acting like brainless little twits.” She crinkled her nose.

      Sometimes I felt like a brainless little twit around Xander too, but I didn’t tell her that.

      “If I did want to date him, I wouldn’t let Hollowed threats stop me,” I said, sitting down at the table.

      “Then, it’s a good thing you don’t,” she said, but it sounded more like a warning.

      She set a plateful of eggs and bacon in front of me. “Eat. We head back to Arcadia in an hour.”
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      Once back at Arcadia, I went straight to my grandfather. I didn’t tell him what happened with the Curse Breaker, and Xander didn’t mention it either, thank God. But I told him about the poisonous bracelet. He went pale in the face, agreeing that it changed everything. Dad needed to be told. With Riley there, knowing more than she let on, she could be up to any number of schemes. Grandpa promised to send a message to him, and he would let me know as soon as he heard back.

      From there, the days passed slowly. I began to find my new normal, if that was even possible in this world. Just as I had back in Davidson, I put all my focus and energy into studying, and it started to pay off. In Basic Magic Principles, I learned to conjure fire on my own. In Seduction Principles, I aced every test. Professor Lilyworth still looked at me like I was the scum beneath her high heels, but I tried my best to change her opinion by taking every lesson seriously.

      Being a bibliomagus made things a thousand times easier. When it came to information, I was ahead of most students. When it came to magical practice though, I felt like a toddler learning to walk.

      Love Potions class was one of those trickier subjects. I knew the recipes by heart, but the act of creating them took a refined skill I didn’t have. After my Meddling Tea exploded, my whole workspace turned to shambles. Thankfully, Peter Hallas was the student assistant, and he came over to help me. “Don’t cry. It’s just tea.”

      “I’m not crying.” I blinked rapidly. “The steam got in my eyes, and they won’t stop watering.”

      “Oh,” he said with a laugh. “That should go away in a second.”

      I wiped my face with my apron and looked down at my table miserably. Crying might be my next action if I couldn’t get this tea in order.

      “Here,” Peter said, picking up the dried rose petals. “You don’t want to crunch them. You want to roll it with your pestle like this.” He demonstrated it for me, making the process look much easier.

      “Ah, I see. Thank you.”

      He nodded, refilling my pot with fresh water. “How have you been feeling? I mean, now that you’ve ditched the lethara bracelet?”

      I glanced down at my naked wrist, still bruised from where the chain used to be. For some strange reason, I didn’t have the heart to toss it into the ocean. Some of those charms were from my dad. Instead, I locked it inside the wooden chest in the back of my dorm room closet.

      “Better,” I said, releasing a breath. “Less…heavy. If that makes sense.”

      “It does. Lethara can make its subject feel very weighed down. Your energy looks better overall.”

      “Good to know.”

      Peter stirred in the rose powder concoction and turned up the heat. After a few moments, he displayed a perfect set of pearly whites. “There we go. The tea is coming to life.”

      I smiled back. “You make it seem so easy.”

      He shrugged a shoulder and handed me the wooden spoon. “You’ll get the hang of it. Just takes time.”

      I slowly stirred, wishing that was true. “So people keep telling me.”

      He glanced up, a knowing look in his gaze. “What are you having trouble with? Lilyworth’s class?”

      I shook my head, staring down into the pot. “The mirrors.”

      “Ah, the mirrors. They wouldn’t let me through my first four, maybe five months.”

      “Really?” That made me feel less sad about my own situation.

      Peter nodded. “Want to know the secret trick?”

      I was skeptical of any trick since the realm’s entrance was based on the mage’s so-called worthiness. In the previous weeks, I had tried all sorts of suggestions. Spinning around three times first, unlocking spells, dousing myself in sage, and the list went on and on. Still. At this point, I was willing to try anything. “Let’s hear it then.”

      He moved to the other side of the table, dusting his hands off. “Staring.”

      I arched a brow. “Staring?”

      “Yep. Keep staring into them until you figure it out. Before they let me through, I had all these preconceived ideas about the realm’s purpose. But if you stare into the mirrors long enough, they’ll show you what you need to know.”

      Huh. Well, that sounded simple enough.

      “Thanks, I’ll give it a shot.”

      That night after dinner, I headed to the library to try out Peter’s suggestion. There was nothing better to do anyway. I had already finished my homework, and studying for written tests was no longer a necessity.

      Also, I needed to mix things up for a change.

      I noticed on the way back from dinner each night there was always a very distinctive magic present. A certain gladiator hanging around the route back to my dorm, lurking in the shadows.

      It was beyond frustrating.

      Xander was worried about monsters, especially since we hadn’t caught the mage responsible for chimera, and in his deluded mind, this was his way of protecting me. He made me feel safe, and it kind of pissed me off that I felt safe. I didn’t want to rely on Xander—I had to learn to take care of myself. Not only that, but I thought we both made it clear that we were going to stay away from each other, that it was for the best.

      He was ignoring his own rule, giving me no say in this little one-sided arrangement. By not sticking to my normal schedule, I would show him he couldn’t control everything.

      On the way down to the gateways, I started to freak out. It was super dark, and the usual lanterns had been put out for the night. Even Themus, who usually stayed well past dark, had left for his apartment.

      I held up my hand and whispered, “Incendium.” A flame ignited, hovering over my palm and lighting the way. Out of the basics, fire magic came easily enough. Controlling it was the hard part, but over the last few weeks, I’d gotten better.

      Once I was in front of the mirrors, I dropped my messenger bag and sat down; I may as well get comfy. If staring was what it took, I was prepared to do it all night. I even brought a blanket with me in case it got cold.

      The mirror showed me my subjects again—or café girl and the hunky jock, as I referred to them. After a while, I learned their names were Mia and Ben. Watching their lives unfold presented an interesting escape. Instead of worrying about my own complicated world, it was refreshing to look inside someone else’s for a change.

      Mia was the daughter of a single parent. She worked hard, studied, and played the flute.

      Ben was one of three boys. He was funny and amazing at football. And shockingly, he already had a crush on Mia. In all the times I’d been here, I never noticed that. And much like myself, Mia was so preoccupied, she hadn’t noticed either.

      They each had their own little quirks and habits, different in so many ways, but similar in one—they both desperately needed to be loved.

      Mia’s mom was gone all the time. Ben’s parents were focused on his autistic brother. Mia had no time for friends. And Ben’s, in my opinion, were a bunch of douchebags.

      No wonder the mirrors wouldn’t let me through. I would have wasted an arrow on Ben, and the poor guy was already having a hard time getting her attention. Mia was the one who was constantly busy with work and school, and she was the one who needed that arrow.

      My mind had officially changed. The two of them didn’t need detention. It wasn’t enough time. I noticed the D− on the Calculus test that had fallen out of Ben’s notebook. That’s exactly how he could win her over, by convincing Mia to tutor him. I knew if she spent enough time with Ben, sparks would fly.

      At some point, my eyelids grew heavy while watching the two of them. I fell asleep there on the floor, curled up with my blanket. When I woke again, I wasn’t sure what time it was, but both Ben and Mia were fast asleep in their part of the world, wherever that was.

      I jumped up and grabbed my things, my mind racing. Next time I came back here, I would have a plan. Those mirrors would definitely let me pass through.

      It was in the dead of night that I made my way back to my dorm room. I wasn’t the only one out either. Drunk students ambled back from the woods. Others crept through the spiral topiary bushes, trying to hide their walks of shame. There was also a group of Poseidon students out for the full-moon ceremony—I had to do a double take as they ran past, bare naked.

      Light spilled out from the bottom of my dorm room door. I paused with my hand on the handle, wincing. Xander was inside; I could sense his magic. And if he was here, that might have something to do with the change in my evening routine. Oh, who was I kidding? He knew I knew about him following me to my dorm each night.

      I always made a big show of looking over my shoulder, huffing, so he knew I wasn’t happy about him watching me. Because we were supposed to be staying away from each other.

      Dammit, why did I already feel guilty? I didn’t have to answer or explain my every move to him, but somehow, he managed to make feel like I did.

      Taking a deep breath, I pushed the door open and put on a brave face.

      Xander immediately stood up from the edge of my bed, his eyes bloodshot. Nothing could have prepared me for the look of absolute relief flooding over his stricken features. Across from him, Ione slowly stood too, acting wary of Xander, as if he might explode at any second.

      He crossed the room, stopping directly in front of me. Without saying a word, he grabbed hold of my arms, and my bag fell from my fingers, thudding against the floor.  Anger poured off of him. For one brief moment, I worried he might slam my head into the wall. I gasped when he hugged me, pressing me gently against his chest. Threading his fingers through my hair, he held me for several long seconds, releasing the most choked breath I’d ever heard. Oh man.

      Then, still not speaking, Xander abruptly released me and left the room. The silence he left behind was almost deafening. I stood there, staring at Ione, feeling about two feet tall. How had Xander managed to do that? And all without saying a word?

      Now that he was gone, Ione’s shoulders relaxed, and she immediately started in on me. “He combed the whole school looking for you. The woods, too.”

      “This isn’t what we agreed to do,” I reminded her, avoiding eye contact. Looking at her only made me feel worse.

      “So, you did this to teach him a lesson?”

      “I’m just playing by his rules, Ione.” My whole body trembled as I changed out of my toga and into my PJs. I could still see his relief the moment I walked into the room.

      It made me feel horrible. Worse than horrible.

      The guy probably thought I got myself eaten by monsters or worse, all because I had something to prove.

      “No need for the attitude.” Ione crossed her arms over her chest. “I agree with you.”

      I spun around. “You do?”

      “Absolutely,” she said, her voice stern. “My brother shouldn’t be following you around, but you should have just asked him to stop instead of making us worry.”

      “It wasn’t planned or anything,” I mumbled, my shoulders drooping. “I fell asleep in the gateway room.”

      “I figured he was probably overreacting, and that you were fine. I did start to panic when he couldn’t find you though.” She blinked, realizing what I’d just said. “What were you doing in the gateway room?”

      “Peter Hallas suggested I spend some time staring into the mirrors.”

      She nodded, considering the idea. “Did it help?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but I think so.”

      “Hmm…” She went to her bed and got under the covers.

      “What’s the hmm for?” I said, eyeing her.

      “Nothing. You just continue to surprise me, that’s all.”

      “In what way?”

      “Well,” she said, turning on her side. “It’s clear both you and my brother have it bad for each other—”

      “That’s not what’s going on—”

      “And you’re turning out to be the stronger one. That’s surprising because my brother had always been the strongest person I know.”

      I sat on the edge of my bed, where Xander had just been sitting. “You have it all wrong, Ione.”

      “Do I?” She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’ve studied love magic my whole life. I know obsession when I see it. This thing between you is the start of…something. It’s more than just protection, that much I’m sure of.”

      I pressed my lips together, unsure of what to say. Arguing was pointless because she was right. There was something there, an invisible tether between us I didn’t have any control over. As much as I wanted to cut it, I couldn’t.

      “Everyone has these glorious ideas of love,” Ione continued, staring up at the ceiling. “But love is only good under the right circumstances. Sometimes, as much as you think you’re right for someone, it doesn’t work. Like a puzzle piece in the wrong box—it doesn’t fit no matter how hard you try.”

      Doesn’t fit.

      Geez, that seemed sad.

      Ione was jaded, or that’s what I told myself anyway. Life had deeply scarred her, and this was the end result. Then again, she was more experienced than me when it came to love magic. She had altered human lives through the mirror realms, and she had seen more relationships play out.

      I thought of my mother’s warning again. Whatever invisible tether was there, we were better off cutting it.
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      The next day, Zack and I held our breaths at the entrance to the mirror realm, waiting to see if I would finally be worthy enough to pass through. Even grumpy old Themus stopped what he was doing to watch.

      I was so nervous that my hand trembled as I held it out. This mattered more to me than usual; for the first time, I believed my work would be valuable on the other side of that mirror. So I took a deep breath and pressed forward.

      Here goes nothing.

      My fingers slipped beyond what was usually a solid surface, and a huge grin spread over my face.

      “You did it,” Zack whispered excitedly. He raced into the gateway ahead of me, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Let’s go help some humans fall in love.”

      Walking into the realm was literally an out-of-world experience. It was almost like being underwater in the sense that I could see and hear the outside world, but it wasn’t crystal clear. Zack and I were there, but no one noticed us. Not gonna lie—we definitely gave off some creepy stalker vibes. Before, it felt like watching TV. The distance made it seem less invasive. But this marked a whole new playing field; we were right up in the mix with our subjects.

      “When you become really skilled, you can feel their emotions,” Zack said as we followed Mia down the halls of her high school. “As guardians, it’s nice to remember what falling in love feels like again, all the highs and lows, the excitement and anxiety, and the way you feel everything more intensely.”

      Aww. For a kid who had described himself as human Viagra, that was kind of sweet.

      Over the next few hours, I laid out my plan, and Zack and I got to work on getting our subjects together for tutoring sessions. A carefully placed a flyer offering community service hours did the trick. Mia needed the hours for her college applications, and Ben noticed Mia’s name on the sign-up form.

      “That’s it for today,” Zack said, linking his arm through mine. “Especially if you want to wait until their session before I take my shot.”

      I was so proud of myself, there was definitely a little swagger to my walk. “We should definitely wait. If Mia feels desire beforehand, she’ll back out.”

      “What makes you think so?”

      “She’s too focused on work and school. A cute boy would be too much of a distraction.”

      “A distraction she desperately needs,” Zack added, shaking his head as Mia pulled out a giant SAT study guide from her backpack.

      I drummed my fingers against the side of my face, absently watching the poor girl comb over the book, her brows scrunched together. As the other students laughed and talked about their plans for the weekend, Mia stayed glued to her book. She was so focused, she hadn’t even realized the last bell of the day had rung.

      “Agreed.” I nodded, letting Zack guide me back toward the mirror. I learned we only ever had to look north, and it would be waiting for us. A few steps later, and we were back in our own world.

      “Things get much more interesting from here, Thorne.”

      I smiled, more excited about it than I expected. “Same time tomorrow?”

      He clapped me on the back. “Yep. See you then.”

      On my way out, Themus stopped by the stairs and gave me a little nod of approval. My cheeks hurt so hard from smiling. Finally.

      I was worthy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Over the next few days, I found my groove within House Aphrodite, the mirror realm becoming the main source of my newfound confidence. Once we got Mia and Ben into their study session, I told Zack to take his shot. The baby-faced kid was a pro with those arrows too. He struck Mia directly in the center of her sacral chakra, and her aura exploded with vibrant colors that couldn’t be seen in the mortal realm. Deep reds and purples swirled around her. Blood rushed to her cheeks. She stumbled over her words, kept touching her hair, and had to excuse herself to get some water. Ben caught on to the effect he had, and he used it to his advantage. He inched closer, pointed out specific passages in his textbook, asking for clarification. Well played, dude. Well played.

      Watching it unfold in the background, Zack and I high-fived each other, and it was one of the greatest feelings in the world. Because of us, two teenagers desperate for love were on their way to finding it with each other. Turned out this love magic stuff wasn’t so bad after all.

      The rest of my days were filled with my studies at Arcadia. Unlike Mia, I didn’t have to work as hard, thanks to my bibliomagery skills. The extra free time came in handy; I spent a lot of it in the library, impressing as many books as my mind could handle. Or I’d go to the stables and sneak apples to the Pegasus descendants. Sometimes I’d go sit by the little pond where Xander told me about my mother. Even though it was the same place I heard the most shocking news of my life, I found it strangely peaceful there.

      I never, ever, ever stuck to a predictable schedule. It made me feel guilty as hell, but I had to stop relying on Xander for safety, and he needed to stop obsessing over it. He didn’t choose this—his obsession stemmed from the Silver Oath. Knowing it wasn’t fair to him made me work harder at keeping my distance, too. This was the only way I knew how to give him the freedom to get back to his studies, focus on House Ares, and work toward his own goals. If he constantly worried about me, he wouldn’t have time to do any of that.

      At lunch on Friday, I sat with Jett and Hazel, and we talked about her new relationship with Birch. “He asked me to the winter ball,” she said excitedly. “Maple is picking me up this weekend, and we’re going dress shopping.”

      “What’s the winter ball?” I said, swallowing my bite of Greek salad.

      Jett slurped from her can of Dr. Pepper, then answered my question. “This dumb event they put on for the students right before Christmas break. Everyone gets dressed up, they dance, and they enchant the pavilion to look like it’s snowing.”

      “It’s romantic,” Hazel said, looking up at the sky with a dreamy smile. She and Birch had been seeing each other since the night in the woods, and she was falling head over heels—or hooves, I guess. “I can’t wait.”

      “Yeah, sure.” Jett shook her head. “Anyway, can we rendezvous tonight in the woods again?”

      “What for?” I said.

      A few tables across from us, Xander sat down with his gladiator friends. They were talking and laughing, and a few of them were roughhousing, pretending to fight one another. Xander looked more carefree than I’d seen him lately. A girl with dark hair punched him on his bicep, and he smiled at whatever she said. I sighed, wishing I could sit next to him without it being a big deal.

      Jett waved her hand in front of my face. “Hello—earth to Sheridan. I need to sell some of my potion stock. Also, can’t we just go for fun? I mean, that’s the whole point of us being friends, right? We do fun stuff together?”

      I chuckled. “Like secret trips to Twilight Island that go horribly wrong? That kind of fun stuff?”

      In a way, that experience only brought us closer. Instead of it being weird, we laughed about it now.

      “Exactly—one for the books.”

      “I’m down too,” Hazel added. “It will give me a chance to see Birch.”

      “Oh, for Apollo’s sake,” Jett slit her eyes at Hazel. “People are going to start thinking Sheridan’s magic is rubbing off on you.”

      Hazel shrugged. “Maybe it is.”

      “I’m fine with that,” I said, grinning. “My reputation could use a boost. Tell everyone I’m the queen of romance.” I waved my fingers in the air, pretending to spell her.

      She laughed. “Will do.”

      My grin faded when I caught Xander looking over here out of the corner of my eye. He quickly looked away, and I winced, wishing it didn’t have to be this way.

      Oh geez.

      Queen of romance, my ass.
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      That night I canceled on Jett and Hazel, too tired to go out after a grueling session with Mia and Ben. Their attraction was strong, but getting those two to open up wasn’t easy. By the time I left the mirror realm, I was disappointed. Ione tried talking me into going to an Aphrodite party with her, but I refused that too. My books, my room, and my bed were the only friends and social interaction I wanted tonight.

      Deep down, I knew this was about more than Mia and Ben. That moment at lunch really got me down, and I couldn’t stop thinking about the way Xander and I couldn’t even look at each other in public. As much as I tried not to think about it, I couldn’t help it. How was I supposed to help other people fall in love when my own track record was a series of failures?

      Shortly after impressing the first few books, I fell asleep. Not surprising, since they were all about Mythonian law.

      Sometime in the middle of the night, a knock sounded at the door. I glanced at Ione’s bed, noticing she wasn’t in it. She must have lost her key. I yawned and pushed my books aside to get up.

      The moment it fell open, two mesmerizing blue orbs swirled over me, followed by a gorgeous grin I knew all too well. “Xander?”

      The clock on the wall said it was two in the morning, not exactly the time to visit friends he wasn’t supposed to have in the first place.

      Blinking through my sleep, I stuck my head out into the hall to make sure no one else was there. “You need to leave before someone sees you,” I hissed.

      “Relax, they’ll think I’m here for my sister.”

      He strolled past, a little too comfortably, his eyes glassier than normal. I shut the door, watching him closely. “You’ve been drinking.”

      “Just a little. I had to kill some time in the woods—where you were supposed to be, by the way. Why are you never where you’re supposed to be?” He picked up a photo frame of me and my dad to inspect it, then set it back down again.

      “Ione’s not here,” I pointed out, nodding to her empty bed.

      “I know. She’s at some fancy Aphrodite party,” he said with a wave of his hand. “I definitely don’t miss those.”

      Hold up, he knew she was gone? I blinked rapidly, wondering if I was dreaming. This all felt like some topsy-turvy universe, where nothing made any sense.

      My eyes followed him to the bed. He plopped down, grimacing at something hard beneath the covers. “Why do you sleep with so many books?” he said, scooping them up and moving them aside.

      “I don’t usually.”

      I didn’t like the way he was invading my personal space, like he could figure me out if he just looked hard enough.

      “Xander, why are you here?”

      “Because I need to get something off my chest.”

      I raised a brow. “What’s that?”

      “I don’t appreciate the way you’re trying to confuse me. All the time, you keep me confused and guessing about where you’ll be.”

      That was why he came here? I put my hands on my hips and let out a long sigh. “The solution is simple. Stop following me, and you won’t be confused anymore.”

      “Should I just let you get eaten by monsters?” He said, wincing. “What if you die, huh?”

      “I guess that’s a risk I’ll have to take.”

      He groaned, sounding frustrated. “You want me to suffer.” He ran his hands through his hair, as if I were the cause of all his stress. If I wasn’t so annoyed, I would have laughed. Drunk Xander was kind of funny.

      “The question is—why?” He held up his hands, being super dramatic about it. “I asked myself that all night. Why does this girl want to torment me? I just don’t understand.”

      Oh, good grief. I might as well humor him since he probably wouldn’t remember this anyway. “Come up with any good answers?”

      He nodded very seriously. “Not right away. At first, it was like a puzzle I couldn’t solve. I kept asking myself, why? What did I do to Sheridan to make her want to hurt me? Since we’ve met, I’ve only done good things, like save her life, rescue her from organ-stealing witch doctors, help her out of booby traps, take her bubble-diving and buy her yummy gelato—”

      “You’re so amazing, Xander.”

      “I know,” he agreed, and I rolled my eyes. “Aside from the small thing of wanting to keep our friendship a secret, I’ve been, all around, a pretty decent guy.”

      I snorted. He actually thought that was a small thing.

      “Can we at least agree there?” Xander said, ignoring my reaction.

      “You’re not so bad.” And that was as far as I was going with that. He didn’t need any more of an ego boost.

      “Good. Now back to my original question—why do you want to hurt me?”

      I let out a tired breath. “I don’t want to hurt you, Xander.”

      “Bingo.” He pointed at me, his mouth curving into an infectious grin. “You’re right; it’s not me you want to hurt. It’s the last guy that broke your heart.”

      I stared at him like he’d lost his mind. Connor? He was trying to bring Connor into this? Okay, I was officially done with this conversation.

      “Xander, you’ve been drinking—”

      “Not nearly enough.”

      “And you’re not thinking clearly.”

      He stood up and walked toward me. “Wrong. I’ve never been so clearheaded in my life.”

      I swallowed, nervous for some reason. “How do you even know there was a guy?”

      He tilted his head to the side, like that was a dumb question. “Aphrodite descendant, remember?”

      “Fine—whatever.” I waved that aside. “Let’s say you’re right, and there was someone. Why would I try to hurt you instead?”

      “Because I’m here, and you know I’m crazy about you.”

      His soft words tripped my heart. “You’re not—”

      He shushed me by putting his fingers over my lips. “You know it, your mom apparently knew before either of us, and we might as well face the truth.”

      I took a step back, carefully circling around him. “What does that even mean?”

      “For one, it means you need to stop confusing me with your ex.”

      Ugh. I should probably stop entertaining this, but I kind of wanted to see where he was going with it. “Exactly how am I supposed to stop confusing you, or making you suffer, or stop any of your complaints against me?”

      “Another great question, one I’ve had plenty of time to think over in the woods. It’s simple—I need to kiss you.”

      I nearly choked on my own breath. “What?”

      “Once we’ve kissed, you’ll never confuse me with any of your loser ex-boyfriends again.”

      I laughed, unable to help it. He was making me super nervous, especially the way he continued to walk toward me, as if this thing he suggested was about to happen at any moment.

      “Xander.” I shook my head. “I have to tell you, your logic is—”

      “Brilliant, I know.”

      I cleared my throat. “Why don’t you use the night to think it over, then tell me if you still believe it’s a good idea in the morning?”

      He reached for my hand, intertwining his fingers through mine. Oh God. Even while he was drunk, his touch and magic still worked its way over me, turning me into a puddle at his feet.

      “Or we could just get it out of the way, here and now.” He leaned close to my face, his voice tickling my ear. “What have you got to lose?”

      My heart? And that was still healing as it was.

      Xander’s arm drew me closer. My body swayed toward him, falling under his hypnotizing spell. His other hand slid along my neck, his thumb tilting my chin up. I stared at his lips, knowing this was a bad idea, but wanting to go along with it anyway. What was going on with me? What was going on with him? “I don’t know…”

      “Just one kiss,” he said, sweetly. “And I swear I’ll leave.”

      It would be nice to get Connor out of my head. And for weeks, I’d been curious what it would be like to kiss Xander. We could have this one short moment, couldn’t we?

      I had to know, and this was my chance. “Okay.” As soon as the word left my mouth, his lips were on mine, gently pressing, warm, and intoxicating.

      And…wow.

      A firestorm of energy exploded between us. I felt his magic blend into mine like swirling, languid wine, making us both drunk from the taste. It started off slow and sweet, but with a brush of his tongue, I felt the moment everything changed.

      Seconds ago, this had all been a game to Xander. A silly little way to punish me for making him chase me around the campus. I was pretty sure he never expected this.

      Suddenly, there was a desperation to his hands. His fingers dug into my hair, pulling me against him, leather and metal pressing against my chest. I reached around his neck as he deepened the kiss. He groaned, the sound vibrating against my mouth. We both just lost whatever game he started. It was no longer silly or funny. No longer a joke. Desire had swept in too fast, and we both wanted each other too much.

      Oh God—why did this have to feel so perfect?

      Part of me screamed at the unfairness. If Xander was a book, he would be the most beautiful, passionate story I’d ever read, ended by one long ellipses. There was an impending tragedy to the end of this story, and we just made it worse by tasting the forbidden fruit.

      As long as I lived, I was pretty sure no kiss would ever compare.

      One of us got a grip and pulled away—not sure if it was him or me. Our breaths were erratic, and we both just stood there, at a loss for words.

      I dared a glance up at Xander, and he suddenly looked very sober. His eyes were heavy with desire, his lips swollen and pink, but there was a clearness in his gaze that told me he knew he’d taken it too far.

      “I should go,” he said in a low voice.

      “Yeah…” I squeezed my eyes shut, wishing he never came in the first place. Wishing he never showed us what we were missing.

      It’s funny how being his friend had gone from hard to pretty much impossible in the span of a few stolen moments. I hadn’t wanted to lose our relationship altogether, but it felt as if we just severed whatever remaining threads were tying us together.

      Before Xander left, he touched the side of my face, his fingertips softly brushing down my neck. His voice came out choked. “I’m sorry, Sheridan.”

      When I opened my eyes, he was gone.
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      After that night in my dorm room, Xander no longer tried to follow me. We both stayed as far away from each other as we could, never crossing paths, even in passing. It was painful, and I missed knowing he was there, but I was glad he was back to his normal, uncomplicated routine.

      Or at least, that’s what I told myself anyway.

      I poured through more books from Arcadia’s library. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was searching for, but eventually, it hit me. Maybe if I knew enough about magic, then I could figure out a way to break this curse myself. Maybe the answer didn’t lie in any potential cures, but in using my own knowledge, my own resources…I thought of Riley and sighed. Crazily enough, I wished she were here. I wished I could ask her to help me figure it all out. Even if we couldn’t find the answer, she always had a way of making me feel like she could handle anything the world threw at her.

      Over the weekend, House Ares held a gladiator contest, and the whole school, along with hundreds of visitors from neighboring islands, went to the amphitheater to watch. According to Ione, this was no ordinary high school event; the contestants fought real, flesh and blood conjured monsters. Only seniors or mastery students were allowed to enter, the majority coming from House Ares, but every house was included. In past years, gladiators had been severely injured, scarred, and in rare instances, killed. The worst part? Xander was fighting.

      As soon as Ione told me, I felt nauseous. I knew it was something he’d done hundreds of times, something he trained for on a daily basis, but this was different. There was a possibility he could die, and that was terrifying. I spent the entire morning pacing inside my dorm room, struggling to get a grip.

      I needed to get out of there. I felt like, if I could just go and watch Xander, everything would be okay. Pure craziness, of course. Like I could offer some sort of magical protection—clearly, I had issues. But I was determined to go. Besides, he wouldn’t even notice me in the huge crowds.

      “We’re supposed to watch from the Aphrodite box,” Ione said, curling her hand to inspect her manicure as we headed toward the amphitheater. “It’s tradition.”

      I shrugged, not caring one way or another. “That’s fine.”

      She dusted off the bottom of her toga, redoing her hair as we walked, first into a braid, then into a ballerina bun at the top of her head. For someone usually so poised, she seemed super fidgety. Now that I thought about it, she took an unusual amount of time getting ready back in our dorm. It drove me crazy because I was trying to hurry.

      “Who are you trying to impress, Ione?”

      “No one.” She spoke too quickly, and we both noticed it.

      Ha. Slipping up that easily meant she was super nervous. “And will no one be sitting with us in the Aphrodite box?”

      Her eyes flashed, and I just chuckled.

      “Fine, keep your secrets.” I didn’t have the energy to pry it out of her anyway—I’d try later, when I wasn’t consumed by thoughts of Xander being chomped to death by fangs the size of hammers.

      “You know all of my secrets,” Ione said, clearing her throat. “Come along, or we’ll miss the opening ceremony.”

      I rolled my eyes. Like she cared about that or any other part of the fights. Ione was more of a champagne and party kind of a girl—she had mentioned more than once that fighting was not her thing. Even she couldn’t believe her own brother ended up house leader of Ares. Had I not been so focused on getting to the amphitheater on time, I might have mentioned that. Instead, I offered a peace token.

      “Your hair looks nice when it’s left down. Flowy blonde locks are your best look. It makes you seem approachable.”

      “I didn’t ask for your advice, Sheridan.” Straightening her shoulders, she walked ahead of me. Two seconds later, her hair shifted into the style I suggested.

      I shook my head and hurried to keep up, making a mental note to watch who she interacted with inside the arena.

      We climbed dozens of steps to get to our box, out of breath by the time we’d made it. The view was worth it though. Aphrodite students claimed the midcenter of the stadium seating, because apparently, it was tradition to throw flowers to the gladiators for good luck.

      Flowers. I snorted. That was just the kind of thing they would put us in charge of.

      Someone handed me a program leaflet, and I combed through it as Ione walked around the box, catching up with all of her friends. I glanced at all the names, trying to find Xander’s, along with the names of all of the monsters. I’d impressed a book from the library that gave my brain a detailed list of monsters, along with their strengths and weaknesses.

      Hark Lillen was up against a red-tailed griffin. Not all griffins were mean, but the red-tails were vicious. They clawed out their prey’s eyes before delivering a killing blow. Next, Bartholomew Steep was fighting a Cerberus, a three-headed hound from the Underworld. Elaina Gyre would fight a hydras—yikes—snakes gave me the heebie-jeebies.

      I skipped down the list, all the way to the bottom, to the grand finale. There.

      Alexander Arius was fighting a…a graptor!

      Rage boiled in my veins as I crumpled the program into my fist. As strong as ten men, a graptor was like an agile rhinoceros but with five horns, two on their head and three on their snout. They moved swift, like leopards, and had a reputation for being one of the deadliest monsters known to mages and mankind. Once they attacked, their prey was as good as dead.

      Xander was out of his freaking mind.

      I turned to find Ione, catching her reaction just after someone else handed her a program. Unlike myself, she kept her cool. She calmly left her friends. Except for the heightened color in her cheeks, no one would know she was upset. I jumped up to follow after her.

      Ione took the stairs down into the pits, two at a time, beating me by a few seconds to the gate. I heard her arguing with the same two guys who wouldn’t let me enter the field—Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum.

      Ione didn’t even have to raise her voice to sound menacing. “Get out of my way, Marcus, or I swear to Zeus, I will turn your prickly dick to flaccid gelatin for the rest of your miserable life.”

      Tweedle Dee’s brows shot up, and real fear flashed in his eyes. He immediately let Ione pass. I was quick to keep up. “I’m with her,” I mumbled, ducking into the pit. But Marcus wasn’t paying any attention. He was busy looking down at his crotch, his forehead crinkled with worry.

      If I wasn’t so concerned with Xander, I would have busted out laughing. Guess Aphrodite students weren’t such weaklings after all.

      All of the gladiators waited in the pit for their turn on the field. Xander wasn’t hard to find. He was practicing at sword play with the same friend I’d seen him with on the ferry on my first day in Mythos.

      Ione walked straight into the middle of their fight, grabbed Xander’s arm, then steered him back out into the tunnel for some privacy. I followed along, of course, assuming that privacy didn’t include me. Not that it would have stopped me if it did.

      “A graptor, Xander, really?”

      Xander rubbed the back of his neck and let out a long sigh, no patience for this conversation. I blinked once, trying not to notice how handsome he looked in his armor. All of the shiny metal plates gleamed as if they were protecting an actual god.

      As I stepped closer, Xander looked up and his jaw tightened. He suddenly went from impatient—to angry and impatient. He turned back to his sister. “It’s not your decision, Ione. Go back to your seat.”

      “What if you die?” I said, my voice breaking in the middle.

      He stared straight through me. “I guess that’s a risk I’ll have to take.”

      I wasn’t surprised he threw my own words back at me. This whole thing, the contest, him choosing a graptor, felt like cruel and unusual punishment.

      “You’re being a hypocrite,” I shot out, trying to hold back my tears. No way could I let him see me cry right now. “It’s not fair of you to worry about my safety, and then go out and risk your own.”

      “You can’t hit me with double standards, damsel.” His face didn’t even crack as he spoke. “Fair or not, it is what it is.”

      He turned to go, but Ione stopped him, her tone pleading. “Xan, please choose another monster…” She shrugged, looking lost for words. “You’re all I have left in the world.”

      Xander let out another sigh, this one slightly more tolerant. “Ares is my chosen house, Ione,” he said, gently placing his hand on her shoulder. “Combat is something I enjoy doing, and I’m good at it. Have faith.”

      With that said, he stepped around her and walked back into the pit. Over his shoulder, he told Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum if they allowed us to pass again, they would lose more than just their dicks. The bastard knew his sister too well.

      Ione huffed, turned on her heel, and stormed back up the stairs.

      I stood there, silently simmering. If Xander wanted to get back at me, he succeeded. Now I understood how helpless he felt when I refused to let him control my own safety. The tables were officially turned, and I didn’t like it one bit. There was nothing I could do but accept it. If he wanted to go off and do this stupid thing, just fine. Let him be the idiot who got himself killed. I refused to care.
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      I drummed my fingers against the arm of my chair while Ione fidgeted nervously beside me. “You should have let me go alone,” she muttered, twisting her rings. “He’s happy to do anything you dislike.”

      “You think so?” I snapped, with a little too much attitude. “Maybe I should have told him to fight more monsters—hell, why not a dragon too, while he’s at it?”

      “No one appreciates your sarcasm, Sheridan.” She sniffed and gave me the side eye. “Least of all me.”

      I couldn’t help it though. My nerves were grating on me just as much as hers were. She was impatient, and I was sarcastic—this was just how we operated under stressful circumstances.

      Peter Hallas made the mistake of asking Ione to toss the flowers during the opening ceremony. It began in a nice enough fashion; competitors flew around the arena on Pegasus descendants while their names were chanted across the stands. Ione was supposed to throw each of them a flower, with grace and beauty, of course. Peter handed her a bouquet of artfully arranged peonies. She, in turn, stomped to the balcony, chucked them over the edge, then stomped back to her seat again. The flowers landed in a pile of petals and leaves, like thrown out garbage.

      I couldn’t help the chuckle from building up in my throat, but I was pretty sure I was the only one who found it funny. The rest of the box turned into a sea of disturbed faces. When Peter asked Ione what was wrong, she told him to get lost.

      I silently mouthed, “Look at the program.”

      He nodded in understanding.

      Her outburst was soon forgotten though, and everyone’s attention refocused on the fights. First up was Hark and the red-tailed griffin. Since the combatants weren’t allowed to fly, his weapon of choice was a bow and arrow. Hark moved lithely, using the boulders to hide behind, ducking between the trees that had been set up in the arena. His arrow caught the griffin between the eyes, just as it had been about to strike. The griffin disappeared into a swirling breeze of smoky ash.

      One by one, the gladiators fought off their monsters, each one taking on a more difficult one than the last. So far, the only person to get hurt was Elaina. One of the snake heads bit her in the arm right before she decapitated all nine heads by hurling her axe. Thankfully, the potions master was waiting on site to deliver the antivenom.

      When it came time for Xander’s fight, both Ione and I sat on the edge of our seats. She chewed the beds of her nails, something I’d never seen her do. We weren’t the only ones watching in anticipation either. The entire crowd, which had been noisy before, went silent for this particular fight.

      The moment the graptor was released, it wasted no time, racing straight for Xander. He ducked behind a boulder, and the graptor’s horn slammed into it. My heart dropped into my stomach as I listened to the boulder crack down the middle.

      I couldn’t do this.

      I didn’t know what I was thinking, wanting to watch. This was torture. My eyes stung as Xander barely dodged another attack. I rose out of my chair, apologized to Ione, then fled back down the stairs. The dark quiet tunnel enveloped me at the bottom, and I ran into it in a hurry to get away from the sound of those heavy hooves.

      Once I was far enough away, I leaned back against the wall, alone in the dark, listening to the sound of my own erratic breath. It was better than listening to Xander’s screams. Better than watching him die a painful death. I couldn’t bear to see him get hurt, and I wondered what that meant. Just how much did I care about that smartass, reckless gladiator? I blinked, shaking my head at myself. First, I choose someone whose heart belonged to my sister, and now someone who swore never to love me. Clearly, I was drawn to unavailable guys.

      I drew in another deep breath, knowing I needed to get back out there and face whatever happened. Xander wouldn’t hide in the shadows while I was being chomped to bits. He would watch every moment, cheering me on, even if he couldn’t stand it. And that’s exactly what I was going to do.

      My wrist caught against something sharp, and I froze. The temperature seemed to drop out of nowhere. I rubbed the sides of my arms, chills tingling down my spine. There was something there in the tunnel, something not human or mage. It slithered and hissed around me, coming from all angles.

      A sliver of sunlight from the entrance called to me—Go! Run! Get the hell out of here.

      But as soon as the thought came, my entire body jerked back, and I was slammed up against the wall. The impact knocked the breath out of me. For several seconds, I hung there, suspended and struggling to breathe.

      “What do you want?” I choked out, feeling that thing push against my wrists and chest. Cool, wet netting trapped me there, keeping me stuck to the wall. I tried to break free, but I was stuck, in some kind of…web? Chills soared through me.

      Oh God.

      Please, sweet stars, don’t let that thing be a giant spider. Like a trapped animal, I freaked out. I struggled, twisting and turning, trying desperately to break free from the bindings. But it only made them tighter, and sharper. It stung against my skin, making me wince from the pain. I got one piercing scream out before more of it came around my neck and mouth, knocking my head back against the stone wall.

      Voices stirred in the air, like echoes of the real thing. I couldn’t make out any of them, but they all sounded angry.

      All of the struggle and fight had gone out of me, and I was pretty sure I was seconds away from losing consciousness. One last thing occurred though, an imprinted fact from a book. Suddenly, I knew what had trapped me—a nightcrawler. I almost laughed at the irony. All I had to do was spell light into the room to kill it, but my mouth was muffled from its webbing. I couldn’t speak if I tried, and it was getting harder to breathe.

      My eyelids grew heavy as I lost oxygen. I was fading fast.

      Dimly, I heard someone coming. There were shouts. Light flared. I felt my body dropping, almost weightless. A deep voice shouted for help.

      When I opened my eyes again, I wondered if I had crossed over. A beautiful angel was there, his brown hair haloed in light, and he was asking me if I was okay.

      I blinked several times, and breathed in slow, deep breaths.

      Not an angel, just Peter Hallas, but he may as well have been as far as I was concerned. Guess that meant I wasn’t dead. “Sheridan? You with me?” he said, sounding worried.

      I blinked, looking around, noticing some of the nightcrawler’s webbing was still stuck to the tunnel’s wall.

      “Is the crawler dead?” I croaked out, looking in all the dark corners.

      “As soon as the light hit, it flew away. I was worried about getting you down, and there was no time to catch it.” He glanced around, stroking his jaw. “There’s never been one at Arcadia before. I wonder what brought it here.”

      Me.

      That thing was after me, just like the chimera.

      I leaned forward, and Peter moved to help me up. “Oh here,” he said, offering his arm.

      “Thank you,” I said, grateful. “If you hadn’t showed up when you did…” I shivered.

      “Don’t mention it. I’m just glad I heard you.”

      Before I knew what was happening, a crowd of people filed into the tunnel, their wide-eyed gazes on me, as if I were one of the gladiators out on the field.

      “Sheridan!” Ione screeched, pushing her way through. “What happened?”

      “A nightcrawler,” Peter answered before I could stop him.

      Dammit. I didn’t want the whole school knowing monsters were after me. I had enough problems as it was.

      “A horrible mistake, obviously,” he added. “Someone must have summoned it here for the competition.”

      Hey, that sounded pretty believable. People would buy that.

      Once on my feet, I dusted myself off. “How is Xander?” I said, wondering if he made it. She didn’t have to answer though. He was suddenly there in the crowd, sword in hand, watching me with a pained, almost helpless expression.

      This was just the kind of thing he warned me would happen, and I could only imagine what he was thinking.

      Ione’s arms came around my shoulders. “Come on,” she said, steering me toward the exit. “Out of the way people! Nothing more to see here.”

      As we headed out, Xander disappeared into the crowd. “Don’t worry, he killed the graptor,” Ione said, noticing the direction of my gaze.

      Thank God.

      I rubbed the back of my head. It still throbbed where the crawler slammed it against the wall, and I felt dizzy. “Where are we going?” I said to Ione.

      “The school’s healer.” She held up my arms for me to view. “The nightcrawler’s web is toxic, and you need some herbs to draw out the poison.”

      Hundreds of tiny scratches covered my wrists and arms where the webbing had been. Rivulets of blood trickled from several spots. My neck and face felt itchy and uncomfortable too.

      “Don’t worry. It’s quick magic. You’ll be fine in a matter of hours.”
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      Grandpa came to visit while I was in the hospital wing. He stared at me in horror, making me think I looked worse than I felt. “It’s all good, Grandpa.” I gave him a thumbs up. “The potion the nurse gave me is better than morphine.”

      “On Zeus’s grave, Sheridan. We’ve got to take better precautions.”

      As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. My monster problem was officially no fluke.

      Grandpa sat on the end of my bed, running a hand over his jaw as he looked me over. “Where did the nightcrawler come from?”

      I shrugged, thinking of the tunnel’s various openings. “No idea. Everyone assumed it was part of the competition.”

      He nodded. “Probably for the best.”

      “I figured the same thing.”

      “The Arius boy was competing at the exact time the nightcrawler found you,” he said, shaking his head.

      “So? What does that matter?”

      “It’s just interesting, is all. It’s convenient the attack occurred while Alexander, your sworn protector, was busy.”

      Hmm…I supposed that was true. But I hadn’t anticipated going into the tunnel. The only way someone could know I was down there, is if they had been watching me.

      I shook myself, still too spooked to dwell on it. “Have you heard from Dad?” I said, thinking of the message Grandpa sent.

      Letting out an unsteady breath, he shook his head. “To be honest, I’m getting a little worried. I figure maybe he decided to come straight here after getting my message. Unless…unless something is wrong.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek, hoping it wasn’t the latter of the two.

      “If I don’t hear anything by next week, I’ll go to Davidson myself,” he promised.

      I nodded, glad to hear that.

      He gently patted my covered legs. “Get some rest, okay?”

      “I’ll try.”

      I would sleep if I could get that thing out of my head. I shivered, remembering the way its webbing stuck to my skin like miniature razor blades.

      Grandpa seemed to guess where my mind was. “I’ll ask the nurse to brew a sleeping potion.”

      “Thank you, Grandpa.”

      He left the room, and I sighed, leaning back against the pillows. As hard as I tried to shut them out, the voices I heard in the tunnel filled my mind. Most of it made no sense, except one thing.

      She is strong, and you are weak.

      It was the exact same thing the woman on Twilight Island said.
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      “Minus the frown, you look beautiful,” Ione said, and coming from her, that was a genuine compliment.

      “Thank you.”

      “Stop thinking about it,” she scolded me, readjusting my updo. Thanks to her knack for hair art, my rose gold tresses were a cascading river of waves, braided and interwoven with tiny vines made of crystals. Her hair was much simpler, a polished blonde chignon.

      I couldn’t not think about it though. Between the nightcrawler, Xander kissing me, and the week I’d had, my whole world had been turned upside down. The worst part was that parent’s day had come and gone, and my dad never showed up. That was like a kick in the gut. Grandpa tried reassuring me that it was all for the best, and that he would visit when our circumstances weren’t so precarious, but I didn’t care. I wanted my dad. Needed my dad, and he was nowhere to be found.

      “Ready to go?”

      I looked in the mirror, smoothing my shimmery gold dress. The winter ball was a formal affair, which meant we could ditch our everyday togas. My reflection showed someone far more stunning and put together than how I felt on the inside.

      I took a deep breath. Here goes nothing.

      “Ready,” I said, stepping forward in the four-inch heels Ione made me wear. I’d spent hours practicing in them for Seduction Principles, and I didn’t even wobble.

      Downstairs, a group of Aphrodite students waited in the common room. Peter Hallas was there, dressed in a black and silver suit. He grinned when he saw us, waving us over. For the first time since I’d arrived at Arcadia, I didn’t feel like a complete outsider.

      We walked to the Letragon Theater, a picturesque outdoor ballroom on the edge of campus that overlooked a small glassy lake. Music reverberated from up ahead, a song I’d heard before. “Is that…” I glanced at Ione. It couldn’t be. But as we approached the Letragon stairs, I saw the famous band for myself. “How did the school pull off getting them to perform?”

      “They’re spelled,” Ione said, grinning. “They think they’re playing another venue on their tour. By tomorrow, they won’t remember they were ever here.”

      How devious.

      But awesome compared to the lame DJ my old school hired to play at homecoming. I winced, thinking of that night. It was one of my first dates with Connor. Just a typical homecoming. Dinner, limo, and dancing. That night marked the first time he kissed me. I thought it was a magical night, but this one already beat it by a long shot. Here I was, in an enchanted ballroom, surrounded by mages, and listening to one of my favorite bands. Hey, maybe this meant I was finally over Connor. The thought made me smile.

      “Hey, Thorny,” Jett greeted me by the entrance. “Well, aren’t you sparkly tonight.”

      Next to me, I heard Ione groan.

      Jett was decked out in a velvety blue dress, shoulders full of metal studs. Her spiky black hair was fastened into a barrette, drawing out the color of her gray eyes.

      “You look stunning, Jett,” I said, smiling.

      The entire ballroom was something out of a dream, the ceiling made up of twinkle lights, the floor full of purple and blue mists, and the tables dripping with white satin and glittery stargazers.

      “Are you coming?” Ione said, tightening her grip around her clutch. She expected me to stay with the other Aphrodite students.

      “I’ll catch up with you later,” I said, ignoring that scorch in her narrow gaze.

      Just because Jett was a Hades descendant didn’t mean we couldn’t be friends. Besides, I worked hard to prove my allegiance, and I was proud of the progress I’d made so far.

      “That stick is shoved pretty far up her ass, huh?” Jett said, give Ione the side-eye.

      “Don’t you start, too.” I looked around. “Where’s Hazel?”

      “She came with Biiirch.” Jett drew out his name in a mocking, lovey-dovey voice. “Over there.”

      I spied Hazel out on the dance floor in a wispy plum-colored dress. Grinning from horn to horn, she looked beautiful and happy. “Aw, they’re cute,” I said, and Jett rolled her eyes.

      “Let’s get some wine,” she suggested, tugging me by the arm.

      “Wine—as in, real wine? They give that to teenagers?” I assumed the stuff we drank in the woods was stolen.

      Jett shook her head, her face full of pity. “Oh, you poor, deprived, clueless mortal. Those laws don’t exist in Mythos. Come on.”

      She led me to the drink table where there were crystal goblets brimming with white Mythonian wine. Jett picked up two, handing me one.

      Across the room, I spied Xander, surrounded by his Ares friends. God, he looked gorgeous. His dark hair was combed back, and he smiled at something a friend said, his eyes dancing. I sighed, secretly wishing that smile was settled on me.

      As if he knew someone was staring, his gaze drifted around the room. I lowered my eyes, trying not to get caught—crap, too late. His gaze burned through the crowd, landing on me. But unlike me, he didn’t look away.

      I suddenly became super self-conscious. He shouldn’t be doing that. Not while there were this many people present. Of course, I’d been doing the same thing, but at least I tried to be discreet.

      Tork, another Hades student, stole Jett’s attention away. They talked about a project for their séance class, while I stood back, pretending to listen. My focus was solely directed on Xander. I still felt him watching me, his gaze prickling the back of my neck.

      Up ahead, the crowd shifted and parted. My stomach flip-flopped as I caught sight of his dark head moving this way. He was coming over here.

      There were no Ares descendants in this part of the room. He couldn’t be that stupid—

      “Dance with me?”

      Apparently, he was.

      I looked up. God, he was hard to resist, standing there with his hand stretched out. That warm magic drew me in, turning me helpless.

      This wasn’t a good idea though. Students were everywhere, from all houses, many of their eyes on us. “Here? In public?”

      We couldn’t do this. Our social status depended on us not being seen as friends. Xander had made that abundantly clear from the start.

      He took my arm and guided me to the dance floor, not bothering to answer. A slow song started playing, and he wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me against him.

      Great. This was looking worse by the second.

      I laid my arm across his shoulder, feeling his muscles stretch beneath his suit. Even dressed up like this, that Ares strength exuded from him. He smelled amazing, too. Him, his magic, his body—all a little too intoxicating for comfort. I could feel the blood rise in my cheeks, my heart thumping against my chest.

      I still didn’t understand why it was happening. In public. Everyone was staring, whispering, wearing matching expressions of shock and disapproval. “You couldn’t say whatever you needed to say in private?” I whispered furiously.

      With his free hand, Xander threaded his fingers through mine. We slowly swayed to the beat. “I don’t need to say anything.” His voice tickled my ear. “I just wanted to hold you.”

      I backed up to look at him, thinking he was joking. Everything in his expression told me he was serious, from the hard lines of his face to the intensity of those blue orbs staring back at me.

      “You tell me for weeks we can’t be seen together, and then you suddenly change your mind—because you feel like holding me? On a damn whim?”

      I was ready to punch him in his stupidly handsome face.

      “So angry.” He grinned. “Didn’t the Fates tell you to work on that?”

      I took a deep breath, trying to stay composed. “Why are you doing this, Xander?”

      He shrugged. “When left to your own devices, you tend to make dumb decisions. You need me around—okay, okay.” He laughed as I pushed away from him. “Don’t go.”

      “Then explain, and this time take it seriously.”

      He nodded. “I did it for your benefit, not mine. I never cared about my own social status, only about yours.”

      I tripped—right over Xander’s feet. He stopped me from falling, holding me steady. “You look beautiful, by the way,” he said, as if I wasn’t losing my shit right there on the dance floor.

      “You did that for both of us.” I leaned my weight into his arm. “So we could both appear allegiant…right?”

      “I proved my allegiance long ago,” he said with a sigh. “I promised your mother I would protect you. You were new to the school, trying to fit into Aphrodite—how would it have looked if you were seen hanging out with me, someone who turned their back on the same house you were trying to join?”

      I pressed my lips together. We both knew the answer to that question. “That still doesn’t make your intentions innocent.”

      “Whether you believe me or not, it was all for you. Strap me to another ollodipher. I’ll tell you the same thing.”

      I swallowed. No. I preferred believing he was looking out for himself. That made whatever this thing was between us easier to push away.

      “Come on, Sheridan. They already see us.” Very slowly, he twirled me beneath his arm. “We might as well enjoy the dance.”

      I hated that part of me was enjoying this. There was an electric current in the warmth of his hand, sending tingles down the length of my spine. For a gladiator with such a hardened, rough exterior, there was a gentleness to the way he held me, as if I were precious. The whole thing made me feel like I was being sucked into a hypnotizing vortex, one I could never escape. Even the people surrounding us were disappearing into the background, suddenly unimportant.

      I tilted my head, eyeing him suspiciously. “You’re telling me you never cared about fitting in?”

      He didn’t answer for several long seconds. At first, I thought that was an answer within itself. It surprised me when he finally spoke.

      “I joined Ares because it was one of Selena’s conditions, but also because I never wanted to feel helpless again. To me, the gladiators in Ares were the epitome of strength and power. I’ll admit, it’s nice to have a tribe. But I never cared about fitting in. I just wanted to be capable of defending myself. I promised myself long ago that I would never be weak again. Never.” His jaw ticked as he spoke, like he was reliving the nightmare he experienced in the Underworld all over again.

      I swallowed. I felt it in my gut—this was his truth. Besides, the guy was already at the top. He was Ares’s house leader. Everyone already respected and admired him. I was the newbie, green without experience.

      “Okay.” I let out a slow breath. “I believe you. You were looking out for me. Then what is this? Sabotage?”

      He laughed once. “You handled your situation pretty well. Aphrodite has embraced you.”

      I pursed my lips. “You’re evading the question.”

      He gently touched the side of my face. “Maybe it’s selfish, but I want to be near you. In private or in public. It’s almost like…” He looked up at the starry ceiling, searching for the right words. “When you’re not around, I feel like I’m being strangled, like someone is slowly choking me to death. When I’m near you, that iron grip releases. My lungs fill up with oxygen, and I can breathe again. I thought you were safer away from me. But now I think we’re better off together.”

      “Xander…” Good grief, I was on the brink of tears. “This is crazy.”

      He was saying words I wanted to hear, but they were also words that terrified me.

      “But it feels right, doesn’t it?” He drew me closer, resting his chin over my shoulder, like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Ugh, he may not care about his own reputation, but I did. I didn’t want to see him lose everything he worked so hard to build.

      No. This couldn’t happen.

      Even if that meant I needed to be the stronger one between us. I took a deep breath. “Time and time again, you have been there for me, Xander. The last thing I want is to hurt you or your reputation.”

      “Let me worry about my reputation. Don’t you think I’m capable of making my own decisions?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “I can handle myself, Sheridan.”

      I pulled back to look at him, ready to put my foot down. “You’re not considering how this would affect me. If they crucify you for this, it will destroy me.”

      He sighed, and I could tell he was losing his patience. “If you push me away out of some misplaced sense of honor, that will destroy me. I don’t give a damn about anyone else’s opinion.”

      My mouth parted. I looked into his eyes, seeing for myself how serious he was. His gaze held mine as if I were his entire universe.

      “If you want to say no, I can’t stop you. But just remember, that makes you the thing that stands between us. It makes you the bad guy—not them.”

      The music stopped. He released me so suddenly, I stumbled, still reeling from what he said.

      “Just…” He sighed again, running a hand through his hair. “Think it over, okay?”

      I managed a feeble nod. Then he left me alone on the dance floor, disappearing back into the crowd. I was so shocked, I just stood there for several long seconds, everything around me one big blur.
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      Still in shock, I left to find Jett, unable to wrap my mind around what Xander admitted. This definitely wasn’t a normal teenage experience, but I wished I had a mom to talk to about this stuff. And since I didn’t, it made me really miss my dad. He always used to tell Riley and I to come to him. If it was about boys or periods or bra sizes—he didn’t care. He promised to act normal about whatever subject we approached him with. And he always did. No matter what came up.

      God, I missed him. I just wanted him to wrap me in his arms and tell me everything was going to be okay. I wanted to ask if he was taking his blood pressure meds, and if he was taking it easy on the salt.

      “Thorny!” Jett yelled from behind, startling me. “Guess who I just saw with a visitor’s badge—your dad!”

      I blinked several times.

      Was there a secret genie following me around, granting my wishes?

      Whatever—I refused to question this. My dad being here was the best news I’d gotten in a while.

      “Where is he?” I said, my voice brimming with excitement.

      “He came from the main office, headed toward the north end of the school. Come on, I’ll take you.”

      She grabbed my hand and led me out of the ballroom. Since everyone was at the winter ball, the walkways were empty. We hurried toward the north end, and I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. I was so happy.

      But then—had Riley come too?

      My grin faded into a frown at the thought. It was evident she already knew about magic. Would we be at each other’s throats, unable to defy the will of the curse? I swallowed and remembered the last time I saw her. I felt like I had no control over my anger. I held those scissors, wanting to stab Riley in her heart.

      I never wanted to feel that out of control again.

      “Let’s take a short cut,” Jett said, and pulled me off the main path.

      I didn’t ask questions; all my thoughts were on Dad and whether or not Riley was with him. What to say, how to react, how to feel.

      A dark bag came over my head, splintery arms around my waist, an elbow jutting into my ribcage. Heavy words were spoken in a brusque voice, a spell. The words drifted in my ear, and the next thing I knew, I lost all consciousness.
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      I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but when I finally came to, I found myself flat against the bottom of a rowboat. My body was stiff, my wrists bound. Jett was perched above me, hood drawn, staring out into the sea’s horizon. There were several other hooded mages and creatures with her, one with leathery green skin and sharply pointed fangs that sent chills down my spine.

      Clearly, Jett read my mind. Once again, I’d forgotten about her nifty little ability to do that. And that story about my dad, agh. She’d played on how badly I wanted him here. “Why?” I said, my voice hoarse.

      Her gaze flicked down to mine for less than a second.

      “We’re supposed to be friends,” I reminded her.

      That hit a nerve.

      “Your first mistake was in trusting anyone, Thorny,” she said, condescension dripping from every word.

      One of the others, a creature with scaly skin and yellow eyes, turned his creepy gaze on us. “We’re nearing the entrance,” he said, and the others nodded. What they meant by that, I had no idea, but our surroundings were darkening. Overhead, it looked like we were entering a cave.

      “Why?” I said again, needing an answer.

      Jett stared at me for several seconds, debating. When she finally spoke, her voice took on a faraway sound. “I’m reinstating what rightfully belongs to my family.”

      I blinked. “You’re trading me for magic?”

      “Don’t take it so personal.” She looked away. “We’ve only been friends for a few weeks. The magic has been in my family for centuries.”

      I ground my teeth, finding it hard to not take personal.

      “Why was it taken in the first place? Who stole it?”

      “My grandmother was caught between both sides in the Uprising, playing both the Hollowed Council and the Mythonians. Fear got the better of her. She stupidly pledged our family magic to the Hollows, and when they caught her breaking her vows, they took what she pledged. As the magic drained from her veins, it disappeared from all of her descendants as well. Basically, the bitch screwed us all.”

      I remembered how much it bothered Jett, not having that the ability to speak to the dead. It was a Hades passage of rite. She must have felt as out of place as I did at this school. No wonder she befriended me when no one else would. Unless…

      I breathed in slowly. “Did you have this planned the whole time?”

      “I was approached shortly after you arrived by Petra Drako’s people. If it makes you feel any better, I liked you right away. Who knows? We may have been friends without the extra push.”

      It did not make me feel any better.

      “You’re just handing me over to that psycho,” I said, seething. “Like it’s nothing to you.”

      She sniffed and shook her head, acting as if I were a clueless child. “You really have no idea how things work yet, do you? Power means everything in Mythos.”

      She was right. Since enrolling at Arcadia, I’ve only been worried about breaking the curse. I failed to recognize how different people are here compared to the human world.

      In a way, I got it. I’d been helpless enough times to understand the importance of power. But no matter what happened, I never wanted it to mean as much as it did to Jett. I would never allow magic to outweigh my character.

      “You’re better than this,” I said, feeling sorry for her.

      My pity only managed to piss her off even more. “You don’t know shit about me. I’m exactly this way.”

      “If that’s true, which I doubt, that’s really sad, Jett.”

      She let out a sharp breath. “Zeus’s grave, if you would have just made the sacrifice with the Curse Breaker, neither of us would be here right now.”

      Wait—what the hell did that mean?

      I gasped. “You’re saying you set me up with that lunatic?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Obviously. And had you allowed him to break the curse, Petra would have been satisfied. Now, she’s probably going to kill you.”

      I glanced back and forth, trying to wrap my head around what she said. “But…that doesn’t make any sense! Why would she curse me only to want it removed?”

      Jett shrugged, uncaring. “How should I know? I’m just following orders.”

      Nothing added up here. What reason could Petra possibly have for wanting to break her own curse? After everything she’d gone through to bind us, after sacrificing her own womb, why would she suddenly want to go and undo all her hard work?

      God, this was making my head hurt.

      At least I didn’t have long to find out. As we drifted deeper inside of the cave, the tiny boat picked up speed. Water whooshed up ahead, sounding as if it was dropping. I gulped. I didn’t have to ask where we were going. I could feel it in my gut. We were portaling into the Underworld.
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      This time around, I didn’t vomit. A bright side in the grand scheme of things.

      The Underworld was made up of four major districts. The Caverns, or the caves that bridged the river portals to the Underworld. Elysium, the main city. The Fields and Forest, where monsters roamed freely. Last, there was the Cross, the rural town skirting the perimeter of Elysium. That’s where we finally arrived.

      The hooded green-skinned creature pushed at my back, forcing me down a cobbled street sandwiched between crooked leafless trees. Dark magic swirled overhead, noticeably present in the dense air. Everything about my surroundings felt like I was walking into a nightmare, one I could only hope to escape.

      “Faster.” The creature shoved harder.

      I tripped, scraping my knees against the rough cobblestone, blood seeping through my dress. The creature’s foot connected with my ribcage, knocking the wind out of me for several seconds. “Get up, you clumsy dox.”

      I bit down on the inside of my cheek, trying to keep my temper in check. That particular insult had floated around school a few times, one of the foulest you could use in Mythos. It was given to those whose magic was considered so useless, they were worth less than a dog. The fact that he had the balls to call me one made me wonder if this trade Jett was making included a dead or alive clause when it came to their delivery of me.

      Whatever the case, I needed to get away before Petra showed up, or else it was game over.

      While no one was paying attention, I drew a strand of fire through the rope around my wrists. It sizzled and frayed as it split apart, and I coughed to mask the sound. Once free, I kept my hands together, pretending they were still bound.

      After walking for about a half mile, we stopped at a small run-down shack. The place looked abandoned, except for the light glowing from behind the shutters. The same creature that called me a dox pushed me through the front door, once again knocking me to my knees. His mistake. I was ready for it this time. I jumped on his back and had the rope wrapped around his neck before he could make a move. He clawed at the rope, struggling to breathe. If I could just get him to pass out, I might stand a chance.

      But the others moved too fast.

      The yellow-eyed creature pulled me off with one strong tug, leaving the green dude coughing for air. As soon as he composed himself, he leapt on top of me. Those teeth looked like tiny razor blades above my face.

      “Petra said she wanted to do it herself, Ajax,” the other one warned.

      Clearly upset I’d bested him, the green creature hissed and stared down at me as if silently debating whether I was worth the trouble.

      “Better listen to him, Ajax,” I said, knowing I was treading a dangerous line. But I didn’t care. I was still bitter about Jett’s betrayal and losing my chance to escape.

      “She won’t mind if I cut out the girl’s tongue.” He pulled out a pocket knife and squeezed my cheeks together. “Here, hold her face while I slice it off. The little bitch will learn to respect—”

      “I said stop!”

      But Ajax did not want to stop. He went red, visibly shaking. After several long seconds debating, he let me go, but not before one parting blow. His fist came across the side of my head so hard, I fell backward. Writhing across the floor, I wrapped my head in my arms and groaned. My ears were ringing, but I vaguely noticed more voices coming from outside of the house.

      “It’s her. You’re in for it now.”

      “Shut up, Grey.”

      Someone lit several lanterns, drawing more light inside the house. As I waited for the pain to subside, I looked around, trying to focus on something else. The place was empty, except for one lone table and a few chairs. Outside, I heard Jett’s voice along with several others. I heard a few words here and there, like payment, and after a while goodbye. It sounded like Jett was leaving. Good for her. I hoped she got her stupid ability, and I hoped those spirits gave her nightmares and haunted her every waking moment.

      The front door open and closed again. Several more pairs of boots made their way inside, thudding around me. Strongarm mages, everywhere.

      Strongarms were considered Zeus by bloodline; but in actuality, they were Herculean descendants, known for their ability to magnify physical strength. They usually ended up becoming guards, police, or soldiers. Back at Arcadia, the Strongarms and Ares descendants trained together and took many of the same classes. I wished it worked that way throughout the houses, that they could all bleed into one another. Then maybe, I wouldn’t feel so constrained inside Aphrodite.

      I closed my eyes, not ready to face them all just yet. Most likely, these Strongarms were Petra’s personal guards. If she was as powerful as Xander claimed, she would have her own personal army.

      “You’ve brought the wrong girl.” The voice was deep but feminine, and also hauntingly familiar. Like I’d heard it before in a dream. “We went to great lengths to plan this in secret, and you’ve brought me the wrong girl.”

      Grey spoke next, sounding nervous. “There was only one Thorne girl at the school, mistress.”

      “Curious.” Someone tapped their foot beside me. “Get her off the floor.”

      A pair of arms hefted me upright, forcing me to my feet.

      Aha, finally. Face to face with the infamous Petra Drakos.

      Blinking through my blurred vision, I tried to focus on the woman studying me. The first thing I noticed was her black robe, recognizing its signature trademark from various books on Hollows. It was a gold emblem of a serpent coiled through a pentagram, sewn into the right sleeve. No one dared wear that emblem in Mythos, but the same laws and social constructs didn’t exist in the Underworld. Down here, power reigned supreme. Hollows could roam freely.

      Next, I noticed Petra looked younger than I expected, her skin still as supple as a teenager’s. She had deep-set eyes that were narrowed on me, brunette hair combed back into a braid, and thick brows that slashed across her forehead. She was every bit as intimidating as I expected, but also, startlingly beautiful. It wasn’t difficult to see why my father had been attracted to her.

      She snapped her fingers toward Ajax. “Get us some coffee.”

      “Ahem, coffee, mistress?”

      “That’s right.” She looked at me. “Unless you prefer tea?”

      I blinked. “Uh, coffee is fine.”

      What the…what?

      “Thought so. You look like a coffee kind of girl.”

      Ajax scratched his chin. “Where am I supposed to find—”

      “I don’t care where you find it, but you better hope you do,” she said, without letting him finish. “If you return without it, your tongue will be the one sliced off.”

      Without raising her voice, she managed to inflict terror. Seeing Ajax’s reaction made me swallow back a grin. After the way he handled me, I wouldn’t mind seeing him suffer a little. He shuffled out the door in a hurry, his eyes bulging with fear.

      “We’d better start with introductions. I’m Petra Drakos.”

      She held out her hand, but I refused to take it. Instead, I nodded stiffly. “I’m well aware.”

      Pursing her lips, she lowered her arm. “And you are…Sheridan Thorne?”

      “Yes.”

      She had to ask? Earlier she mentioned I was the wrong Thorne girl, which meant she was after Riley. The more important question was, why?

      “Hmm…” She smiled, her attention seemingly faraway. “I never knew what he named the two of you. Sheridan is a nice name.”

      Petra removed her robe and laid it on the table, revealing a scarlet toga with leather bindings. Her muscles were still as taut as an Ares warrior. She gestured to one of the empty chairs, and I sat down.

      “What have you heard about me, Sheridan?”

      “Plenty.”

      She nodded and walked around the table. “I’ve heard what people say. Frankly, it’s a mix of lies with a few truths thrown in.” She sat in the chair across from me. “There are two sides to every story. I would like to tell you mine, and then you can decide for yourself what’s true and what’s not.”

      “I don’t care about your side of the story.”

      I was still treading that damn line, but I refused to play nice. This woman was the reason my family was torn apart. I wanted her to know how much I despised her.

      To my surprise, I didn’t burst into flames under the weight of her gaze. She simply laughed. “You don’t mince words, do you?”

      I shrugged. “If you want to kill me, you will.”

      “Fair enough,” she agreed with a nod. “But you’re here. You might as well humor me by listening. I can guarantee you’ll be interested in what I have to say.”

      I doubted that, but she was right about one thing. I was here, and it didn’t look like I was going anywhere anytime soon. “If you must.”

      “Wonderful.” She sounded cheerful, like I’d given her a gift. “The story starts long before mine and Daniel’s time, with a pair of young boys who became mortal rivalries. The first was Thomas Vane, the second Franklin Thorne.”

      I jerked my head up at those names.

      Okay. She definitely had my attention now.

      “You’re saying this started with my grandfather?”

      “Indeed.” Her lips curved into a slow smile. “Along with one of the most revered leaders of the Hollowed Council.”

      Where had I heard that name before? Aha—my mother. “Thomas Vane, as in Selena Vane’s father?”

      She nodded. “As well as mine.”

      “Yours…” I gasped. “You and Selena are sisters?”

      “Half-sisters,” she corrected. “Thomas left my mother, alone and pregnant, for Selena’s mother. Does the tale sound familiar?”

      I swallowed. The vicious cycle in this family was on another level.

      “Wait. My sister and I are also cousins?”

      Again, she nodded.

      Oh Jesus.

      This was so messed up. My head was spinning. Pretty soon, I would need a handbook on who was who. “Let me see if I have this right,” I said, taking a deep breath. “You and my mother are half-sisters, and my grandfather is a Hollowed Council member.”

      Her brow twitched. “Pretty much.”

      “Pretty much?”

      “Let’s start with their story, shall we?” She smoothed out the skirt of her toga, getting comfortable. “Thomas and Frank were childhood friends. Different bloodlines, but they played together, went to the same schools, and grew up in the same neighborhood. As they grew older, their friendship fell apart. Opposing beliefs, you see. Frank was conservative and strongly believed in upholding the law. Thomas was a radical thinker. He believed in Neoteric Magic, a force most Mythonians refuse to accept. Have you heard of it?”

      I had, in one of the Twilight Island books. “I’ve read a little about it.” I searched my memory, until the paragraph came back to me.

      Neoteric Magic, often associated with Dark Magic, stems from the modern idea that bloodlines are an outdated principle, and that serving humans offers no benefit to magical beings. Many mages practicing Neoteric Magic are thought of as careless or harmful as they prefer not to adhere to Mythonian laws, and their guiding principle is that nothing is off limits.

      Petra continued on with the story. “Anyway, one boy fell in with the cops. The other landed himself with Hollows. Thomas believed in Neoteric Magic so strongly, he pledged himself to the Hollows at an early age, because they were the only group that accepted his values.”

      “I think I see where this is going.”

      Classic good-guy, bad-guy.

      Petra nodded. “As Thomas rose up in rank, he went on to lead the Uprising. He planned to overthrow parliament around the same time Frank started working for MEM. Frank found out about it and set a trap. In only one day, he managed to imprison about two-thirds of the existing Hollows at the time. He managed to keep Thomas out of it though. Who knows why, maybe out of some misplaced sense of loyalty; but honestly, Frank should have locked Thomas up too.”

      I arched a brow, wondering if I could trust anything she said. Jett claimed she wanted me dead—why not just kill me and get it over with?

      “How do you fit into all of this?” I said to Petra.

      “I’m getting there. Fast-forward about twenty years. Both men now have families with teenage daughters attending Arcadia. Of course, no one knew I was Thomas’s daughter. My mother remarried and kept it a secret. When Daniel and I met, I had no idea who he was. I genuinely liked him.” Her voice turned wistful, and she smiled sadly. “One of the universe’s ironic twists, I suppose. The next part happened as you’ve probably heard. Daniel fell in love with Selena, then left me for her. Heartbroken from the breakup, I didn’t realize I was pregnant until several months into the pregnancy. My mother’s disappointment was huge. All my life, she beat it into my head that men were slimy dirtbags, and she made me swear I’d learn from her mistakes. But there I was—humiliated and pregnant, just as she had once been. My mother was so angry, she disowned me. Since Daniel was with Selena, I had nowhere to go. Thomas was my only option. I fled to the Underworld and begged him to let me stay. He agreed, with conditions. First, I had to pledge myself to the Hollows. Second, I could never leave.” Her gaze drifted up, tightening bitterly. “He bound me to this world. At the time, it sounded like a decent trade. The Hollows are a feared, powerful group. I would be protected. I would have a place to raise my baby. Or so I thought.

      “Only a few weeks after my daughter’s birth, Thomas’s goons snuck into my bedroom. I tried to fight them off, but there were too many…” Her strong, even voice broke just the tiniest bit. “You know the rest, except it wasn’t me who enacted the curse. My father sacrificed one of his men and tore out his own kidney to see it done. He imprisoned me here. He stole my baby. All out of revenge against Franklin Thorne.”

      As I was listening, my mouth formed an O. This was not where I expected Petra’s story to go, not at all.

      And I wasn’t sure whether or not to believe her.

      I still couldn’t find a motivation for lying. What reason could she have for shifting the blame to her dad? If she’d been the one to curse Riley and me, wouldn’t she own up to it? Wouldn’t she proudly stake a claim in her own revenge?

      Confused as hell, I came right out and asked her. “Why should I believe anything you say?”

      “I’ve done many awful things in my lifetime; I admit to them all. But this—this I would never do. That perfect little baby was innocent. Sure, she may have been Daniel’s blood, but she was mine too.” She held her breath for one long moment before speaking again. “You are mine too, Sheridan.”

      Wait—what?

      “Don’t you mean Riley?”

      Petra slowly shook her head. “If you were Riley, you would not be sitting in that chair alive.”
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      I laughed.

      I laughed really hard and loudly. Petra sat there watching, without once cracking a smile.

      Oh, the freaking tangliest of all webs!

      The woman only spared me because she thought I was her daughter. Hell, maybe I should just go with it. Pretend I was Riley and get myself out of this mess before she figured out her mistake.

      But I couldn’t help studying Petra, noticing the way her nose and mouth sloped, and the sharpness of her jaw. At first glance, she seemed so formidable, like nothing could shatter her calm. When I looked closer, I noticed how she held her hands in her lap, idly twisting the rings around her fingers. Anxiously. Similar to how I twisted my charm bracelet.

      I swallowed and abruptly stopped laughing.

      No way.

      Xander swore under the ollidipher he made those promises to my mother, Selena Vane. The plant wouldn’t have allowed him to lie. Unless…what if it allowed him to lie because it was what he believed? Then he wouldn’t have lied; he simply hadn’t been aware of the truth.

      I searched Petra’s face for evidence, as if I might find myself somewhere in it. Riley and I both took after our father, but there were subtle differences. My sister’s eyes were round. Mine were almond shaped. Just. Like. Petra’s.

      Pushing against the table, I scooted the chair back and jumped out of it.

      It couldn’t be true.

      “What p-proof do you have?” My voice started to shake. “Show me. Get an ollodipher.”

      “I would, if I had one with me.” A slow, sad smile spread across her face. “Sheridan, all the proof you need is already within you.”

      “No, I refuse to believe it.” I shook my head. “This is not happening.”

      I was the one with perfect grades. I never lied. Never did drugs. Never stayed out all night partying. Okay, there was that one night in the woods, but that didn’t count. I was there to meet Vanisher. And there was the mishap with the scissors—but dammit, except for that, I had a perfect track record. I was the good daughter.

      My world felt like it was shattering around me. I started to pace, wishing I could get out of this tiny little shack.

      I ran my hands through my hair, tightening my fingers at my scalp. Petra was the evil Hollow, the one my father didn’t choose. It would make sense if she were Riley’s mother. Petra as my mother didn’t. Good grief, I needed something to make some goddamned sense.

      “Sheridan.” Petra’s voice sharpened.

      I ignored her, continuing to pace. There wasn’t enough air in this room. I couldn’t breathe. I held my hands to my throat, on the verge of hyperventilating.

      “Sheridan, get a grip!” Petra banged her fist against the table so hard, it shook the entire room.

      I stopped in my tracks to look at her. As much as I didn’t want this woman to be my mother, I could feel the truth of it. “My bibliomagery,” I said, searching for any way out of this. “I thought it came from my mother.”

      Petra crooked a brow, looking impressed. “You’re a bibliomagus?”

      I nodded. “Athena descendants—”

      “My blood is half Athenian, sweet girl.”

      Oh God. I’d already forgotten about that. My legs shook, and I leaned against the wall for support. “And if I’d been who you thought I was…”

      “If you were Riley, I would have killed you on the spot,” she finished for me. “Then the curse would be broken, and you’d be free to live your life without fear.”

      There was no shame or hesitation in her answer. Riley was my sister, my own flesh and blood, but Petra didn’t care. She would have killed her anyway.

      “All this time, I worried about being the villain,” I said, more to myself than to her. “Instead, I should have just embraced it.”

      Petra rolled her eyes, and I didn’t blame her. I was headed into nonsensical rambling.

      Slowly, I slid down the wall, crouching into my knees. This was not, in a million years, how I ever would have imagined meeting my mother.

      A knock sounded at the door. Petra left to answer it, straightening to her full height. I dimly heard her and a guard speaking softly about an intruder at the gate. “You’re sure it’s him?”

      The guard nodded.

      “Bring him here.”

      “Right away, Mistress.”

      Once the guard was gone, Petra looked at me and shook her head. “You’ve managed to surprise me, which doesn’t happen often these days.”

      I surprised her—ha! Well, she sure shocked the hell out of me, so I guess we were even. “How exactly did I do that?”

      She crossed the room to stand before me, smoothing her braid. “Alexander Arius is here, someone I never expected to see again.”

      I held my breath, my heart beating about a million times per second.

      Xander came to the Underworld?

      I couldn’t believe he would risk coming back here, to a place he both hated and feared.

      Petra glanced down at her nails. “I believe he is attempting to rescue you.” She said it with all the indifference in the world. “He took out half my guard before they finally captured him. Had he simply asked, he would have discovered you’re free to go as you please.”

      “I am?”

      She gave me a weak half smile. “Of course.”

      “But…why?” I probably shouldn’t question this, but I couldn’t help it.

      “I might be imprisoned in this godforsaken hellhole.” Her eyes flashed with bitterness as she gestured to our surroundings. “But I would never wish the same for you. After all, you’re my daughter.”

      God, that word. Daughter. It literally made me cringe.

      “Xander said you tortured him,” I said, my voice full of disgust. “Is it true?”

      “Yes, I did,” she said, again surprising me with her brutal honesty. “It was part of my job at the Hollowed Castle. There, you either do what you’re told, or you die.”

      “Your job was to torture people?”

      “Not always, but I have a talent that the Hollows find useful.”

      “What kind of talent?” I wanted to know exactly what she put Xander through during his captivity.

      “I can make people see things.”

      Almost as soon as she said it, our surroundings slipped away. I was transported into a dark bedroom. In the corner, a baby-faced version of Petra sat in a rocking chair, in her night robe, gazing down at a baby in her arms. My throat swelled—that was me in her arms. She smiled, looking more in love than I’d ever seen anyone.

      Just as quickly as it had appeared, the scene vanished. Petra stared blankly at the floor, frowning. “That particular vision came from memory.”

      My eyes and nose stung, and I blinked away tears.

      “You meant everything to me. When they took you…” She shook her head, sighing. “It hurt more than when Daniel left, and I stupidly believed that was the worse pain I knew.”

      I pressed my lips together, refusing to feel sorry for her. She might be my mother, but that didn’t make her any less of a psychopath.

      Several minutes later, Ajax arrived with the coffee. Two Strongarms followed him in with Xander, each holding him beneath his arms. Once inside, they dumped him on the floor. I sucked in a breath at the sight of him. His dark hair was mussed, he had a split lip, and he looked pretty beat up. The fight wasn’t out of him though; I could see it raging like a storm in his eyes. As soon as they dropped him, he picked himself up, ready to take them all on again.

      He saw me and stopped. “Sheridan?”

      I raced into his arms, and he held me, trembling against him. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      He snorted. “A million armies wouldn’t have stopped me.”

      Behind him, Petra sniffed. “Oh, sweet girl. Don’t tell me you’re headed down my same path. If you’re smart, you will have learned something from my story.”

      Xander stiffened at the sound of her voice. “Petra,” he said, curling his lip.

      “Good to see you again, Xander.”

      “Can’t say the same.”

      Petra shrugged. “You may not believe it, but I am happy to see you alive and well. I hated the way your dad tried to break your spirit at Hollowed Castle.”

      “You tried to break me,” he corrected her. “Maybe they were his orders, but you carried them out.”

      She shrugged. “If it helps, I always went much easier on you than what he demanded.”

      “It doesn’t,” he said, rage brimming from each word. He took a long, deep breath. “But if you release Sheridan, I’ll turn myself in. I’ll go back to Hollowed Castle. I’ll do whatever you want.”

      My head jerked around—what did he just say?

      Petra stepped back, wearing a matching expression of shock. “You would sacrifice yourself for her?”

      “Yes.” He swallowed and tightened his jaw. “And if you unbind her from the curse…I’ll take the Hollowed Pledge.”

      My jaw dropped. I was so stunned, I couldn’t speak.

      “Now that is genuine devotion,” Petra said, shaking her head. “You continue to surprise me, both of you. Regretfully, your sacrifice isn’t necessary. I’ve already told Sheridan she can leave, and as much as I’d like to break her curse, I simply can’t.”

      “What do you mean you can’t?” Xander took a step toward her, raising his voice. “I swear to God if I have to kill you myself—”

      Petra looked at me. “Now would be a good time to fill him in, dear.”

      I nodded, trying to find my voice through my own shock. Laying my hand over Xander’s, I said, “She didn’t curse me, Xander.”

      He turned around, drawing his brows together. “What?”

      Petra busied herself with readying her coffee while I explained.

      I hated telling him. Hated owning what and who I was. Part of me worried he might think less of me, especially after learning I wasn’t as spotless as I tried to appear. After all, the woman who tortured him for three years was my own flesh and blood.

      Once I was done, my eyes filled with tears, and my voice turned watery. “I’m sorry, Xander.” I glanced over at Petra, who sat across the room, waiting for me to finish “I’m ashamed to be the daughter of someone who hurt you so badly, but it’s the truth.”

      He let out a breath and took my face in his hands. “You have nothing to be ashamed of, Sheridan. The world is full of shitty parents—I should know. My dad is the reigning king.”

      “I resent that,” Petra said over her shoulder.

      Xander ignored her, lowering his voice. “This only makes me feel closer to you. Now, can we please get out of here?”

      I smiled through my tears, relieved to hear him say that, and nodded.

      “Do you…ah…have anything you need to say first?” His eyes flicked to Petra, letting me know this was a good time for closure.

      I looked at my mother, and all I saw was the Hollow. She was the woman that tortured people. The woman that meant to murder Riley here tonight.

      I’d rather go on pretending she was dead.

      “Let’s go,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t change her mind about allowing us to leave.

      “To get back, you’ll need to take the River Styx,” Petra said, overhearing us. “I have a boat at the dock. One of my men can take you there.”

      The three of us exited the cabin, a noticeable chill in the air. Strange. It hadn’t seemed that cold on the way here. A screeching sound echoed from the forest, and we all jerked our heads in that direction. “What was that?” I said, shivering.

      The screeching stopped, but it was followed by something else…screams?

      “Something’s wrong,” Petra said, side-stepping us. She searched the night sky. Her men shouted in the distance.

      And then we heard it, the flapping. It sounded leathery and sharp, like a whip cracking into the air.

      Oh God. I was smack dab in the heart of a place where monsters and demons roamed freely. Imagining what was out there was terrifying.

      The screeching intensified. A shadowy silhouette glided through the trees, quickly moving into the clearing. It followed the road, coming this way.

      I swallowed. “Is that what it looks like?”

      Xander blinked, but he didn’t take his eyes off the thing. “If it looks like a dragon to you, then yes; that’s exactly what it looks like.”

      “I had nothing to do with this,” Petra quickly said. “Obviously.”

      We watched as it soared past us, ducking back under the door frame. From our spot, my gaze remained transfixed. I’d never seen a dragon before, and part of me was fascinated by the sight of its silvery-black scales, and the way it glimmered like a snake in the sky.

      Petra’s men shouted and screamed, but it did them little good. The dragon took out five of her Strongarms with one blazing spout of fire.

      The air wasn’t so chilly anymore.

      “Hey, Petra?” Xander said, sounding nervous for a change. “Do you still have Leonora?”

      “Who’s Leonora?” I said, confused.

      “Not a who—a what,” Xander said as we watched the dragon disappear through the trees, then circle back around. “Now would be a good time to summon it.”

      Fire poured from the dragon’s mouth as it made its way back to us, its screech sounding like millions of nails scraping against metal. I held my hands over my ears. This was the end of the line.

      Then, my mother, of all people, took a step forward and held out her hand, palm up. “Leonora!” she called out.

      A black sword appeared in her hand, glowing bright red along the blade. Xander summoned his own, the same bluish one he used on the chimera. But it was nothing compared to Petra’s.

      I watched in awe as Leonora carried her up into the air, heading straight toward the dragon. From where I stood, Petra looked like a warrior goddess, soaring through the dark clouds as if she had done it a thousand times before. If it were me, I would be shitting my pants, but Petra looked fearless. She roared back at the dragon—a shrill, intense war cry that sent goose bumps down my arms and legs.

      She chucked the blade. Just as the dragon opened its mouth, the blade struck the center of its right eye. The dragon screeched, raised up its wings, sending huge gusts of wind everywhere. Then it began to spiral down.

      It shook the earth as it hit, still roaring and twisting in pain. Xander was there to meet it, using its blind side to jump onto its talons. With his glowing blue blade, he struck the dragon in its heart.

      I sucked in a breath.

      The dragon’s heavy head hit the ground with a thud.

      Petra landed on the ground beside it and drew the sword from its eye. It vanished in her hands. “She’s gone…”

      Out of all the monsters I’d encountered, the dragon’s was the only one that didn’t vanquish into ash. I read it was because dragons were originally from earthly planes, made up of both dark and light, just as humans were. Eventually, its body would absorb into the land, sprouting plants and flowers.

      Leaning over, Petra stroked the dragon’s head, her eyes misty. “A Helios Dragon—they don’t attack without being threatened. Unless they were ordered to by a master.”

      I pressed my lips together. It seemed so strange that Petra could be someone who could easily kill and torture, and at the same time, feel sorry for a dead dragon.

      “Someone sent it?” Xander said.

      She nodded. “It’s the only explanation.”

      “Back at Arcadia, someone sent a chimera after Sheridan.”

      Petra looked up, her face pale. “It takes great skill to summon monsters. Whoever did this is powerful.” She looked at me in confusion. “Why didn’t you draw your sword?”

      “What sword?” I said, unsure what she meant.

      “She doesn’t have one,” Xander said, by way of explanation. “The Fates advised her to join House Aphrodite.”

      “House Aphrodite—please tell me you’re joking!” She looked between us both, as if she were about to go off the rails. When she saw we were serious, she stood, grabbing me by the shoulders. “Aphrodite is not who you are.”

      I stiffened beneath her death grip. “You don’t know who I am.”

      “Fine,” she conceded. “Are you content then?”

      Well, no.

      But she didn’t need to know that.

      “I haven’t gotten to raise you, thanks to your miserable grandfather,” Petra said, clenching her jaw. “But my blood courses through yours. You need to fight, to win, to find victories, and to be the heroine of your own story—this is what Ares blood craves. If you’re not getting that, you’re slowly dying.”

      As much as I hated to admit it, she was probably right. Every time I went to the Ares training fields, I felt it all the way to my bones. I should be there, learning fire magic and training to fight. I let out a breath. “The Fates said if I join Ares, I’ll never return home.”

      “Sheridan, you are home.” Petra tilted her head to the side. “Not here in the Underworld obviously, but Mythos is your true home. If the Fates said you would never return to the human world, it’s probably because you won’t want to return.”

      Huh. I’d never considered that.

      “Swear you’ll transfer back,” she said, shaking me.

      The Fates only mentioned two paths, a set one for Ares, and a set one for Aphrodite. But they never mentioned what would happen if I chose a combination of both.

      “Sheridan, you’re my daughter.” Petra spoke like it was the only thing that mattered. “I want you to thrive.”

      I took a deep breath. “I’ll try.” And not because she asked it from me, but because deep down, this was what I desperately wanted.

      Relief flooded her features.

      Behind her, Xander looked stunned. “You will?”

      I nodded. “On one condition—” I turned to Petra. “You have to stop trying to kill Riley.”

      She let go of my shoulders, slowly straightened, and took a step back. “No deal.”

      Seriously? “Whether you like it or not, she’s my sister.”

      “She’s also going to murder you.”

      “You don’t know that—”

      “Yes, I do. I’ve seen this curse before. My father enacted it because he knew it would cause the most grief and heartache. It won’t fail, Sheridan. One of you will die—better her than you.”

      I frowned.

      There was a stubborn tilt to her chin that told me she planned to stand firmly on this. A shame, too. For a split second, there was almost something likeable about her. Sure, she’d done a lot of crappy, messed-up things. But the way she slayed the dragon was incredible. The way she mourned it, even more so. I thought I saw something redeemable, but I was wrong.

      “Let’s head back, Xander,” I said, casting one last heartbroken gaze on my mother. “I’d like to get out of this place as soon as possible.”

      Away from here and away from her.
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      As soon as we made it back to Arcadia, Xander and I went straight to Grandpa’s apartment and told him everything.

      Apparently, I revealed things even he hadn’t known.

      After we were done, he went into his bedroom and refused to come out. “He just needs time to process it,” Xander said, sighing. “Leave him be.”

      I nodded, but I stayed there anyway and waited. I sat on the sofa, unsure of what to do next. Xander stayed too, sitting beside me silently. I appreciated it, especially the way he sensed I didn’t want to talk. So much had happened so quickly, and I needed the mental break.

      Several hours later, Grandpa finally emerged, looking more haggard than I’d ever seen him. He wasn’t the type to show much emotion, so it surprised me when he wrapped his arms around me. “I’m so sorry, Sheridan. This is all my fault.”

      “This is no one’s fault,” I insisted. “I don’t blame you for any of it.”

      “Thomas was always trying to one-up me, but I had no idea he’d go after my family. If you’re depending on me for answers, I have none, Sher Bear. I don’t know what to do.”

      “I do,” I said, thinking of the book from Twilight Island. I glanced at Xander. “But neither of you are going to like it.”

      Together, the three of us discussed the idea of returning to the Underworld with Riley, of trying to break the curse by using Persephone’s Cure. Xander still hated the idea with a passion. He paced in front of the window, shaking his head the whole time while Grandpa and I tried to work out a plan.

      “We’d have to keep you hidden from Thomas,” Grandpa said, scratching his jaw. “That would be a challenge. He more or less rules the place, and he knows everything that’s going on down there.”

      “And what about the monsters?” Xander added. “You were down there only a few hours and a dragon attacked you. How do you expect to survive six months?”

      That did present a problem.

      “You need training,” Grandpa said, looking up at Xander. “You could train her. There’s no one better.”

      I grinned. “That’s a great idea.”

      Xander scowled. “It takes years of dedication and practice—”

      “I learn quickly,” I said, stopping him before he came up with more excuses.

      “Books can’t tell you how to fight, Sheridan.”

      Ouch.

      Okay, the guy had a point, but I was about to make a better one.

      “I’ll be fine, especially because…are you ready for this?” I steered my attention back to Grandpa. “There’s something I need to ask Headmaster Waddley.”
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      I argued my case while both Xander and Grandpa stood in the back of Headmaster Waddley’s office. Once I was done, he was astounded by what I told him. “You’re really a bibliomagus?”

      I nodded.

      He looked around me. “Is it true, Franklin?”

      Grandpa nodded. “My granddaughter is no liar.”

      Waddley sat back in his chair, looking mystified. “Haven’t met one myself in several decades. Truly, it’s a remarkable ability. One that would certainly help with academic studies.”

      I asked him to dual-enroll. Actually, triple-enroll, if it were possible.

      Why should I be limited to one house, when I could excel in several? These last few weeks, I aced all of my classes. I had so much time on my hands I was bored. If Waddley gave me the chance, I knew I could pull this off.

      But Waddley had several problems with my request. The first, that it would weaken my magic. And the second, that I would become an outcast. We went back and forth arguing for a long while about the implications. “Acceptance in Mythos begins at Arcadia, and acceptance at Arcadia begins in your chosen house. Mortals do not major in all of their collegiate studies—it’s the same principle.”

      “Many of them do become double majors,” I said, pleading. “And gifted students can obtain more than one degree. At least allow me the chance to try. Let me be your test student. If my magic weakens, I’ll stop.”

      He tapped his fingers against his desk, staring at me. “You’re not going to let go of this, are you?”

      “Probably not.” I grinned.

      He let out a breath. “I’ll agree to a few Ares courses, but you will remain in House Aphrodite—”

      “And Athena?” I was pushing my luck.

      Waddley shook his head. “Let’s see how you do with the extra Ares courses first, then we’ll talk about Athena.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough.”

      “I have to admit it, Miss Thorne. You’re not what I expected.”

      “Thank you, Headmaster.” I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not, but I chose to take it as one. Considering how far I’d come since my human life, unexpected was a good thing.

      Once the meeting was over, Waddley asked Grandpa to stay behind to discuss the arrival of Hollows at Arcadia. Before I left, he leaned over to kiss me on the top of my head. “Proud of you, Sher Bear.” It meant more than he could know.

      Xander and I exited the building into the courtyard, stopping by the fountain. I looked at the surrounding houses and buildings. Next semester would be a busy one, but I knew I could handle it. After everything, I was ready and excited.

      “You feel at peace with that?” Xander said, steering me to face him.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “How about this?” He threaded his fingers through mine. Heat rose in my cheeks, and I grinned, unable to help it.

      “I feel pretty at peace with this too.”

      There in broad daylight, in the middle of the courtyard, we held hands without a care in the world for who might be watching. It was both thrilling and terrifying, but what other people thought no longer mattered. I was both Ares and Aphrodite, both love and fire, and I was damn proud of it. Let them all watch if they wanted. We were too caught up in each other to notice.

      That’s why neither of us saw her approach.

      “Well, well. Look at who’s leveling up in the boyfriend arena.”

      Her voice sent chills down my spine. I froze, afraid to move. Afraid to speak. Afraid if I turned around, my entire world would come crashing down. With every fiber in my body, I hoped she wasn’t real. I’d rather be a hallucinating loon, rather than have her actually be here.

      Xander felt me stiffen and his eyes drifted behind me. He tightened his grip on my hand.

      “I have to hand it to you, sis. I thought you’d still be wallowing. You really managed to surprise me.” She slowly circled around us. “Then again, who would care about Connor when guys like this exist?”

      My legs trembling, I turned to face her.

      I wasn’t crazy. Riley stood in front of me, no longer looking like the sister I knew. Her long, strawberry blonde locks had been cut to her shoulders and dyed a bright, fire-engine red. She wore a leather toga, in the same style of the Ares gladiators, and her arms were fastened with metal armbands. Even her eyes, hazel, like my own, seemed colder now.

      “Why are you here?”

      “Tut, tut,” she said, sucking her teeth. “That’s no way to greet your sister.” She leaned in to give me a quick hug. My eyes flared as she stepped back again. I sensed her magic, far more powerful than I would have guessed. How had I never noticed it before?

      Xander protectively moved in front of me, eyeing my sister with all the distrust in the world.

      “I decided to enroll,” Riley said, completely unphased by Xander. “I refused to let you outshine me in Davidson—I definitely won’t let you outshine me as a mage either.”

      “Dad’s okay with this?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Dad tried to hide this place from me. As far as I’m concerned, he has no say in the matter. By the way, did you get my monsters?”

      I gaped at her. “You sent—”

      “The chimera?” She nodded proudly. “The nightcrawler and dragon, too. Turns out I can conjure them from the underworld. Not many are as talented as I—you should be happy to call yourself my sister.”

      Beside me, Xander grew tense. “More like devastated,” he said scowling. “You nearly killed her.”

      She laughed once, as if she got a kick out of him. “Yeah, well that is the point, isn’t it? These sisters shall not rest until one destroys the other.” She quoted the script written on the stone tablet.

      “You know about the curse.”

      She nodded, biting her lower lip. “Shame, isn’t it?”

      Persephone’s Cure flooded back into my mind, and it hit me. Maybe Riley coming to Arcadia wasn’t such a bad thing after all. “I might have found a way to break it,” I said, stepping around Xander.

      “Break it? What for?”

      She had to be joking. “How about, to keep us from killing each other?”

      “No, sis.” She shook her head. “There’s no point in doing that. One of us was bound to destroy the other anyway.”

      That hot, fiery feeling began to buzz out from my core. I stretched out of Xander’s grip. “Sheridan,” he warned softly.

      She wasn’t taking the curse seriously, and it was pissing me off. After everything I’d gone through, after almost dying on the Curse Breaker’s table just to try and stop myself from killing her—how dare she act like this wasn’t a big deal!

      “This isn’t one of your foul little games, Riley. This doesn’t end with you stealing my boyfriend or hurting my feelings. This ends with one of us dying. Don’t you get that?”

      “I do.” She lifted her gaze to mine, all of the playfulness gone. “I understood it the moment you shoved those scissors into my shoulder.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Riley, I’m sorr—”

      “Save it. I’m not interested in your fake apology.” Her eyes burned into me like hot coals. “And I fully understand how this ends. I haven’t come to Arcadia just to learn magic. I’ve come to take my rightful place as an Ares descendant, and I’ve come to win. The only way this story ends is with my knife in your heart. Believe me, I’m looking forward to that moment.”

      All the rage and animosity I’d been holding back went out the door. I didn’t care anymore. I wanted to hurt her—physically hurt her. I raised my arm, but Xander’s hand struck out first. His grip was like iron around my wrist.

      “Xander, let me go.”

      I looked over at him. His arm trembled. Sweat beaded along his brow—he was fighting it. He looked at me, his eyes full of remorse. He didn’t want to stop me, but he had no choice.

      “Oh my God.” We both realized what it meant at the same time.

      I was never the sister he was bound to protect. He never made the Silver Oath to my mother.

      Riley was too smart not to notice. “What a unique situation,” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “Careful, little sis. I might just have to relieve you of your current man candy. He seems rather…useful.”

      I lowered my arm, stepping away from Xander. He looked at his hand, turning it back and forth, stretching out his fingers, like he couldn’t believe what he’d done.

      All of those times he protected me, he never had to.

      Riley laughed, seeing our matching looks of devastation. “This oughta be an interesting year,” she said, turning to leave. “See you later, Sher Bear.”

      Hearing my own heartbeat thudding in my ears, I tried to calm myself down. Where was the balance and inner clarity I’d worked so hard to achieve?

      Small hiccup, I thought, squeezing my eyes shut.

      I could handle this.

      Just a tiny, minuscule hiccup.

      

      
        
        End of Book One
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        Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed living in Sheridan’s world for a while.

        As an author, my goal is to make you feel something, to put a dreamy smile on your face, to make you laugh, cry, or just to escape life for a little while. I hope I have done that.

      

        

      
        Reviews are deeply appreciated. If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review.
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