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A Mythos Academy Novel





To all the fans of the Mythos Academy series who wanted more stories, this one is for you.




To my mom, my grandma, and Andre—for everything.





Chapter One




“I hate field trips.”

I looked at my friend Zoe Wayland. “Why would you say that?”

She shrugged. “Because field trips always end in disaster.”

“And why would you say that? Field trips are awesome. They’re a break from the regular old boring school routine. A chance to leave campus, go somewhere new, and see lots of cool stuff. And best of all, an excuse to miss all the classes we don’t like.”

Zoe snorted. “Maybe for you, Spartan. But for me, field trips are always a pain.”

“Why?”

Instead of answering me, Zoe picked up a pair of pliers from her desk. She fiddled with the pliers for a few seconds before setting them down and grabbing a hammer instead. Screwdrivers, wrenches, even a small blowtorch. All those tools and more crowded together on one side of her desk, along with swords, daggers, and several arrows. Zoe was a genius when it came to inventions, and she loved creating weapons and gadgets for Team Midgard to use in our fight against the Reapers of Chaos.

One by one, Zoe picked up the tools and weapons, along with odd bits of metal and piles of twisted wires, as though she were trying to straighten out the jumble, but then she set them right back down where they had been before.

Every time she grabbed something, pale blue sparks of magic streamed out of her fingertips before winking out. Valkyries always gave off more magic when they were upset or emotional. Zoe would tell me what was bothering her when she was ready.

But she wasn’t ready yet, and she scooted over and started fiddling with the scissors, ribbons, and bolts of cloth on the other side of her desk, since she enjoyed making clothes and jewelry as much as weapons and gadgets. Zoe grabbed a clear plastic box full of red heart-shaped crystals, which she used to embellish her designs. She shook the box, making the crystals inside rattle around, before setting the container back down on her desk.

Finally, she sighed and raised her hazel gaze to mine. “I hate field trips because I have an annoying tendency to get carsick whenever I go on one.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Carsick?”

She slumped down in her chair. “Well, more like bus sick. I don’t know why, but every time I get on a bus to go on some stupid field trip, I always get sick and have to throw up before we get there. Just ask Mateo. I puked all over his boots when we went to the Powder ski resort last year. Everyone on the bus saw me literally lose my lunch. It was so embarrassing.”

“Well, then it’s a good thing that this isn’t a field trip and that we aren’t taking a bus.”

“Oh, no,” Zoe said sarcastically. “We’re going to explore some creepy old tunnels that run underneath Mythos Academy, the school of warrior kids, mythological monsters, and artifacts that summon mythological monsters. What could possibly go wrong?”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, come on. Where is your sense of adventure?”

She sighed again and slid even farther down in her chair.

I turned my attention back to my own desk, making sure that I had everything for our so-called field trip. A flashlight, a digital camera, a notebook, several pens, a couple of bottles of water, and some chocolate chip cookies. Okay, okay, it was probably overkill to bring snacks, but Zoe was right. You never knew what might happen at Mythos Academy, and if we did get stuck in the tunnels, I didn’t want to starve before someone rescued us.

I wasn’t the only one who might be thirsty, so I opened one of the bottles and poured a healthy amount of water into a small green pot on my desk that contained a beautiful flower with delicate white petals and a heart-shaped emerald-green blossom in the center. The water soaked into the soil, and the winterbloom perked up and spread its petals wide, as if it were thanking me.

“There you go,” I cooed, and stroked one of its velvety petals. “There’s some water for you.”

“Have I told you how weird it is that you talk to that flower?” Zoe snarked.

“Don’t listen to her,” I said, still speaking to the flower. “She’s just jealous that she doesn’t have anything as pretty as you on her desk.”

The winterbloom stood up even taller with pride. I stroked its petals again, then capped my water bottle.

I stuffed my supplies into my green messenger bag, then glanced around, making sure that I hadn’t forgotten anything.

Zoe and I were in the main briefing room in the Bunker, which was located beneath the Library of Antiquities on the Mythos Academy campus in Snowline Ridge, Colorado. Only a few people knew about the Bunker, since it was the supersecret headquarters of the Midgard, a team of students and adults who had been tasked with battling a new group of Reapers of Chaos.

A long rectangular table dominated one side of the room, with the seats turned to face the monitors that took up most of one wall. Zoe’s desk stood off to one side of the center table, along with mine, while two more desks sat on the opposite side of the table.

One of those desks held a laptop, along with a couple of keyboards and monitors. Several miniature foam footballs, soccer balls, and tennis balls were stuffed between the computer equipment. That desk belonged to Mateo Solis, the Roman who was the Midgard’s computer guru and another one of our friends.

Battle axes, swords, and other weapons covered the second desk, along with myth-history books with notes stuck to their pages to mark certain passages. That spot belonged to Ian Hunter, the Viking who was the team’s warrior muscle, along with yours truly.

My gaze moved to the back half of the room, which had several rows of floor-to-ceiling shelves. Books lined many of the shelves, but they weren’t your normal paperbacks and hardcovers. No, these volumes were all extremely old, with worn pages, tattered covers, and frayed spines. Many of the books looked like they would disintegrate into dust if you pulled them off the shelves, much less tried to read them, but the books—and the knowledge they contained—were far more dangerous than they appeared.

As were all the other artifacts here.

Weapons, armor, jewelry, clothing, and more sat on the shelves next to the books. Golden swords, silver shields, bronze daggers, diamond rings. Each artifact was more beautiful than the last and had some magic that made it very, very powerful.

Like the Gauntlets of Maat, named after the Egyptian goddess of truth. Once the gold gauntlets were placed on your arms, you couldn’t take them off, and you had to answer truthfully any question you were asked. Oh, you could try to resist the artifact’s magic, but for every lie you told, the gauntlets would heat up a little more, until they finally erupted into flames and burned you alive.

And that was just one of dozens of objects that would scorch, freeze, or otherwise torture you to death. Not to mention the artifacts that would make you see monsters that weren’t really there or fall in love with someone you hated or otherwise mess with your mind and heart until you lost all your free will.

I leaned to the side and peered down one of the aisles at the shelf along the back wall. My gaze locked on a glass case sitting all by itself. Unlike other warriors, I didn’t have enhanced eyesight, so I couldn’t see it clearly from here, but I knew exactly what that case contained: a jewelry box made of polished jet, with silver vines running across the top and wrapping around small, heart-shaped ruby flowers.

The Midgard had recovered the jewelry box from the Cormac Museum a few weeks ago. We had kept Covington, the Reaper leader, from stealing the artifact, but we didn’t have any idea what it was, what magic it might have, or what it might contain. Still, something about the box seriously creeped me out. Just looking in its direction made me shiver, and I wondered what was so special about the artifact that Covington had been willing to kill to get it—

“Well, I, for one, am looking forward to our adventure, Rory.” A voice with a lilting Irish accent cut into my thoughts.

I looked over at the chair to my right. A silver sword sheathed in a black leather scabbard was propped up in the seat, but it wasn’t your average weapon. No, this sword had a woman’s face inlaid into the hilt, complete with a delicate eyebrow, a round bulge of an eye, a pointed cheekbone, a sharp hooked nose, heart-shaped lips, and a curved chin. The sword focused on me, and I stared into her deep, dark, emerald-green eye.

“Thank you, Babs,” I said. “It’s nice to see that someone is excited about mapping the tunnels.”

Zoe snorted. “Babs is your sword. She goes where you go, so she has to be excited about everything you do.”

Babs sniffed. “Don’t listen to her, Rory. It will be grand fun to map the tunnels. Why, it reminds me of a time years ago in Cypress Mountain, when one of my previous warriors was tracking a Fenrir wolf through the forest…”

And she was off, talking about that long-ago adventure. Babs liked to, well, babble. I thought it was an endearing quirk, but Zoe gave me a pointed look, grabbed a silver dagger off her desk, and pressed in on the blue stone set into the hilt, making blue-white sparks of electricity sizzle up and down the blade. Zoe gave me another pointed look, silently telling me that she was going to zap Babs with her electrodagger if the sword didn’t pipe down.

“All right,” I said, cutting into Babs’s story. “I’m ready. How about you guys?”

“Ready!” Babs chirped.

Zoe sighed again, but she got to her feet. She grabbed a glittery blue headband from the mess on her desk and used it to push her wavy black hair back from her face. Then she grabbed a compact from the jumble of items and dabbed a bit of powder on her nose, even though her lovely mocha skin was already flawless. For a final touch, she zipped up the blue coveralls she was wearing over her regular clothes. Red crystal hearts spelled out the words Valkyrie Power on the pocket on her chest.

“Ready,” she muttered.

I eyed her heavy-duty coveralls. “We’re walking through the tunnels and mapping them. Not digging through the walls.”

Zoe slapped her hands on her hips, and more blue sparks of magic streamed out of her fingertips. “And I am not taking a chance on getting my new cashmere sweater dirty or getting cobwebs all over my jeans. Got it, Spartan?”

“Got it, Valkyrie.” I grinned. “Now, let’s get on with our field trip.”

She groaned. “You just had to call it that, didn’t you? Now you’ve jinxed us.”

“Just don’t puke on my boots, and we’ll be fine,” I teased.

Zoe gave me a dark look, but her lips curved up into a sheepish smile. I grinned back at her.

Whatever happened, she would always be my friend.

* * *

I slung my bag of supplies over my shoulder and hooked Babs’s scabbard to my belt, while Zoe stuffed her electrodagger into her pocket. Then the two of us left the briefing room and walked through a long hallway until we reached the back of the Bunker.

A door was marked with a sign that read Stairs, but instead of opening the door, I went over to a bookcase along the wall and pressed a small silver button on the side of it. A green light flashed, scanning my thumbprint. A few seconds later, the light vanished, and the bookcase creaked back, revealing a stone passageway.

Excitement surged through me. I had always loved all kinds of mysteries, like the Nancy Drew books, the Sherlock Holmes adventures, and the old Scooby-Doo cartoons, but my absolute favorites were stories that featured secret passages and hidden compartments. Ever since I found out about the tunnels, I had been itching to explore them. Today I’d finally roped Zoe into coming with me.

Zoe peered into the tunnel. “I still can’t believe you want to waste a perfectly good Sunday afternoon tromping through these creepy tunnels. I could be taking a nap. Inventing a new weapon. Binge-watching a fantasy show. You know, something fun.”

“This will be plenty of fun. Besides, it’s not only about exploring the tunnels.” I pulled a pen and a notebook out of my bag. “It’s also about mapping them. I want to know where every single tunnel goes and where all the secret entrances are all over campus.”

“Why? It’s not like the other Mythos kids know about the tunnels. The Midgard—we—are the only ones who realize that they exist.”

“Covington probably knows about them,” I said in a sharp voice. “Which means that I need to know about them too.”

Zoe winced at my harsh tone, but sympathy and understanding filled her face.

Covington used to be the head librarian at the Colorado academy, until he had revealed himself to be a Reaper of Chaos. As if that wasn’t bad enough, Covington had also murdered my parents, Rebecca and Tyson Forseti, when they had tried to leave the Reapers.

I had been so angry at my parents for hiding their involvement in the evil group, for never telling me that they were Reaper assassins, and especially for not being the noble, honest Spartan warriors I’d always thought they were. But finding out that Covington had killed and blamed them for his crimes was a hundred times worse. He had taken my parents away before I’d even had a chance to ask them why they had been Reapers.

I had thought that Covington was locked away in prison until a few weeks ago, when I discovered that he was the mysterious Sisyphus, the leader of a new group of Reapers who wanted to take over the mythological world.

Covington had tried to get me to join him, to become a Reaper. He had claimed it was my Spartan destiny. When I had refused, he had used an artifact—a jeweled Apate ring—to try to turn me into a Reaper against my will. With Babs’s help, I had managed to fight off the artifact’s magic.

But the most surprising thing was that my parents had helped me too, even though they were dead.

I shook my arm, and a silver charm bracelet slid down my right wrist. A silver heart locket dangled from the chain, along with two other charms—a tiny silver whistle and a silver winterbloom with a heart-shaped emerald center.

My parents had given me the bracelet for my sixteenth birthday last year, and the heart locket contained a picture of the three of us. I had loved the gift and had worn it every single day—until I found out that my parents were Reapers.

I had been so angry and heartbroken by their betrayal that I’d torn off the bracelet and thrown it down on their graves, although my Aunt Rachel had eventually given it back to me.

I had started wearing the bracelet again when I joined the Midgard, as a reminder that I didn’t have to be a Reaper and that I had the free will to choose my own path in life. But my parents had had another secret. They hadn’t told me that the bracelet was actually Freya’s Bracelet, a powerful artifact that protected the wearer from other people’s magic. It had saved me from Covington and his foul ring. He might have murdered my parents, but they had still protected me from him as best they could. I would always be grateful to them for that.

I closed my eyes and concentrated on the cool feel of the bracelet around my wrist, like a ring of hard frost kissing my skin. I let that coolness, that frost, seep into my mind and especially into my heart, until it iced over my hurt and rage that Covington was still out there, plotting against me and Team Midgard. I would hunt down the librarian and get my revenge, but today wasn’t going to be that day, and I had to accept that. When I felt calmer, I opened my eyes and looked at Zoe again.

“Covington was the head librarian here for a long time,” I said in a quieter voice. “Linus Quinn and Takeda don’t think he knows about the Bunker or the tunnels, but I don’t want to take a chance that he does. It would be just like Covington to use the tunnels to try to sneak into the Bunker to steal the jewelry box and other artifacts. I want to be ready for all the twisted things he might dream up, and mapping the tunnels is one way to prepare.”

More understanding and sympathy filled Zoe’s face, and blue sparks of magic dripped out of her fingertips like tears, almost as if her Valkyrie magic were crying at my obvious pain.

“I agree with Rory,” Babs piped up from her spot on my belt. “It wouldn’t hurt to map the tunnels and see where they lead. Besides, it will be fun. Why, it reminds me of the time I was in the Ashland sewers, chasing after a nasty Nemean prowler…”

The sword started babbling about another adventure she’d had, but Zoe and I tuned her out.

“Please,” I said in a soft voice. “I have to do this. Even if mapping the tunnels seems silly and pointless, I have to do something other than sit around and wait for Covington to strike. Otherwise, I’ll go crazy.”

She nodded. “All you had to do was ask.” Zoe zipped up her coveralls a little higher and held out her hand. “Give me your camera. I’ll take photos while you do your whole treasure map, X-marks-the-spot thing.”

I grinned and passed her the camera. Then, together, we stepped into the tunnel.

The bookcase swung shut behind us, and for a moment, everything was pitch-black. I stepped forward, and lights clicked on in the stone ceiling. The motion-activated lights turned on as we approached and clicked off as we moved past them. We walked about fifty feet before another tunnel branched off to our right. I stopped and made an X on my map.

We went down all the tunnels, one by one, to see where they went. Five main tunnels led to the five main buildings on the Mythos quad aboveground—math-science, English-history, the dining hall, and the gym. And of course, the tunnel we had started out in led back to the Bunker and the Library of Antiquities, the final building on the quad.

Each tunnel ended in a door, and I pressed the silver button on each one, using my thumbprint to unlock them and see where we had ended up. I already knew that the gym tunnel opened up into Takeda’s office, since he had brought us that way before, but the other secret entrances surprised me. A supply closet in the math-science building, a study room in the English-history building, a broken freezer in the dining-hall kitchen.

By the time we’d finished with the five main tunnels, all sorts of lines, squiggles, and Xs covered my map, and I was humming a happy tune.

“You are having way too much fun,” Zoe groused.

I grinned. She rolled her eyes, but she raised her camera and snapped a photo of me.

Several more secondary tunnels branched off from the five main ones, leading away from the quad and farther out onto campus. We mapped those as well. The tunnels snaked all over the grounds and opened up in all sorts of places—the girls’ dorms, the boys’ dorms, storage sheds full of landscaping and other equipment. I felt like we were exploring some cool underground spider’s web, and I couldn’t wait to see where the next tunnel led.

Three hours later, we had mapped all the tunnels and secret entrances, except for a particularly long passageway that left campus and seemed to head over to the town of Snowline Ridge. I wanted to keep going to see where that tunnel led, but Zoe was grumbling about all the walking we’d done, so we headed back to the Bunker instead.

We stepped into what I considered the center of the spider’s web, a large junction with the five main tunnels running out to different sections of the quad. Zoe was in front of me, and she rounded the corner and stepped into the tunnel that would take us back to the library. She looked over her shoulder and opened her mouth, probably to say how glad she was that we were finally stopping, but she tripped over something, staggered forward, and bounced off one of the walls. Her legs flew out from under her, and she sat down hard.

“Zoe! Are you okay?” I rushed over to her.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Nothing bruised but my pride. Help me up, please.”

She took my hand, and I hauled her to her feet. Zoe glanced around, and her gaze landed on a pile of loose bricks sitting beside one of the walls.

“Stupid bricks,” she muttered.

Zoe lashed out with her boot, and one of the bricks disintegrated into shards. Zoe didn’t think she had strength magic like other Valkyries did, but I thought she was far more powerful than she realized.

I crouched down and stared at the pile of stones. “Looks like someone deliberately chipped these bricks out of the wall. See how the mortar is scraped away from them?”

“Why would someone pull bricks out of a wall?” Babs asked.

“Maybe because they wanted to hide something behind it,” I replied.

“Hidden treasure?” Zoe perked up. “Now, that would be cool.”

My heart started pounding with excitement. Discovering someone’s hidden treasure would be the perfect way to end our exploring.

I unhooked Babs’s scabbard from my belt and propped the sword against the wall so she could see what was going on. I didn’t have Zoe’s Valkyrie strength, but the bricks weren’t very heavy, and I moved them out of the way, revealing a dark space about the size of a large book. Then I leaned down, shone my flashlight into the hole, and realized…that it was just an empty space.

I moved the light back and forth, but nothing was in the wall. It was an empty, hollow space, with no hidden treasure of any kind.

Disappointment rippled through me. I sighed, but I grabbed the bricks and stacked them back into the wall so they would be out of the way and we wouldn’t trip over them again.

I had just slid the last brick into place when a loud creak sounded in the distance.

In an instant, I was on my feet and standing next to Zoe.

“Did you hear that?” she whispered.

I nodded, and we peered down the tunnels, trying to figure out where the sound had come from.

“Hey!” a low voice called out. “Down there!”

At least that was what I thought the voice said. The weird echoes in the tunnels bounced back on each other and garbled everything together, making it hard to figure out the exact words, much less whom the voice belonged to.

Still, I couldn’t help but think that my dire prediction from earlier had already come true and that Covington was here. That he knew about the tunnels and was going to use them to sneak into the Bunker and steal artifacts, specifically the jewelry box.

A series of loud, steady thump-thump-thump-thumps rang out, confirming my suspicions. I might not have been able to make out the garbled words, but I recognized those sounds. Footsteps, and more than one set.

Other people were in the tunnels—and they were coming this way.





Chapter Two




Zoe and I looked at each other a moment. Then we both sprang into action.

She dropped my camera, yanked her electrodagger out of her pocket, and whipped the weapon up into an attack position. I lunged over, grabbed Babs from her spot along the wall, and pulled the sword out of her scabbard.

“Quick!” I whispered to Zoe. “We need to get out of this tunnel and into another one!”

She nodded and hurried into the tunnel that led to the math-science building. She stopped right inside the entrance and crouched down to make herself smaller. I tossed Babs’s scabbard aside and started to join Zoe, but she stabbed her finger at the ceiling.

“The lights!” Zoe hissed. “We need to kill the lights!”

The lights embedded in the tunnel ceiling were still burning brightly, clearly illuminating us, and since they were motion-activated, everything we did only kept them turned on. I scanned the tunnel, looking for something that I could throw up at the lights and break them, but I spotted something even better: a light switch.

I almost missed it, since it was painted the same gray as the stones, but the switch was in the library tunnel, only a few steps away from where I’d put the loose bricks back into the wall. I hurried over and slapped the switch down.

The lights clicked off, plunging the library tunnel and the rest of the junction into darkness.

“Rory!” Zoe hissed again. “Where are you?”

“Over by the light switch,” I whispered. “I’m going to creep into the English-history tunnel. Stay where you are over in the math-science one. That way, we can attack them from two sides at once.”

“Got it,” she whispered back.

I felt along the wall until I came to the tunnel opening, then slipped inside it and crouched down. Zoe and I fell silent, but the other people started talking, and their tense, worried voices echoed off the walls.

“What happened?”

“Why did the lights go out?”

I couldn’t tell how many other people were in here, but I was guessing at least two, maybe more, if Covington had brought his Reapers. Normally, facing down a bunch of bad guys wouldn’t worry me, since that was pretty much life at Mythos Academy, especially for a Spartan like me. But try as I might, I couldn’t see anything in the blackness, and I couldn’t fight what I couldn’t see—

Wait a second. I could see something.

A faint silver light filled this tunnel, just bright enough for me to make out the walls. I glanced around, wondering if there was an emergency light in the ceiling or if Zoe had dropped her phone. It took me a few seconds to realize that I was the source of the glow—or, rather, my sword was.

Babs’s blade was glimmering with a faint silver light. I moved the sword back and forth, wondering if I was imagining it, but the glow remained, dim but steady. So I propped the sword against the wall and scooted back so I could get a better look at it.

“Babs,” I whispered. “Why are you glowing?”

Her green eye rolled down, and she examined her own blade. “Hmm. Well, that’s new. I don’t think I’ve ever glowed in the dark before.” Her half of a face perked up. “But I like it. That silver glimmer really makes the most of my features, don’t you think? It’s so much more flattering than all the other harsh lighting down here—”

“Focus, Babs, focus.”

She pouted at my interrupting her for a moment before staring down at her blade again. “Well, I don’t know. Maybe it has something to do with you breaking my curse?”

When I’d first noticed Babs in the Library of Antiquities a few weeks ago, I’d had no idea that the sword was cursed and that any warrior who picked her up could only wield her in three battles before that warrior died. But I’d broken the curse by using Babs anyway and sacrificing myself to save my friends from some Typhon chimeras at the Cormac Museum. I loved Babs, and she was my weapon now, as well as one of my best friends, and I thought I knew everything about her. But she was right. The glowing was definitely new.

“Or maybe it’s because I’m a Champion’s weapon now,” Babs continued. “Maybe Sigyn gave me a little extra magic when she asked you to be her Champion.”

Champions were warriors who worked for the gods and goddesses here in the mortal realm. My cousin, Gwen Frost, served Nike, the Greek goddess of victory, so you could say that being a Champion ran in the Frost and Forseti families. Gwen had defeated Loki, the evil Norse god of chaos, and now it was my turn to be the hero, since I was working for Sigyn, the Norse goddess of devotion.

Sigyn had tasked me with stopping Covington and his mysterious evil plot, and it was a job, a calling, that I had been happy to undertake. Of course I wanted revenge on Covington for murdering my parents, but as a Spartan, as a true warrior, I also wanted to protect people. I didn’t want anyone else to suffer the pain, misery, and heartbreak that I had, and stopping Covington and his Reapers was the best way to ensure that.

“Yep, Sigyn probably gave me some extra magic. That has to be it,” Babs said. “Look at my runes. They’re the part of me that’s really glowing.”

She was right. A series of runes were carved into her blade, and each one was glimmering like a dim star. To anyone else, the runes would look like random scratches, since only a Champion could read the words on their specific weapon, but I could easily make out each letter and the saying they spelled out: Devotion is strength.

Maybe it was a message from Sigyn that Covington was here and that I would need all my fighting skills and healing magic to defeat him. Determination surged through me. I stretched out my hand to grab Babs again, and that was when I realized that the sword wasn’t the only thing that was glowing—so was my bracelet.

The silver chain and the attached charms were glimmering just like Babs’s blade was. That must have been some of Freya’s magic at work. Either way, if I could see the glimmers, then so could whoever else was in the tunnels, so I yanked my T-shirt sleeve down over the bracelet, hiding it from sight. I also grabbed Babs and held her behind me and down by my right leg, trying to minimize the glow from her blade.

Then I looked around for another weapon.

If Covington had brought a bunch of Reapers here, then I was going to need everything I could get my hands on to defeat them. Thanks to Babs’s glow, I could see my bag lying in the library tunnel. Zoe had her electrodagger, but I hadn’t bothered to put any daggers in my bag. I didn’t need a bona fide weapon like other warriors did. As a Spartan, I had the innate magical ability to pick up any weapon—or any object—and automatically know how to kill someone with it. That ability was what made Spartans such great warriors and so very, very dangerous.

My gaze scanned over my bag and the supplies that had spilled all over the floor when I had literally dropped everything, grabbed Babs, and turned off the lights. I had three choices: the digital camera Zoe had been using, the notebook that contained my map of the tunnels, or the pen I had been writing with.

I could whack someone across the back of the head with the camera, but the plastic would break apart on impact, rendering it useless after that one initial strike. I could roll up the notebook and jab it into someone’s face, but it was too thin and flimsy to do much damage, and I didn’t have time to rip the wire out of the spine and fashion it into a weapon.

That left the pen.

I darted forward and grabbed the pen from the floor, then moved back into position. I started flipping it end over end in my hand, getting a feel for its weight, strength, and balance. Unlike my camera and notebook, the pen was made of metal, which meant that it would last a little longer in a fight. Oh, it wasn’t nearly as sharp and strong as Zoe’s electrodagger, but it would have to do. My fingers tightened around the pen. I would make do with it. That was the Spartan way.

“Rory!” Zoe hissed again from the math-science tunnel. “What’s going on?”

“Just getting ready for the fight,” I whispered back. “Hold your position. Here they come.”

We both fell silent.

The other people had quit talking, but their footsteps grew louder, closer, and quicker, like they had picked up their pace and were jogging toward us. I glanced around the corner of the English-history tunnel. A small light appeared at the opposite end of the library tunnel, although the faint glow and the way it bobbed up and down made me think it was a phone someone was carrying, instead of a flashlight.

“Hey!” one of the voices called out. “I see a bag! And some other stuff!”

“I see it too! They must be down here!” someone else chimed in.

The footsteps grew louder, closer, and quicker still. The Reapers were sprinting full steam ahead now, and less than a minute later, two shadowy figures rushed by the math-science tunnel where Zoe was hiding. I tightened my grips on Babs and my pen, getting ready to strike.

An instant later, the two figures raced by the opening of the English-history tunnel where I was hiding. With a loud yell, I charged forward and attacked them.

* * *

For a moment, I thought Zoe yelled too. It almost sounded like she shouted Stop!, although I had no idea why she would say that. But the shadow in front of me whipped around, and I was in the thick of the fight.

I lashed out with my pen first, trying to drive it into the shadow’s throat. But the shadow was quicker than I expected, and it blocked the blow and caught my wrist in its—his—hand.

Usually, when I was fighting someone, I could see what the other person was going to do before he actually did it. How hard he was going to punch me, how many times, even the angle he was going to swing at me from. It was more of my Spartan magic at work. I’d always thought that being in a fight was like starring in my own personal action movie, only I had the advantage since I was always a couple of steps ahead of the other person.

But here in the dark, I couldn’t see as well as normal, which limited that particular ability. Still, I’d been in a lot of fights, so I could guess what the guy was going to do next. Sure enough, he bent my wrist back, trying to make me drop the pen, so I obliged him and let go of my makeshift weapon. He loosened his grip for a second, giving me enough time to surge forward and ram my elbow into his stomach. His breath escaped in a loud oof! of air, and I whirled around and stepped back out of his long reach.

The guy recovered quickly and came at me again. I heard the faint zip of a weapon slicing through the air, and I raised Babs up into a defensive position.

Clang!

Our two weapons crashed together, drowning out everything else, and that was when the fight truly began.

Back and forth, we battled through the tunnel. With every strike and counterstrike, I cataloged everything I learned about the guy. He was tall and fast, but he didn’t have a Roman’s superspeed. Instead, he was exceptionally strong, telling me that he was a Viking. Given the dark, murky gloom, I couldn’t tell exactly what kind of weapon he was using, but it seemed big and heavy. Probably an ax. Vikings usually preferred to use those instead of swords.

Despite the fact that the guy was trying to hack me to pieces, I grinned as we whirled around and around and our blades crashed together time and time again. That was another, slightly freaky thing about being a Spartan. Fighting for my life seemed natural, like it was something I was supposed to do, like it was such a big part of who and what I was that I could never be anything other than a warrior.

That worried me more than I cared to admit. Spartan or not, I didn’t want to spend my whole life fighting Reapers. Even warriors needed a break, and even the best warrior could die on the battlefield. One lucky strike, one moment of hesitation or distraction, was all it took to send you to your grave. But I pushed my worries aside, because I needed to focus if I wanted to win this fight.

This guy was good, a worthy opponent for my Spartan fighting skills, and it was taking all my training to keep him from slicing me to ribbons. I hadn’t battled someone as skilled as him in a long time, and it was going to make beating him that much more satisfying. I smiled again, even happier than before, but then a nagging thought filled my mind.

A tall, strong Viking who used an ax and was a great warrior? Could I be fighting—

The lights snapped on, making me freeze in surprise. The guy I was battling froze as well, and we both blinked and blinked, trying to get our eyes to adjust to the bright glare now flooding the tunnels. I stared at the guy in front of me, and he looked right back at me.

He was tall and muscled and was wielding a large ax that he had raised over his shoulder for another strike. He was wearing black jeans and boots, and his bicep bulged against the sleeve of his dark gray henley as he slowly lowered the weapon to his side.

The tunnel lights brought out the honey-colored strands in his rumpled dark blond hair, along with his perfect cheekbones, straight nose, and strong jaw. Combine his muscled body with his good looks, and he was absolutely gorgeous, but I focused on his eyes, the way I always did. They were a light, piercing gray and gleamed as brightly as the sharp edge of his ax. I’d always loved his eyes from the first moment I met him…

Ian Hunter looked back at me with a mixture of surprise, relief, and amusement. After a few seconds, he cleared his throat and pointedly glanced down. At first, I wondered what he was staring at, but then I realized that I was holding Babs’s blade an inch away from his throat.

“Hey, Rory,” Ian said in a deep, rumbling voice. “Do you think you could lower your sword now, please?”





Chapter Three




I stood there, eyes wide, frozen in place, trying to process the fact that I had just attacked Ian Hunter, another member of the Midgard.

Attacking my teammate was bad enough, but what made it so much worse was the fact that I had a serious, serious crush on Ian. And I hadn’t merely attacked him. Oh, no. I had almost taken off his bloody head because I had mistakenly thought he was a Reaper.

Way to go, Rory. Way to go.

A hot blush erupted on my cheeks, and I could feel my face burning, despite the cool air. Not to mention the horror and embarrassment pounding in my heart. But at least no one could see or feel that but me.

“Rory?” Ian asked. “Are you okay? You have a really weird look on your face.”

I scrambled back and away from him and dropped my sword to my side. “Yeah, sure,” I mumbled. “Sorry. I thought you were a Reaper.”

Ian grinned, which only made him look more gorgeous. “No worries.” He reached out and lightly punched my shoulder. Well, lightly for a Viking. “Mistaken identities and sneak attacks are all fun and games between teammates, right?”

“Teammates,” I muttered, massaging my shoulder, even as my heart sank. “Right.”

“I’m just glad that Rory attacked you and not me,” another voice called out.

Ian and I turned to find Mateo Solis, another member of the Midgard, standing in the tunnel behind us. Mateo was shorter than Ian, a couple of inches under six feet tall, and much thinner, with a runner’s lean build. His dark brown hair and eyes gleamed under the lights, which also made his skin look like polished bronze.

Mateo was wearing dark blue running shoes and khakis, along with a dark blue T-shirt bearing the words Lochness Pride, which I assumed was some football team in Cloudburst Falls, West Virginia, since the town name stretched across the bottom of the fabric. The shirt also featured an image of a lochness monster—or at least one of its tentacles—throwing a football over a bridge. I would never understand all the strange sports names and team logos. Why would a lochness ever play football?

Mateo grinned at Ian and me, then shook his head. “I’m lucky that Zoe recognized us and pulled me out of the way of your epic duel.”

Zoe snorted. “And Rory and Ian are both lucky that I found the light switch before they hacked each other to pieces.”

“We were just having a little fun. It’s what Vikings and Spartans do. Right, Rory?” Ian winked, telling me that it was okay and that he would have done the same thing if our positions had been reversed.

Some of my embarrassment faded, and I grinned back at him. “It’s exactly what Vikings and Spartans do.”

Zoe slapped her hands on her hips. Blue sparks of magic hissed out of her fingertips and dripped down onto the floor. “Well, now that we’re all friends again, why don’t you tell us why you thought it was a good idea to sneak up on us?”

“We weren’t sneaking up on you,” Mateo protested. “You told me that you and Rory were going to map the tunnels. It wasn’t a secret. You’ve been complaining about it for days now.”

I looked at Zoe. She hadn’t said anything to me about not wanting to explore the tunnels. At least, not until earlier this afternoon. She kept her gaze fixed on Mateo, but she winced, and more sparks of magic spewed out of her fingertips. Guilty as charged.

“We called out to you,” Ian said. “Didn’t you hear us?”

“All we heard were garbled words and footsteps, so we didn’t know who you were,” I said. “Why did you come after us? We were on our way back to the library.”

Ian’s face grew serious. “Takeda sent us. He has a new mission, and he wants everyone in the Bunker.”

I tensed. “Is it Covington? Has the Protectorate finally found him?”

Ian gave me a sympathetic look. He knew how much I wanted to find Covington, but he shook his head. “Takeda didn’t say, but it seemed important. So come on. We need to get back and find out what’s going on.”

* * *

I grabbed my bag and the rest of my things from the floor. Then the four of us hurried through the library tunnel and back into the Bunker.

Ten minutes later, we were sitting in our usual spots at the briefing table, with Ian and Mateo on one side and Zoe and me on the other. Babs was back in her scabbard and propped up in a chair beside me.

Footsteps sounded in one of the hallways, and two adults stepped into the room. One of them was a man in his early thirties with black hair, dark brown eyes, and a lean frame who was wearing a charcoal-gray tracksuit and matching sneakers. A silver whistle hung around his neck, completing his gym-coach attire.

The other adult was a woman in her late twenties with the same long, glossy black hair and green eyes that I had, although I’d always thought that she was much prettier than me. She wore a white chef’s jacket over white pants and sneakers, marking her as a member of the dining-hall staff.

Hiro Takeda, a Samurai and the leader of Team Midgard, murmured something to Rachel Maddox, a Spartan and my aunt, who let out a soft, happy laugh.

It had been a long time since I’d heard her laugh like that.

Aunt Rachel was my mother’s younger sister and had taken me in after my parents’ deaths. She had been horrified to learn that Rebecca and Tyson Forseti were Reapers, and she had suffered all the ugly consequences of my parents’ actions right along with me. The heartbreak, the unanswered questions, the angry glares and hateful remarks from the Mythos students, professors, and staff members. Aunt Rachel had shouldered all of that and much, much more.

Takeda smiled at Aunt Rachel, and her whole face lit up as she smiled back at him. Hmm. The two of them hadn’t liked each other very much when I had joined the Midgard a few weeks ago, but the ice had slowly thawed between them, and now they were… Well, I wasn’t quite sure what they were, but if they made each other happy, then I was happy too. Aunt Rachel deserved someone special after all the hurt, pain, and misery my parents had caused her.

Takeda nodded to us all and took his seat at the head of the table. Then he set down the stacks of folders he’d been carrying and started sorting through them.

Aunt Rachel slid into the chair next to Babs, then leaned forward and looked at me. “How were the tunnels? Did you find anything interesting?”

Her eyes were warm, and her voice was light and teasing. She knew how much I loved mysteries and how excited I had been about exploring the tunnels. She’d even surprised me this morning with a new Karma Girl notebook so I could map them.

“They were awesome. There are a lot more branches than I thought, and you won’t believe where some of them go. Did you know there’s a secret entrance in that broken freezer in the dining-hall kitchen?”

“Really? You’ll have to show me that one.” Aunt Rachel squeezed my hand. “I’m glad you had fun today.”

I squeezed her hand back. “Me too.”

Takeda set aside the last of his folders, signaling that it was time to get started. I squeezed Aunt Rachel’s hand again, and then we faced the Samurai.

He picked up a device that looked like a TV remote. “As you all know, ever since the Fall Costume Ball, the Protectorate has been trying to track down a new group of Reapers.”

The Protectorate was the police force for the mythological world, and its members hunted down and imprisoned Reapers of Chaos, as well as dealing with other crimes that impacted Mythos Academy students, their families, and other warriors around the world.

Takeda hit a button on the remote, and photos of various libraries, museums, and warehouses popped up on the wall monitors, including several shots of the Cormac Museum, where the Fall Costume Ball had been held.

“So far, the goal of this new group of Reapers has been to steal powerful artifacts. All of this has been done under the direction of Covington, the Reapers’ leader, and his right-hand man, Drake Hunter.”

Takeda hit another button, and two more photos appeared on the monitors.

The first photo showed a short, middle-aged man with light hazel-brown eyes and hair, along with a slightly darker brown goatee. Covington was smiling, and his teeth gleamed a bright white against his ruddy skin, but his eyes were narrowed, and his expression seemed more predatory than pleasant.

The second photo showed a tall, muscled guy with golden hair and blue eyes who was in his early twenties, a couple of years older than my friends and me, who were all seventeen. He had the same great cheekbones, straight nose, and strong jaw that Ian did, and the resemblance between them was unmistakable. Drake was talking on his phone and glaring off to the side.

I tensed, and so did Ian. I hated Covington for murdering my parents, but Ian’s situation was even worse than mine. Drake, his older brother, had tried to recruit him to become a Reaper, and when Ian refused, Drake had tried to kill him.

My parents might have lied about being Reapers, but at least I knew that they had loved me and that they had tried to leave the evil group. Plus, they had never betrayed me the way Drake had betrayed Ian. That kind of betrayal, that kind of cruelty, shattered your heart into a hundred jagged pieces that you could never quite put back together again, no matter how hard you tried.

“Has the Protectorate found where Drake and Covington are hiding?” Ian growled. His gray eyes practically glowed with rage, and his hands curled into fists on top of the table.

I knew exactly how he felt. My hands were clenched into fists too, although mine were out of sight under the table.

“Unfortunately not,” Takeda said in a sympathetic voice. “But we think we know where they might be tomorrow.”

Zoe frowned. “What do you mean?”

“We have a special guest who’s joining us via teleconference. I’ll let her explain things.” Takeda hit another button on the remote. The photos of Covington and Drake vanished, and the large center monitor went black. “Miss Cruz? Are you there?”

He kept pushing buttons, but nothing happened. After several seconds, Mateo pointedly cleared his throat and held out his hand. Takeda sighed and passed over the remote. Mateo punched a series of buttons, and a live feed of a girl appeared on the center monitor.

She was quite pretty, with blond hair, black eyes, and amber skin. She was wearing a pink sweater, and she must have been in her dorm room because the walls behind her were also pink, as was all of the furniture.

Daphne Cruz was friends with my cousin Gwen Frost, and the fierce Valkyrie had helped Gwen and the rest of their friends defeat Loki at the Battle of Mythos Academy at the Cypress Mountain campus in North Carolina.

“Hello?” Daphne said. “Hello? Hellooo?”

I leaned forward and waved my hand. “Hey, Daphne. Can you see us now?”

She smiled. “Ah, there you are. Hey, Rory. Rachel. Other people I don’t know.”

Everyone murmured their hellos, and Daphne focused on the center of her screen. “Takeda, right?”

He nodded. “That’s me. Thanks for meeting with us. Why don’t you tell the others what you’ve discovered?”

She leaned back in her chair, which was also pink. “Well, ever since Gwen came back from Colorado a few weeks ago and told us what was going on with Covington, we’ve been working on things from our end, trying to figure out where he might strike next. Since the Reapers have been stealing artifacts, Gwen asked me to create a database of all known artifacts.”

“I’ve been doing something similar, but it’s been pretty overwhelming,” Mateo said. “Do you know how many artifacts are out there? Hundreds, if not thousands.”

“Exactly,” Daphne replied. “Which is why I decided to narrow things down. So I wrote a program that searches for and analyzes all known information on artifacts to determine which ones are the most dangerous and powerful and might be on the Reapers’ wish list. It’s all very technical and boring.”

“I don’t think it’s boring,” Mateo said in an excited voice. “I think it’s amazing, and you are a tech goddess.”

Daphne smiled and shrugged like it was no big deal, but a few princess-pink sparks of magic crackled around her, telling me that she appreciated the compliment.

But she wasn’t the only one giving off magic. A few blue sparks sizzled in the air next to me, thanks to Zoe, who was tapping her fingers on the table in a quick, annoyed rhythm. Zoe was frowning at Mateo, who had his chin propped in his hand and was staring at the monitor—and Daphne—with a rapt, dreamy expression. Weird. It almost seemed like Zoe was jealous of Mateo’s fascination with the other girl.

“Anyway,” Daphne continued, “I found some artifacts housed at libraries and museums near Snowline Ridge that might be of interest to the Reapers. I’ve already emailed a list of those items to Takeda.”

He nodded, indicating that he had the information.

“But there’s one artifact that seems like it would be right up Covington’s alley. It’s called Serket’s Pen.”

Daphne punched a button on her laptop. Photos appeared on the other wall monitors, all showing the same thing: an old-fashioned ink pen topped with a large, glossy black feather.

“Is that feather from a Black roc?” Aunt Rachel asked.

Black rocs were enormous mythological birds that the Reapers often used in battle and to fly from one place to another. I studied the feather. It certainly looked like it could have come from one of the birds, especially since small crimson streaks ringed the black feather, as though the edges had been dipped in blood. Roc feathers had the same eerie pattern.

Takeda shook his head. “Unfortunately, that is not a roc feather. It is from something far, far worse.”

Daphne punched some more buttons, and several close-up shots of the pen appeared.

Ian squinted at the screens. “Wait a second. What’s on the bottom of the pen? The nib, the part you write with, it looks like some sort of…creature.”

A sick, sick feeling filled my stomach, and I leaned forward to get a better look at the photos. Ian was right. The black feather tapered down to a large silver nib shaped like a mythological creature.

It had the same general birdlike shape and wings as a Black roc, but this creature’s head was more like a rooster’s, complete with a comb that featured sharp spikes. Instead of being made of feathers, the creature’s tail looked like a rattlesnake’s, and it ended in a single spike, which was where the ink came out at the bottom of the pen. A small ruby glinted in the creature’s eye, and its beak was wide open, as though it was about to gobble up something.

I shivered. Not a creature—this was a monster.

“That’s a Serket basilisk,” Aunt Rachel whispered.

I had heard about basilisks, although I had never seen one in person. Unlike Fenrir wolves and Nemean prowlers, which were bigger, stronger mythological versions of wolves and panthers, basilisks didn’t exist in nature. They were a magical mishmash of other creatures and could only be conjured up by a powerful artifact.

That sick, sick feeling in my stomach intensified, morphing into a ball of cold, heavy dread. The basilisks sounded chillingly similar to chimeras, other monsters that could only be summoned by an artifact like Typhon’s Scepter. A Reaper had stolen the scepter from our Library of Antiquities a few weeks ago, and Covington and Drake had been using it ever since. Covington had summoned a room full of chimeras at the Cormac Museum, and the monsters would have killed me, if not for the Eir gryphons, which had saved me.

“That pen, that artifact, summons basilisks, doesn’t it?” I asked.

Takeda gave me a grim look. “Yes, it does. Legend has it that Serket was experimenting on Black rocs, trying to create a faster, stronger version of the birds, but her poisons twisted the rocs into something dark and hideous, and the basilisks were born. Serket took one of the basilisk feathers, shaped it into that pen, and infused the artifact with her magic so that she could conjure up the creatures whenever she wanted. Basilisks are extremely dangerous and can easily rip a person to shreds with their razor-sharp beaks and talons.”

We all leaned back in our seats, trying to put a little distance between us and the photos on the monitors. Even Daphne shifted in her seat in North Carolina.

“Serket is the Egyptian goddess associated with poisons,” I said, thinking out loud. “Let me guess. Basilisks are poisonous too?”

“Yes, they are.” Takeda pointed at the photos. “See those spikes on top of the basilisk’s comb and the one on its tail? They are full of poison. One scratch is all it takes to kill most people. Death usually occurs in a few minutes.”

“Terrific,” I muttered. “Because we don’t have enough mythological monsters running around trying to kill us already.”

Silence fell over the briefing room as everyone digested this new information and threat.

Daphne cleared her throat. “As soon as the pen popped up in my program, I told Gwen, and she asked me to let you guys know. I forwarded all the information I have on the artifact to the Midgard.”

Takeda nodded. “I received your email. Thank you.”

She nodded back at him. “I’ve also got some other programs and searches running on artifacts, including that creepy jewelry box from the Cormac Museum. Gwen is really worried about that one, especially since she couldn’t get any vibes off it.”

My gaze flicked to the shelf in the back of the room where the box was sitting. Gwen had psychometry magic, which let her touch any object and automatically know its history, as well as see and feel the emotions of all the people who had used it. But she hadn’t seen or felt anything when she’d touched the box, not so much as a single memory or a flicker of emotion. That ball of dread in my stomach got a little colder and heavier, but I focused on Daphne again.

“So far, I haven’t found anything on the box, which is weird, since you would think that someone out there would know something about it.” She shook her head, making her blond hair fly around her shoulders. “But I’ll keep searching, and I’ll let you guys know the second that I find something.”

“Thank you, Miss Cruz,” Takeda said. “We’ll take it from here.”

“No thanks needed. I’m always happy to help fight Reapers. Good luck.” Daphne nodded at us, then leaned forward and tapped a key on her computer. She disappeared from sight, and the center monitor went black again.

The photos of Serket’s Pen remained behind on the other screens, and I focused on the pen’s silver nib, the part shaped like a basilisk. That ball of dread in my stomach grew even colder and heavier than before. The Reapers already had Typhon’s Scepter, and we couldn’t let them steal another powerful artifact, especially one that could conjure more monsters. But I had a bad, bad feeling that Covington and Drake were already three steps ahead of us.

I just wondered who would get to the artifact first—and who might die in the process.





Chapter Four




We studied the photos of Serket’s Pen for another minute. Then Takeda pushed his chair back from the table and got to his feet. The briefing was far from over.

“As soon as Miss Cruz contacted me, I started putting together information on Serket’s Pen.” He passed out the file folders that were stacked up on the table until we each had one. “The artifact’s history, its supposed powers, the various museums that have housed it over the years. All the usual research. But the most interesting thing is its current location.”

I flipped through the papers in the folder. It was all pretty standard stuff, the kind of dry, boring information you could find in any myth-history book. So I skipped over the written reports and went to the back of the file, where there was a photo of a gray stone mansion that looked more like a museum than someone’s home. The picture must have been taken in the spring, because bright, colorful flowers were blooming in the surrounding gardens.

My eyes narrowed. “Hey, I know this place. This is the Idun Estate.”

“What’s that?” Zoe asked.

I held up the photo where everyone could see it. “It’s this fancy mansion full of mythological artifacts and regular old antiques. It sits on some nature conservancy land, so there are gardens, hiking trails, and more. It’s about thirty minutes away from campus. The academy has some partnership with the estate, so we go there for field trips. It’s a big tourist destination too, especially in the spring when all the flowers are blooming.”

Takeda nodded. “That’s right, Rory. It also happens to be the current location of Serket’s Pen. The artifact has been housed at the estate for more than a year now as part of an exhibit.”

Surprise jolted through me. “Wait a second. My myth-history class is supposed to go to the estate tomorrow. To see that exhibit. Professor Dalaja is superexcited about the trip. She’s been talking about it for weeks now. This can’t be a coincidence.”

“I don’t think that it’s a coincidence either.” Takeda started pacing back and forth. “We know that Covington and Drake are stealing artifacts, so the Protectorate has been watching places like the Idun Estate.”

“You think the Reapers are going to use the field trip as cover,” Ian said, picking up on Takeda’s train of thought. “You think Covington and Drake are going to sneak into the mansion while the Mythos students are there and steal Serket’s Pen, just like they used the Fall Costume Ball to sneak into the Cormac Museum when they tried to steal the jewelry box.”

“I do. So far, the Protectorate guards haven’t seen any sign of the Reapers near the Idun Estate, but with all the students going there tomorrow, Covington might think he can sneak into the mansion, steal the artifact, and slip away undetected. Of course, we don’t know for sure that Covington is targeting Serket’s Pen or if he even knows about the artifact. But if he does, then the field trip is too good an opportunity for him to pass up.” Takeda stopped pacing. “And the pen isn’t the only thing I’m worried that the Reapers will try to steal.”

At first, I didn’t understand what he meant, but then I realized that everyone was staring at me. Takeda, Ian, Zoe, Mateo, Aunt Rachel. Even Babs, who had been silent through the briefing, was staring at me. Concern creased the sword’s metal face.

Understanding filled me, adding to that cold, heavy dread in my stomach. “Oh. You think Covington is after me again.”

“He did try to turn you into a Reaper at the Cormac Museum,” Takeda said. “And he’s not the kind to give up. Not when he knows how good a warrior you are. And especially not given his history with your parents.”

His voice was kind, and he was only stating the facts, but I still flinched at his words. Covington had been my parents’ boss, for lack of a better word. Covington was the one who had given my parents their Reaper assignments, and he was the one who had told them what to steal, whom to hurt, and whom to kill.

When I had confronted him at the Cormac Museum, the evil librarian had said that he wanted me to take my parents’ place and help him destroy the Protectorate. He had almost turned me into a Reaper that night, something that had given me plenty of nightmares over the past few weeks, something that still worried me, more than I would ever admit to anyone.

“You and the artifact are both going to be at the estate at the same time,” Takeda continued. “Like you said, Rory, this can’t be a coincidence. I think Covington will show up and try to get his hands on you and the artifact.”

More dread filled me, but I pushed the emotion away, lifted my chin, and squared my shoulders. “Good.”

“Are you crazy?” Zoe threw her hands up into the air, making blue sparks of magic streak out of her fingertips. “Why is that good?”

“Because we know where he’s going to be, which means that we have a chance to catch him, to stop him before he hurts anyone else.”

Aunt Rachel shook her head. “No. Your going to the estate is too big a risk to take.”

“It’s too big a risk not to take,” I countered. “If we don’t catch Covington tomorrow, then who knows where he might strike next? Or how many more artifacts he might steal? Or how many more people he might hurt and kill? I have to do this. Not just for all those innocent people out there but for myself. And especially for my parents.”

This time, Aunt Rachel flinched. She also wanted revenge on Covington for my parents’ deaths. Her Spartan blood burned for it the same way mine did, but worry also filled her face. She didn’t want to lose me to Covington the same way she had lost her sister.

“This is why I joined the Midgard,” I said. “This is why I agreed to become Sigyn’s Champion. So please, let me do this. Let me go to the estate and stop Covington. Let me be the Spartan warrior that my parents wanted me to be, that I want to be.”

Aunt Rachel’s lips pressed together into a tight line. Worry still filled her face, but understanding and acceptance slowly dawned in her green gaze, along with more than a little pride. After several seconds, she nodded. I reached over and squeezed her hand. She squeezed mine back even tighter.

“Don’t worry,” Mateo said. “We’re a team, remember? We’ll watch out for Rory. We won’t let anything happen to her.”

“No, we won’t,” Ian agreed in a soft, serious voice. “No, we won’t.”

I looked at the Viking. His hands were still curled into fists, and his eyes practically glowed with determination. My breath caught in my throat, and a light, dizzy sensation filled my heart. I grinned at him. Ian grinned back at me, but then he dropped his gaze from mine, as if he were suddenly made uncomfortable by what he was feeling. Yeah, me too.

I focused on Takeda again. “I assume that you’ve already started scouting the estate?”

He nodded. “I have, and I also have some thoughts about how Covington and Drake might try to sneak into the mansion and steal the artifact. They’re all in your folders.”

“Good,” I replied. “Then let’s figure out how we’re going to stop them and keep everyone else safe.”

The others picked up their folders and started going through the information inside again, but I turned to Zoe.

“You know what this means.” I raised my eyebrows. “It’s the same thing we were talking about earlier, right before we went into the tunnels.”

She groaned. “Don’t say it. Don’t you dare say it.”

I grinned at her. “Buckle up, Valkyrie. We’re going on a field trip.”

* * *

We reviewed the information Takeda had compiled on Serket’s Pen and the Idun Estate and came up with a plan to capture Covington, Drake, and the other Reapers in case they showed up tomorrow.

By the time we finished, it was after six o’clock, my head was aching, and I was ready to leave the Bunker and quit thinking about artifacts, monsters, and Reapers for the night. We all got to our feet and went our separate ways.

Zoe wanted to work on her latest gadget, so she grabbed her things and headed toward one of the supply rooms in another part of the Bunker. Mateo tucked his laptop under his arm and followed her. Takeda had a final bit of work to do in his gym office, and Aunt Rachel needed to return to the dining hall to finish her prep work for tomorrow’s meals, so the two of them headed toward the secret entrance to use the tunnels.

Ian flashed me a smile. “If you don’t mind, I’ll ride back upstairs with you, Rory. Let me grab something from the armory, and I’ll meet you at the elevator.”

My heart skipped a beat the way it always did whenever he smiled at me like that. Okay, okay, whenever he smiled at me, period. “Sure.”

Ian walked down the hallway, leaving me alone in the briefing room. I listened, but the sounds of the others’ conversations had already faded away, and I didn’t even hear the whispers of their footsteps anymore. Good. I wanted to check on one more thing before I left, and I didn’t want anyone to see me do it.

I glanced at Babs, but her eye was shut, and soft snores rumbled out of her mouth. She had fallen asleep during the briefing and was deep into her latest nap. I left the sword propped up in her chair and headed toward the shelves in the back.

I walked up and down the aisles, examining all the weapons, armor, jewelry, and clothing on the shelves. A white identification card sat next to each item, telling whom it had belonged to and its supposed magical properties. Over the past few weeks, I had memorized the location of every single artifact, as well as all the information about it. My gaze moved from one shelf to another, making sure that everything was in its proper place and that nothing was missing.

I had been doing this same patrol for days now. My friends would have told me that I was being paranoid, that we were the only ones who even knew about the Bunker, and that the artifacts were perfectly safe. But Covington was very, very clever, and he had been the head librarian for a long time. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that he knew about the Bunker and its stash of artifacts. So whenever I came down here, I waited until I was alone and then checked and made sure that everything was still where it was supposed to be.

Better to be paranoid than sorry, especially when it came to the Reapers.

I stopped in front of a glass case that held a silver bracelet that looked identical to the one on my right wrist. The white card inside the glass claimed that the bracelet had belonged to Freya, the Norse goddess of love, but it was a fake, since I was wearing the real artifact.

I reached down and fingered the thin, delicate links on my wrist. I still didn’t know how or when my parents had stolen the artifact, but no one seemed to realize that I had it. I had been searching for information on the bracelet, but I hadn’t found anything so far, not even where it might have been stored before it was brought to the Bunker. It was a dead end, like everything else seemed to be lately. I sighed, let go of the links, and walked on.

Finally, I reached the shelf in the very back. My steps slowed, and I stopped in front of a long, rectangular jewelry box made of polished jet. At least, it looked like a jewelry box. We still didn’t know for sure exactly what was in it, which was why the box was sitting in a glass case on a shelf by itself.

Gleaming silver vines flowed across the top of the midnight-black stone, each one sprouting silver thorns that wrapped around several bright, glittering, blood-red rubies. Most people would have thought the box was quite lovely, especially the way the curlicued vines blossomed into those flowers. But I always thought the gems looked like bloody hearts being stabbed over and over again by those sharp silver thorns.

The longer I stared at the jewelry box, the more it seemed like a gaping black hole, since the stone soaked up all the light instead of reflecting it back. And light wasn’t the only thing the artifact diminished—it soaked up all my hope as well. Because we still didn’t know what the box did or what it contained, much less what evil things Covington wanted to do with it.

I glanced around and listened again, but I was still alone, so I opened the case and lifted the glass top out of the way. Then I drew in a breath, leaned forward, and took hold of the box.

In addition to my patrol, I also examined the jewelry box every single time I was in the Bunker, hoping that I would see some clue that I hadn’t noticed before or finally have some brilliant insight about it.

The box was surprisingly lightweight, although the black stone was warm to the touch, which always creeped me out. I turned the box this way and that, running my fingers over it, but I still didn’t see a way to actually open it. I also shook the box, but I couldn’t hear what—if anything—might be inside.

Another dead end.

Sighing, I put the artifact back into the case and shut the glass over it. I stared at the black jewelry box a moment longer, then turned away and headed back toward the center of the briefing room.

If only I could leave my fear, worry, and paranoia behind so easily.





Chapter Five




I went back to the table, slung the strap of my messenger bag across my chest, and grabbed Babs from her chair. That finally roused the sword from her nap, and she let out a loud, jaw-cracking yawn.

I left the briefing room and walked down a long hallway until I reached a small, square area. Gray Protectorate robes hung from the metal hooks that lined the walls, but I moved past them and headed toward the elevator. The door was open, so I stepped inside the car to wait for Ian.

I started to hook Babs’s scabbard to my belt, but she pointedly cleared her throat, so I lifted the sword up so that her eye was level with both of mine.

“Is something wrong?” I asked. “Are you worried about the mission tomorrow?”

“Oh, no,” Babs said. “Nothing like that. I have the utmost confidence in you, Rory, and I will be exceedingly proud to help you battle Covington, Drake, and all the other Reapers. I’m looking forward to it. You know, it’s been a few weeks since we’ve had a bona fide battle.”

Babs might use bigger, fancier words like utmost, exceedingly, and bona fide, but she was just as bloodthirsty and eager to battle Reapers as Vic, the talking sword who belonged to Gwen.

Babs fixed her green eye on me. “But for right now, everything is perfect, and you won’t get a better chance than this.”

“Better chance of what?”

“You. Ian. Alone in an elevator.” She waggled her one eyebrow at me. “Why, it’s the perfect opportunity for romance if ever there was one. At the very least, you should ask him out on a proper date.”

Babs knew all about my crush on Ian. Okay, okay, so everyone knew all about my crush on Ian, except maybe for the Viking himself.

Sure, Ian had saved my life by using Pan’s Whistle to summon the Eir gryphons to the Cormac Museum to help me fight the chimeras, and he had given the whistle to me later on to add to my charm bracelet. He’d also gifted me with the potted winterbloom on my desk. We’d had a lot of great talks over the past few weeks, but the one thing we had never discussed was us—or if there even was an us. I liked Ian, and I thought he liked me too, but I’d never had a boyfriend before, and I had no idea how to tell a guy how I felt about him.

I sighed, knowing that I was going to regret it, but I couldn’t stop myself from asking the obvious question. “At the very least? What else did you have in mind?”

“Well, if I was alone in an elevator with a weapon that I fancied, I would pay him a compliment, like telling him how nice and shiny his blade looked. Then I would flirt a little more, look him in the eye, lean in, and…” Babs’s voice trailed off, and she closed her eye, puckered her lips, and started making kissing noises, as though she were passionately smooching another sword.

“You would make out with him,” I finished her thought, then frowned. “But how would you do that? Wouldn’t someone have to hold you up to another sword so you could kiss him? How would that work exactly?”

Babs’s eye snapped open, and a pink blush stained her metal cheek. “The how isn’t important. That’s a conversation for when you are older. Don’t ruin the romance by thinking about the logistics. Besides, we’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you, Rory.”

“I’m really starting to wish that we weren’t.”

Babs paid no attention to my grumbling and kept right on talking, the way she always did. “We both know that life is far too short, especially for warriors and weapons like us. You need to make your move before another girl does. Have you looked at Ian lately? He’s tall and muscled, not to mention those gorgeous gray eyes. He’s quite scrumptious, for a mortal boy.”

Footsteps smacked on the floor, and Ian appeared at the far end of the hallway. Dark blond hair, gray eyes, broad shoulders, muscled chest. Babs was right. Scrumptious was most definitely the word that described Ian Hunter.

Babs noticed him too. “I’m telling you, Rory. You need to grab that boy and kiss him before it’s too late—”

“Quiet!” I hissed. “Here he comes!”

She opened her mouth to say something else, but I lowered the sword to my side and hooked her scabbard to my belt. For once, Babs got the hint and stopped talking. For now.

Ian stepped into the elevator. “Sorry that took so long.”

“No worries.”

He looked at me, and I stared back at him, drinking in his handsome features. I drew in a breath, and I got a whiff of his scent, the clean, soapy aroma that was uniquely Ian…

“Um, Rory?”

I swayed a little closer to him. “Yeah?”

He nodded at the panel. “You want to push the button so we can leave?”

“Oh! Yeah. Right. Sorry.”

I winced and dropped my head so he wouldn’t see the embarrassed blush staining my cheeks. I jabbed my thumb onto a slot in the metal panel, and a green light flashed, scanning my print. A small chirp sounded, and that panel slid back, revealing another one with the actual floor numbers on it. I hit the button for Level 2.

The door closed, and the elevator slowly rose. I stared at Ian out of the corner of my eye, but he was looking at the numbers on the panel, watching them light up as we climbed past the various floors.

“Mmm. Mmm-mmm. Mmm!”

I frowned, wondering what that odd noise was and where it was coming from. Then I realized that it was Babs making the same not-so-subtle smooching sounds as before. That blush in my cheeks burned a little hotter.

Ian tilted his head to the side. “Do you hear something?”

“Nope!” I said in a loud voice, trying to drown out Babs. “I don’t hear anything.”

Thankfully, the sword decided to give me a break and quit making those kissing noises.

The elevator slowed, then stopped, but the door didn’t immediately open. Instead, a faint whirring sound rang out, telling me that the scanners set up in this part of the library were checking to make sure that no one was around to see us step out of the secret elevator. Nothing new there. We always had to wait a few seconds for the scanners to work, but this time, it seemed to take forever. Or maybe that was because I was alone with Ian.

Babs’s words kept running through my mind, and I stared at Ian, thinking how easy it would be to turn toward him, wrap my arms around his neck, stand on my tiptoes, and press my lips to his. Even more than that, I wanted to do it—I wanted to show the Viking exactly how I felt about him. I even went so far as to raise my hand to rest it on his shoulder, but I chickened out at the last second and dropped my hand back down to my side instead.

Yep, it was official. I was losing my mind. That was the only reason I could think of to explain why I was seriously considering taking dating advice from a talking sword.

Finally—finally—a light on the panel flashed green, the elevator door opened, and Ian and I stepped out onto the second floor of the library. Behind us, a wooden bookcase swung shut, hiding the secret entrance.

Ian and I glanced around, double-checking that no one had seen us step out of the elevator, but we were alone—except for the statues.

White marble statues of gods and goddesses from all the cultures of the world ringed the second floor of the library. Artemis, the Greek goddess of the hunt, clutching her bow and an arrow. Thor, the Norse thunder god, holding his hammer high overhead. Anubis, the Egyptian god of the afterlife, balancing a set of scales on his palm. The pantheon featured those gods and goddesses and many, many more, but I focused on a statue that was close to the elevator: Sigyn, the Norse goddess of devotion.

Before I joined the Midgard, Sigyn’s head had been bowed, and her shoulders had been slumped, as though she were trying to hide among all the other gods. Her features had also radiated sorrow, as if all the evil things that Loki, her former husband, had done weighed on her soul and conscience instead of his. But now her head was held high, her body was straight and tall, and her expression was calm and determined.

The goddess’s feelings mirrored my own. Yeah, I might be a little angry and frustrated, trying to figure out what Covington was up to, but it still felt good to be on Team Midgard and to be her Champion. It made me feel like I was doing something important with my life, as well as helping to make up for some of the pain and suffering my parents had caused as Reapers.

Ian noticed me staring at Sigyn. “Your goddess?”

“Yeah.”

He nodded to her. A moment later, his phone beeped. He nodded to the statue again, then turned away to check his message.

The second his back was to her, Sigyn’s stone eyes narrowed, as though she were studying the Viking. She must have liked how respectful he had been, because her lips curved up into a small smile, and she winked at me, almost like she was encouraging me to make a move on him, as Babs had suggested earlier.

I rolled my eyes. Everyone had an opinion on my love life—or lack thereof. But I smiled and nodded back at the goddess, paying my respects to her as well.

Ian slid his phone into his pocket, and the two of us left the statues behind, went downstairs, and stepped out onto the first, main floor.

At five stories, the Library of Antiquities was the tallest structure on campus, and it was made of the same lovely dark stone as the rest of the academy buildings. Exposed wooden beams crisscrossed over the blackish stone, looking like giant, golden tic-tac-toe patterns and providing the supports for the walls and upper levels, while colorful rugs decorated with a variety of Native American symbols and gods, including Coyote Trickster, stretched across the floor.

The center section of the library was a large square tower, with three attached wings radiating out from it. I stared up at the tower ceiling, which featured sections of stained glass that were molded together with silver seams. Sapphire-blue, emerald-green, ruby-red, opal-white, amethyst-purple. Those colors and more gleamed in the ceiling, and the pieces joined together to form a beautiful field of wildflowers, like the ones that could be found at the Eir Ruins.

The longer I looked up at the flowers, the more they seemed to move, as though a phantom breeze were blowing over the ceiling and ruffling their bright, jewel-toned petals. The sight made me smile and gave me a sense of peace, happiness, and hope, just like Sigyn had when her statue winked at me upstairs. I stared at the ceiling a moment longer, then dropped my gaze.

Ian and I were standing in the middle of a wide aisle that ran from a set of double doors over to the long checkout counter that took up the center of the library. Wooden study tables clustered together on both sides of the counter, while a silver coffee cart was parked off to the side. A few feet away, overstuffed chairs and couches flanked an enormous freestanding stone fireplace before giving way to the tall, shadow-filled stacks that spread throughout the rest of the first floor. Hundreds of books lined each shelf, while artifacts gleamed in glass display cases at the ends of the aisles.

I focused on an empty spot near the checkout counter. Unlike the wildflowers on the ceiling, this area didn’t give me a sense of peace. No, it made my heart ache, since this was where Covington had murdered my parents.

In an instant, the memories rose up, cutting into my mind like swords and blotting out everything else. The librarians at the checkout counter, the other kids moving around, even Ian standing beside me. They all vanished, replaced by the sickening image of my parents lying on the floor, draped in black Reaper cloaks, their swords next to them. I felt like I had stepped back in time to that awful day and was once again staring down in horror at my mom’s and dad’s sightless eyes and pain-twisted faces. I could even smell the coppery stench of their blood as it oozed out of their wounds and painted the floor a sickening scarlet—

Someone standing in line at the coffee cart let out a loud laugh, snapping me out of my memories.

Pain, loss, and longing stabbed through me, like knives tearing into my heart, but the edges weren’t quite as sharp as they used to be. I would never forget the awful sight of my parents’ bodies, but I was slowly coming to terms with their deaths and the fact that they had been Reapers.

Joining the Midgard and agreeing to be Sigyn’s Champion had helped. So had becoming friends with Ian, Zoe, and Mateo. But I would feel a whole lot better once Covington was back in prison where he belonged—or dead. I wasn’t too picky about how we stopped the Reaper, only that we made it so he could never hurt anyone else the way he had hurt my parents and me.

Another loud guffaw roused me the rest of the way out of my grim thoughts.

Since it was Sunday evening, the library was packed. Every single seat at the study tables was taken, as the students crammed for tests and tried to finish their homework before Monday morning rolled around. Still more students were waiting in line at the coffee cart, eager to get some sugar and caffeine in the form of pastries and cappuccinos to further fuel their studying, while other kids lounged on the couches around the fireplace.

Ian stayed where he was, shifting on his feet, as if he didn’t want to leave yet. I hesitated, wondering if I should take Babs’s and Sigyn’s advice and finally ask him out. The coffee cart was right over there. We could get some hot chocolates and find a quiet spot in the stacks to sit and talk.

My gaze traced over Ian’s dark blond hair, handsome features, and broad shoulders. Or maybe we could do something a little more intense and interesting than just talk. We wouldn’t be the first students to make out in the stacks. It was practically a Mythos tradition, right along with fighting Reapers and monsters in the library.

At the thought of kissing Ian, another blush burned in my cheeks, while a warm, fizzy feeling flooded my heart, and I decided to take a chance. Babs was right. Life was far too short, especially for Spartans like me.

“Hey, Ian… I was wondering…if you have time…if you aren’t busy…do you want to get some hot chocolate…and maybe…hang out in the stacks?”

I winced, hating how breathy my voice sounded and how horribly I’d stumbled over my words. Give me a sword and an enemy to fight, and I was all pure, lethal Spartan grace. But ask me to do something as simple as talk to a guy I liked, and I was all tongue-tied clumsiness. But I’d said the words, I’d asked Ian out—sort of—and there was no taking it back.

Ian blinked, as though I’d surprised him. Then his eyes softened, and he smiled. My heart fluttered. He was going to say yes. He was actually going to say yes.

He smiled at me a moment longer, then opened his mouth—

“Hey, Ian,” a light, flirty feminine voice called out.

Startled, Ian and I both turned to see a girl striding down the aisle toward us. With her sleek blond hair, hazel eyes, and long legs, she looked like a fashion model who had somehow stepped off a magazine page and into the library. All her clothes, from her purple cashmere sweater to her black boots and jeans, boasted some sort of designer logo, as did the purple purse that dangled off her arm. Gold sparks of magic flickered in the air, making her seem even more beautiful and perfect.

Kylie Midas was a second-year student like Ian and I were. She also happened to be one of the most popular girls at Mythos Academy. Mathlete, band geek, homecoming queen. Kylie succeeded at everything she did, and she made everything seem exceedingly cool. Attendance in the math club alone had tripled the day after she joined.

Even though we were in the same year, Kylie and I had never been friends. We just didn’t have the same interests. Math was not my favorite subject, I couldn’t play a musical instrument to save my life, and I would much rather train in the gym than run for homecoming queen. So I had ignored her, and she had done the same to me.

Until my parents had been outed as Reaper assassins.

After that, Kylie had outright hated me, like all the other kids did. For a long time, everyone had thought that my parents had killed several students in the library—students who had been friends with Kylie—so I didn’t blame her for despising me. But she had been meaner to me than most. Even after it was revealed that Covington had killed her friends, she still kept making snotty comments about my parents, and she’d said more than one cruel, hateful thing about me in front of Ian, Zoe, and Mateo. It was like she hated me so much for simply existing that she didn’t want me to have any friends or happiness at all.

Kylie stopped right next to me, but she didn’t even look at me. No surprise there. Instead, she flashed Ian a dazzling smile.

“Hey, Ian,” she purred again. “I thought you weren’t coming to the library. That’s what you said when I texted you earlier.”

Ian had been texting Kylie? Why would he do that? I looked at the Valkyrie, with her perfect hair and pretty features. My heart sank. Why wouldn’t he do that was the better question.

He shifted on his feet again. “Something came up, and I had to come here after all.”

He glanced at me, and I realized he was talking about our mission to capture Covington tomorrow. My heart sank a little more. He hadn’t wanted to spend time with me. Not really. It had just been part of the briefing.

Kylie sidled even closer to Ian, reached up, and toyed with one of the buttons on his shirt. My teeth ground together.

“I have to meet Gretchen right now, or I would let you buy me a coffee,” she murmured.

He winced, but he didn’t say anything, and he didn’t look at me. By this point, my heart had plummeted all the way down to my ankles.

“Anyway, I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning,” Kylie continued. “Save me a seat on the bus, handsome.”

What bus? Then I realized she was talking about the field trip to the Idun Estate. Of course she was. Kylie took myth-history the same as Ian and I, and all of Professor Dalaja’s classes were going to the estate. And now not only was I going to have to be on the lookout for Reapers, but I was also going to have to watch her flirt with Ian all day. Terrific. Just terrific.

“Yeah. Sure,” Ian replied in a faint voice. “See you tomorrow.”

“Looking forward to it, Viking.”

Kylie flashed Ian another dazzling smile and brushed past him as she headed over to the double doors. Ian and I watched her go, and he winced again as one of the doors banged shut behind her.

I turned toward him, crossed my arms over my chest, and waited, but he didn’t say anything. Looked like it was up to me to make the first move—again.

“I didn’t realize that you and Kylie were…friends.” Even though I wanted to scream the words, I managed to keep my voice calm and even.

He shrugged. “She’s just a girl in my gym class.”

An arrow of hurt shot through my heart. Kylie Midas wasn’t just a girl. Not to me. No, to me, she was the one person who continually went out of her way to remind me about all the horrible things my parents had done.

“I see. Like I’m just a girl on the Midgard?”

Ian shook his head. “It’s not like that, Rory.”

“Really? Then what is it like? Because it looks to me like Kylie wants to be a lot more than just a girl in your gym class.”

He opened his mouth, like he was going to tell me what was going on. But after a moment, his lips pressed together, and he shook his head. “Nothing is happening with Kylie and me. Trust me. She’s not my type.”

I wanted to believe him—I really, really did—but I had also believed that my parents were good people and that they couldn’t possibly be Reapers. And look how well that had turned out.

“It doesn’t matter,” I muttered. “I need to go.”

I started to walk past him, but Ian stepped in front of me, blocking my path.

“Wait. What about getting some hot chocolate and hanging out?”

I looked at him. The overhead lights brought out the honey-colored strands in his dark blond hair, along with his handsome features. I wavered, but then Kylie’s voice whispered in my mind.

Did she really think that just because she helped out in North Carolina, we would forget what her parents did? Or what they were? Isn’t it bad enough that we have to sit through classes with her? Does she have to come to the library too?

And those were some of the nicer things she’d said about me.

I didn’t want to be just a girl to Ian, and I definitely didn’t want to compete for him, especially not with Kylie Midas.

“I’m not hungry anymore. Besides, I should go. I still have homework to do.”

“Oh. Okay.” Disappointment flickered across his face. At least, that was what I thought it was, but the emotion vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “Well, then, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“Yeah. See you then.”

I walked past him. Part of me hoped that Ian would call out, that he would ask me to stop, and that he would tell me he cared about me as much as I cared about him.

But he didn’t—he didn’t do any of those things.

I reached the double doors. I should have kept going, pushed through them, and left the library, but I couldn’t help but stop and look back over my shoulder.

Ian was still standing in the aisle, staring at me. He hesitated, then lifted his hand and waved good-bye. I gritted my teeth, but I lifted my hand and waved back. Then I turned and pushed through the doors, leaving him behind.

I didn’t know what was going on with Ian and Kylie, and I especially didn’t know what was going on with Ian and me, but I needed to be careful. My parents had already crushed my heart with their lies, and I didn’t want to get hurt again, especially not by the Viking, who could break my heart in a completely different but equally painful way.





Chapter Six




I trudged through a hallway, opened a door that led outside, and plodded down the library steps.

The sun had already set behind Snowline Ridge Mountain, and shadows cloaked the library, along with the other buildings on the main quad—math-science, English-history, the dining hall, and the gym. All the structures were made of dark gray boulders that had been stacked together, but the shadows made them look like pillars of black ink that were about to start oozing everywhere.

Cobblestone paths snaked across the grass, leading to the buildings and out into the landscape beyond. Tall wrought-iron lamps lined the paths, although their golden glows seemed to create more shadows than they banished. Or perhaps it was my own jumbled, troubled thoughts about Ian and Kylie, along with Covington and Serket’s Pen, that made everything seem darker and more sinister than usual.

I stared out over the quad, examining the statues that populated the area. Fenrir wolves, Nemean prowlers, and dozens of other mythological creatures perched on top of or crouched beside all the buildings.

The other kids didn’t pay any attention to the statues, but I always loved seeing the creatures. They might be frozen in place, but they were only a few seconds and a little bit of magic away from breaking free from their stone moorings and springing into action to protect the students, as they had during the battle at the North Carolina academy earlier this year.

I spotted a few Typhon chimeras among the mix of statues, but I didn’t see any Serket basilisks. Perhaps the basilisks were simply too grotesque, with their spiked rooster combs and rattlesnake tails, for anyone to want to make them into statues.

I glanced at the statues that were closest to me: two Eir gryphons that perched on the boulders on either side of the library steps. I nodded to the gryphons, the way I always did. The statues looked at me for a moment before their stone eyes slowly moved down, then back up again in sly winks. I grinned at the statues, and another thought occurred to me.

Why stare at statues when I could see the real thing?

Excitement surged through me. Still grinning, I nodded at the statues again, then set off across the quad.

A few other students moved across the quad, heading to the dining hall to grab some dinner or to the gym to get in a final bit of weapons training for the night. I glanced around, but I didn’t see Kylie anywhere. Good. I had zero desire to run into her again. For once, I got lucky, and everyone ignored me, and no cruel words or whispers chased me across the grass.

It was mid-October, but the nights were already chilly in Snowline Ridge, and I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my green leather jacket as I left the quad and walked down the hill toward the student dorms. More kids were hanging out down here, texting on their phones and moving from the girls’ to the boys’ dorms and back again, but everyone was in a hurry to meet their friends or dates, and they ignored me as well.

I left the dorms behind, walked through a stand of pine trees, and reached the stone cottage where I lived with Aunt Rachel on the outskirts of the academy. Several lights were on inside, and I could see Aunt Rachel in the kitchen, flipping burgers on a grill pan. Yum. Even better, I spotted a bowl full of chocolate chips melting on a back burner on the stove, which meant that she was probably making chocolate fondue for dessert. Double yum. My sweet tooth was as fierce as my fighting skills, and I could eat a bowl of chocolate fondue—or three.

Aunt Rachel was busy cooking, and she hadn’t set the table yet, so I still had several minutes before dinner was ready. Just enough time for what I had in mind.

Instead of going inside the cottage, I plunged back into the trees and climbed up a nearby ridge. It was even darker in the woods than it had been on the quad, but the moon and stars were shining big and bright in the night sky, providing more than enough light to see by. Besides, I had long ago memorized this steep trail. By the time I reached the top, my legs were aching, and my lungs were burning, but I didn’t mind the pain.

The view was worth it.

I broke free of the pines and stepped out into a large, flat clearing on top of the ridge. Winterblooms dotted the area, their white petals gleaming like pearls in the moon- and starlight. I picked one of the flowers, brought it up to my nose, and drew in a deep breath. The dark green heart-shaped blossom in the center had a crisp, clean scent, like flowers mixed with cold, fresh snow. The same aroma blanketed the Eir Ruins, since so many winterblooms grew there. I drew in another deep breath, then tucked the flower into my hair behind my ear.

The clearing formed a half-moon shape before giving way to a sheer, rocky cliff, and I went over to the edge and looked down. I could see the entire academy spread out in the valley below, and the building lights gleamed like golden Easter eggs nestled in the carpet of dark green grass.

“Great view,” a voice piped up.

Startled, I glanced around, wondering if Ian had followed me up here, but then I realized that Babs was the one who had spoken. The sword had been quiet ever since I’d gotten off the library elevator, and I’d almost forgotten that she was still strapped to my waist.

I unhooked her scabbard from my belt, then leaned down and propped her against a boulder so she could enjoy the scenery too.

“Really great view,” she repeated.

“Yeah. It’s one of my favorite spots on campus, along with the library roof.”

She looked at me. “The library roof, the Eir Ruins, and now this. What is it with you and high places? You must be part goat to climb up here on a regular basis.”

“Ha, ha. Very funny.” I shrugged. “I don’t know why I like high places so much. Maybe because they’re usually good hideouts from people like Kylie Midas.”

“I saw her flirting with Ian.” Babs winced. “I’m sorry, Rory.”

I shrugged again, trying to pretend it didn’t matter, even though we both knew it did.

“Anyway,” I said, changing the subject, “I didn’t climb all the way up here just for the view. I have something else in mind.”

I pushed up my shirtsleeve. Freya’s Bracelet dangled off my wrist, and I slid the tiny silver whistle off the chain. “Let’s see if the gryphons are out there and listening tonight.”

I brought the whistle up to my lips and gently blew on it. The whistle didn’t make a sound—at least, not one that I could hear—but I blew on it twice more. The whole time, I pictured the Eir gryphons in my mind, especially Balder, the leader, and Brono, his baby. Then I lowered the whistle and hooked it back onto my bracelet.

“And now we wait,” Babs said.

“I guess so—”

A gust of wind ruffled my hair, and two shadows swooped down from the night sky.

The gryphons were already here.

I looked up to see two Eir gryphons hovering in the air above me. Each creature had the head and strong, powerful wings of an eagle, along with a lion’s body and long tail. Their wings and fur were a beautiful bronze, and their eyes glowed the same lovely color, almost like two lanterns had been set into their faces. The moonlight bounced off their black beaks and claws, making them gleam like polished ebony and highlighting the razor-sharp points. The creatures could easily tear me to shreds, although I knew that they would never hurt me.

Balder, the full-grown male, dropped to the ground first, followed by Brono, his smaller son. I ran forward and hugged Balder’s side.

“Thank you so much for coming! I couldn’t hear the whistle, so I didn’t know if it was working.”

The gryphon huffed, indicating that I had worried for nothing, then nudged me with his wing. I grinned and started scratching his head.

Brono was a few feet away, staring at Babs with wide eyes. The baby gryphon hunkered down and slowly crept closer and closer to the sword, stalking the metal like a cat would stalk a mouse. Then he leaned forward and opened his beak, as if he were going to bite the sword—

“I am not a dandelion,” Babs said in a sharp voice. “So don’t you even think about trying to eat me.”

Brono let out a loud screech and jumped back, as though the sword’s voice had startled him. But he quickly got over his surprise, hunkered down, and peered at Babs again, even more fascinated.

I laughed, went over, and petted him as well.

The two gryphons took turns letting me pet them. Then they wandered around the clearing, using their beaks and claws to tear the flowers out of the grass before gulping down the petals and stems. I sat on the ground next to Babs and watched the creatures.

It was after seven now, and the night was steadily growing colder. A hard frost had already crept across the land, starting here in the clearing and rolling all the way down the rocky ridge and into the trees below. The tiny ice crystals stretched out as far as I could see, covering everything with their slick, silvery sheen, but I didn’t mind the chill.

Way up here on the ridge, with just Babs, the gryphons, the flowers, and frost for company, I finally felt like I could breathe again.

Even when I was having a good day, I still sometimes felt the need so slip away from everyone and be by myself for a while. Here, in the cold, dark quiet, I could think about everything that was happening. And I had plenty to think about tonight.

Serket’s Pen and the dangerous basilisks that it could summon. The Reapers, who were probably going to try to steal the artifact tomorrow at the Idun Estate. The mysterious black jewelry box in the Bunker. Covington’s sinister plans for the box. Whatever was going on with Ian and Kylie.

All those thoughts and more swirled through my mind, but way up here, high above the academy, they didn’t overwhelm me anymore, and I could put them into perspective.

The Reapers might try to steal the artifact, but my friends and I would stop them, and we would finally capture Covington and Drake. Then it wouldn’t matter what Covington wanted with the jewelry box or with me, since he would be back in prison. As for Ian and Kylie, well, I still didn’t know what to make of them, so I decided to quit thinking about it. At least for tonight.

“I told you already. I am not a dandelion.”

Babs’s voice cut into my thoughts, and I looked over to find Brono creeping up on her again. The sword opened her mouth to further admonish him, but the baby gryphon darted forward, snatched her up off the ground, and started running around the clearing with the sword clutched in his beak. He let out little screeches of pleasure the whole time, as if he thought the two of them were playing a game and he was totally winning.

“Put me down!” Babs yelled. “You’re slobbering all over me!”

Brono screeched again and ran even faster. Balder let out a loud snort, as if he were laughing at his son’s antics. Yeah, me too.

I sat and watched Brono, smiling and laughing right alongside Balder. The gryphons, the view, even Babs’s annoyed shouts. I soaked it all up, determined to enjoy this happy moment and make another good memory to help drown out all the bad ones in my heart.





Chapter Seven




Eventually, Brono grew tired of his game and set Babs down. I petted the gryphons again, thanked them for answering the whistle’s call, and said my good-byes. They bowed their heads to me, then flapped their wings and shot up into the sky to fly back to their home near the Eir Ruins.

I grabbed Babs from where Brono had dropped her and hooked her scabbard to my belt.

“Ugh!” she said. “Brono slobbered all over me! What does he think I am? A bloody chew toy? I have never felt so disgusting in all my life…”

The sword continued her rant. I hid a grin and walked down the ridge and back to the cottage.

By the time I got Babs cleaned up, Aunt Rachel had finished making dinner, and the two of us sat down in the kitchen to eat. She had made classic bacon cheeseburgers with all the fixings, along with Parmesan-crusted french fries and honey-mustard dipping sauce. It was one of my favorite meals, and I wolfed down my burger and fries, along with some raspberry tea.

For dessert, Aunt Rachel had whipped up some chocolate fondue, just as I’d thought, and she set out a tray of fresh strawberries, oversize marshmallows, and slices of her homemade butter pound cake to dip into the warm, melted chocolate. Yum. So good. Dessert always made everything better, and the chocolate fondue was the perfect end to a not-so-perfect day.

I helped Aunt Rachel wash the dishes, took a shower, finished my homework, and went to bed.

My alarm went off way too early the next morning, but I groaned, crawled out of bed, and got ready. I put on my usual black jeans and boots, along with a long-sleeve green T-shirt and my green leather jacket. My silver bracelet with its three charms hung off my wrist, and Babs’s scabbard was hooked to my belt.

I brushed my black hair and dabbed some raspberry balm on my lips. Then I grabbed my bag, made sure I had my notebooks, pens, and other school supplies, and headed into the kitchen.

Aunt Rachel was waiting by the front door with a brown paper bag in her hand and a worried look on her face. She had to work in the dining hall, so she wasn’t going to the Idun Estate with the rest of the Midgard.

“I made some cranberry-almond granola bars in case you get hungry before lunch,” she said.

I took the bag from her. “Thanks.”

Aunt Rachel nodded, then opened her mouth like she was going to say something, maybe even ask me not to go to the estate. But she had promised me a few weeks ago that she would support my being on the Midgard, so in the end, she just wrapped me up in a tight hug.

“Be careful,” she whispered.

I hugged her back. “Always.”

We broke apart. Aunt Rachel smiled, but worry still pinched her face. Her worry matched my own, but I forced myself to smile back at her. Then I hugged her again and left the cottage.

As I walked across campus, I ate one of the granola bars. Crispy golden oats, tart cranberries, and crunchy toasted almonds, all covered with a sticky-sweet honey glaze. It was so good that I downed another one. I could have polished off the other two, but I forced myself to slide them into my bag for later.

I fell in with the students streaming out of their dorms and climbing the hill to the main quad. I stopped at the edge of the quad and glanced around to make sure no one was watching me. Then I drew a small piece of plastic out of my jeans pocket and slid it into my ear.

“Can you hear me? Where are you guys?” I asked in a low voice.

A Roman walking by gave me a strange look and quickly hurried on, thinking that I was talking to myself. I might be paranoid about the other kids secretly being Reapers, but I didn’t talk to people who weren’t there. Wearing an earbud was standard protocol on Midgard missions so my friends and I could hear and talk to one another.

A second later, Zoe’s voice sounded in my earbud. “Mateo and I are in the middle of the quad, enjoying our breakfast and watching everyone get ready for the trip.”

I spotted my friends sitting on one of the iron benches that dotted the grass. Zoe was holding a cup of coffee, while Mateo was pulling glazed doughnuts out of a bag and stuffing them into his mouth as fast as his Roman speed would let him.

Our plan was simple. Ian and I would go on the field trip with the other students to the Idun Estate as planned. Takeda had gotten Zoe and Mateo excused from their classes, and the three of them would drive over there and meet up with the Protectorate guards who had been watching over the mansion for the past few weeks. Mateo would access the estate’s security system, and everyone would be on high alert. The second Covington and Drake showed up on the security cameras, the Protectorate guards would move in, isolate the Reapers, and capture them.

I nodded at my friends. Zoe nodded back, while Mateo waved a doughnut at me. Then I headed toward the English-history building.

Normally on such a cold morning, the students would be rushing to get inside where it was warm, but more than fifty kids were milling around the steps that led up to the English-history building. Instead of meeting in our usual classroom, everyone going on the field trip was supposed to stay out here for roll call.

I stopped at the edge of the crowd. Several kids sidled away from me, not wanting to stand next to the daughter of notorious Reaper assassins, but I was used to that. A few folks gave me dirty looks, and one guy even opened his mouth, probably to make some snarky comment. Please. As if I hadn’t heard all the insults a thousand times before.

The cruel taunts and whispers had really hurt, especially right after my parents were killed, but they hadn’t bothered me nearly as much since I joined the Midgard. Mainly because I knew that Ian, Zoe, and Mateo would always be my friends, no matter what the other kids said about me.

I gave the guy a hard, flat stare, and he shut his mouth and focused on his phone. The other kids might whisper about me, but very few of them were actually brave enough to say anything to my face. Reaper parents or not, I was still a Spartan, and the other students knew how easily I could kick their asses if I wanted to.

Once I was sure that no one else was going to try to hassle me, I scanned the crowd. “Ian?” I murmured. “Are you here yet?”

“Oh, he’s here, all right,” Zoe said in a snide voice. “Talking with his new best friend like he has been for the last five minutes.”

I had started to ask what she meant when a light, pealing laugh sounded, drowning out the other conversations. My jaw clenched, even as my heart sank. I knew that laugh. I had heard it plenty of times before.

I looked to my left to find Ian standing with Kylie Midas.

Kylie looked as gorgeous as always in a black-and-gray plaid jacket, a black sweater, gray leggings, and gray boots. A gray headband set with square black crystals held her blond hair back from her face, while a cute black purse dangled from her arm. She was standing with several of her Valkyrie friends, and she laughed again and waved her hand at something one of them said, causing gold sparks of magic to stream out of her fingertips.

Ian must have heard Zoe’s snarky words through his own earbud because he glanced around and realized that I was staring at him and Kylie. He winced and stepped forward, like he was going to walk over to me, but Kylie threaded her arm through his, holding him in place. She flashed him a smile and started talking to her friends again.

I waited a moment, hoping that Ian would break free, come over, and talk to me, but he stayed where he was. He winced again and shrugged, as if he were trying to apologize for cozying up to the girl he knew had made my life so miserable for so long.

I gave him a cold look and turned my back to him. Apology not accepted.

Zoe and Mateo were still watching us from their bench, and Zoe flashed me a thumbs-up. At least someone around here had my back—

Kylie’s laughter trilled through the air again, even louder than before, and her friends joined in with her chuckles. My jaw clenched again.

We hadn’t even left the quad yet, but I could already tell that it was going to be a long, long day.

* * *

I was thankful when one of the doors to the English-history building opened, and a woman walked down the steps.

She was wearing a long gray trench coat over a gray pantsuit and black heels, and her bag was shaped like an enormous hardcover book with handles attached to it. Round silver glasses perched on the woman’s nose, highlighting her black eyes, while dark purple gloss covered her lips, bringing out her beautiful amber skin. I didn’t know exactly how old she was, but she was probably in her sixties, given the streaks of gray in her short black hair. Still, she had a spry, youthful vibe, as if she had more energy than all the kids, despite the fact that she was several decades older.

“Good morning, students,” she called out in a singsong voice.

“Good morning, Professor Dalaja.” Despite my annoyance with Ian and Kylie, I chimed in with everyone else.

Professor Dalaja stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked out over the students. A smile curved her lips, and an answering grin spread across my own face. Myth-history was one of my favorite classes, and Professor Dalaja was a big reason why. She was so relentlessly cheerful, always smiling and laughing, that you couldn’t help but like her. Plus, she was a wonderful storyteller who made the old myths and legends about the gods, goddesses, warriors, and creatures really come alive.

Dalaja was also one of the few professors who had always treated me fairly, even after everyone learned the truth about my parents.

“C’mon, kids,” she said in a loud voice. “Let’s do the roll call and then go learn some really cool stuff!”

Professor Dalaja plucked a clipboard out of her book bag. One by one, she called out the students’ names, including mine, making sure everyone was here. Once everyone was accounted for, we headed across the quad toward the gym.

I glanced over at Zoe and Mateo, who were still sitting on their bench. “You sure you guys don’t want to ride on the bus with everyone else?”

Through my earbud, I heard Zoe’s snort. “So I can get bus sick before we even get to the estate? No, thanks.”

“Trust me,” Mateo added, “you do not want Zoe to puke on your boots.”

She shot him a dirty look. I grinned and discreetly waved good-bye to them before leaving the quad.

Professor Dalaja led the students to the parking lot behind the gym, where a tour bus was waiting to take us to the estate. But the bus wasn’t the only vehicle here. A van with the words Pork Pit Catering on the side was also sitting in the parking lot, and I spotted Takeda in the driver’s seat.

“Don’t worry, guys,” Takeda’s voice sounded in my ear. “I’ve got the van ready to go, and we’ll leave campus and follow the bus to the estate.”

“Roger that,” a voice whispered beside me.

Ian had finally come over to me. I glanced around, but I didn’t see Kylie anywhere. She must have already gotten on the bus.

“Where’s your new best friend?” I asked.

Yeah, I was being totally snarky, but I’d thought that Ian and I were… Well, I didn’t know exactly what we were. But I had expected him to at least acknowledge my presence in front of the other kids. That was what teammates—friends—did.

“Look, Rory, I’m sorry about before,” Ian said. “I was on the quad waiting for you when Kylie came over to me. I didn’t mean to ignore you.”

Sincerity filled his face, and his voice was rough with regret. Seeing that he really was sorry eased some of my hurt—but not all of it.

“Whatever,” I muttered. “I have bigger things to worry about today than Kylie Midas. Let’s just go on the trip, protect the artifact, and stop Covington and Drake. Okay?”

Ian nodded. “Okay.”

By this point, we were the last two kids left in the parking lot. Ian climbed up the bus steps, and I followed him. Since we had gotten on so late, only two seats were left in the very back.

Kylie smiled at Ian and patted the empty seat next to her. “Here you go. I saved it for you.”

Of course she had. Ian glanced over his shoulder at me. My jaw clenched for a third time, but I jerked my head, telling him to go ahead. I certainly didn’t want to sit next to her.

The only other empty seat was directly across the aisle from them. Gretchen Gondul, another second year-student, sat next to the window, typing on her tablet. Gretchen was a Valkyrie and one of Kylie’s best friends. Normally, the two of them were inseparable, but Kylie must have told her friend to sit over here so she could save that seat for Ian.

Gretchen was quite pretty with her short-cropped blond hair, blue eyes, and tan skin. She was wearing a fuzzy pale blue sweater with black leggings and boots, and tiny clear crystals glittered on her French-tipped fingernails. The crystals matched the ones on the top corners of her square black glasses.

I had never talked to Gretchen, so I didn’t know much about her. Mateo had several classes with her, and he’d mentioned her a few times, talking about how smart and good she was with computers. Unlike Kylie and the other Valkyries, Gretchen hadn’t gone out of her way to be mean to me, but she had never tried to be nice to me either. I had always gotten the feeling that she just didn’t care about school cliques and politics, especially since she was always on her phone, tablet, or laptop every time I saw her on the quad or in the dining hall.

Pale gray sparks of magic streamed out of Gretchen’s fingertips as she typed on her tablet. She showed no signs of stopping, so I cleared my throat to get her attention. She glanced up, and I gestured at the empty seat, silently asking if I could sit down. Gretchen shrugged and went right back to her typing.

I plopped down in the seat and set my bag on the floor. Across the aisle, Kylie waved her hand, making gold sparks of magic flicker in the air.

“Are you excited about the trip?” she asked, clearly talking to Ian and Ian alone.

He glanced at me before looking at her. “Yeah. Sure. The estate is supposed to be cool, right?”

His voice had the bland, neutral tone you would use if you were talking to a stranger or, well, someone you just happened to sit next to on the bus. But you would have thought he had declared his undying love the way Kylie grinned back at him.

“Oh, it’s fantastic. The mansion is so elegant, and I love all the antiques and gardens. Stick with me, and I’ll give you the grand tour.” She winked at him.

Gretchen snorted and rolled her eyes at Kylie’s obvious flirting. Yeah, me too.

“Actually, Rory has already offered to give me a tour,” Ian said in a firm voice. “We’re working on a special project for extra credit, so we need to stick together.”

He looked over and smiled at me. It was the truth. We were working on a special project—capturing Covington and Drake—and we really did need to stick together. But he was also obviously trying to make up for ignoring me earlier by shooting down Kylie now, and I found myself smiling back at him.

Kylie’s smile vanished, and all those sparks of magic in the air snuffed out. “Oh.”

Ian pulled out his phone and started texting. He was probably letting Mateo know that we were on the bus and everything was fine, since we couldn’t talk to the others through our earbuds with the two Valkyries sitting next to us.

Kylie opened her mouth like she was going to say something else to Ian, but she pressed her lips together and stared out the window instead.

I shouldn’t feel sorry for Kylie Midas. Not after all the cruel things she had said about me and my parents. But seeing how hurt she was made a surprising amount of sympathy surge through me. Maybe because I knew how it felt to have a massive crush on Ian Hunter.

“Rory one, Kylie zero,” Gretchen murmured in a low voice that only I could hear. Her snarky words surprised me, especially since Kylie was her best friend.

“That’s a mean thing to say,” I murmured back.

Gretchen shrugged. “All’s fair in love and war, right? Especially at Mythos Academy.”

She focused on her tablet again, and I peered at her screen. Gretchen was typing some computer code, although it looked like gibberish to me. She finished with that, then started swiping her finger across the screen. Several pictures of the mansion and the artifacts at the Idun Estate flashed by. She was probably getting a head start on the notes Professor Dalaja wanted us to take today.

I turned away from Gretchen and glanced across the aisle again. Ian was still texting, while Kylie was steadfastly staring out the window, as silent and stone-faced as before. This time, instead of sympathy, a bit of guilt flared up in my chest.

Yes, Kylie had been absolutely horrible to me, and I had often dreamed about coming up with the perfect retort to put her in her place. But she obviously liked Ian, and I didn’t want to rub it in her face that he was going to hang out with me today. It was petty and mean, like Gretchen’s words had been. More important, it wasn’t the kind of person I wanted to be.

I thought about leaning across the aisle and asking Kylie if she wanted to walk around the mansion with Ian and me, but she would probably give me a disgusted look and turn right back to the window. Besides, I couldn’t do that. Not really. Not when Ian and I were hoping to capture the Reapers. I might not like Kylie, but I didn’t want to put her in danger either.

So I sighed and leaned my head back against my seat. I had been totally right before.

It was going to be a long, long day.





Chapter Eight




Thirty minutes later, the bus slowed, then turned off the road and went through a large, open iron gate before chugging up a driveway and stopping in a parking lot.

We had arrived at the Idun Estate.

I grabbed my bag and got off the bus with everyone else. We milled around the parking lot, and several kids raised their phones, taking photos and videos of everything.

The Idun Estate’s main claim to fame was the massive mansion that stood in the center of the grounds. The enormous structure was made of dark gray stone, and each one of the three wings stood five stories tall and boasted several slender turrets. Large picture windows were set into each floor, gleaming like diamonds against the stone. Several balconies also dotted the front of the mansion to take advantage of the sweeping views of the surrounding grounds.

Acres of perfectly landscaped grass spread out in all directions before giving way to the tall, spiky silhouettes of pines and other evergreen trees in the distance. A few small flower beds added splashes of color to the grass, like paint on a green canvas, but most of the gardens were located behind the mansion.

Everything looked the same as I remembered from our field trip last year, right up to the flags that topped the turrets. Each white flag had a large, gold I with curlicued ends that blossomed into a red heart-shaped flower. The image was the estate’s logo and could be found on everything inside the mansion, from the rugs to the glass doors to the crown molding that decorated the ceilings.

I dropped my gaze from the flags and glanced around, but I didn’t see Takeda, Zoe, or Mateo. I also didn’t see any Protectorate guards wearing gray robes and carrying swords, but that was no surprise. The plan was to make everything seem normal, especially the security, or lack thereof, so that the Reapers would try to steal the artifact. Then we would spring our trap and capture them.

Ian nudged me with his elbow. He tilted his head, and I spotted Takeda’s van parked between some other cars on the far side of the lot.

“Mateo,” Ian said in a low voice. “Where are you guys?”

My earbud had been silent during the ride to the estate, but now a faint bit of typing echoed through the device. Now that we were off the bus, Ian and I could talk to the others through our comms again, and vice versa, as long as we were careful not to attract too much attention to ourselves.

“I’m in the mansion’s security office in the east wing, along with Takeda and Zoe,” Mateo’s voice sounded in my ear. “I’ve got the security feeds pulled up, and we’re watching everything on the monitors. So smile. You guys are on camera, along with everyone else.”

A faint whir sounded, and a security camera attached to one of the light poles in the parking lot swiveled in our direction. I stuck my tongue out at it. Mateo’s laughter rang in my ear.

“Rory, Ian, go on the tour like everything is normal.” This time, Takeda was the one who spoke. “We’ll let you know the second we spot Covington, Drake, or any other Reapers on the cameras. Then the Protectorate guards will move in from their positions in the woods, protect the students, and capture the Reapers.”

“Roger that,” I whispered.

The front doors of the mansion opened, and a man stepped outside and headed over to Professor Dalaja. The man was wearing a white suit jacket with that flowering I embroidered in red thread on the pocket, marking him as part of the estate staff. He smiled and shook Dalaja’s hand, welcoming her. The two of them talked for a moment before the man nodded and headed back inside the mansion.

Professor Dalaja waved her hand. “This way, students!” she called out. “The staff is ready for our tour, so let’s start learning!”

She headed for the front doors, and all the students shuffled along behind her.

Ian dropped his hand to the black duffel bag hanging on his shoulder, and his fingers curled around the ax nestled inside the fabric. “Are you ready? Because I certainly am.”

His mouth was set into a hard line, and determination glinted in his eyes—the same determination that beat in my own heart. We both knew that it was time to get down to business and that we needed to have each other’s back in case the Reapers showed up.

Babs’s scabbard was hooked to my belt, and I rubbed my thumb over her hilt. “I’m ready to capture Covington. He’s not going to get his hands on another artifact. Not if I can help it.”

Ian nodded at me, and I returned the gesture. Then, together, with our hands still on our weapons, the two of us followed Professor Dalaja and the rest of the students into the mansion.

* * *

The inside of the Idun mansion looked the same as I remembered. Wide, spacious rooms filled with mahogany tables and chairs, along with thick, cushioned red-velvet settees. Gray marble floors and walls streaked with white, almost like clouds were running through the stone. Crystal chandeliers dangling from the ceilings.

Everything was antique, elegant, and polished to a high gloss, and it was the sort of place where kids were encouraged not to touch or sit on anything. Hence the red-velvet ropes that ran everywhere and cordoned off most of the furniture, lamps, dishes, and other knickknacks.

Staff members wearing white jackets stood in the corners of the rooms. They smiled and nodded as we strolled past them, as if they were happy to see us, although I had a sneaking suspicion that they were really here to make sure nobody broke anything.

I eyed every single person inside the mansion. I wouldn’t put it past Covington and Drake to try to sneak a few of their Reapers onto the estate staff, but no one seemed suspicious. Then again, Reapers were very good at hiding in plain sight. My parents had taught me that.

Fifteen minutes later, we strolled through yet another living room stuffed with furniture and stepped into an armory. Swords, daggers, axes, and spears hung on the walls, along with shields, gauntlets, and other pieces of armor. Glass display cases also filled the room, each one boasting a weapon. I perked up, and so did Ian and several other students. We were finally getting to the good stuff.

“And now we’ve reached the weapons and other artifacts we came here to see,” Professor Dalaja said. “So be the good, industrious students I know you are deep down inside, get out your pens and notebooks, and start taking notes.”

A collective groan rose from the kids, including Ian and me. The two of us were here to capture Reapers, not take notes about artifacts.

Despite the groan, Professor Dalaja still smiled. “Well, it is entirely up to you whether you take notes, but don’t blame me if you’re not prepared for tomorrow’s quiz on everything we see here. The quiz that’s worth a significant portion of your grade this semester.”

That collective groan rose again, louder this time, but Dalaja kept smiling.

“And that is the lovely sound of students learning,” she said.

I certainly wouldn’t call it that, but we did as she suggested, rummaged around in our bags, and drew out pens and notebooks. Everyone except Gretchen Gondul, who was still swiping through screens on her tablet. I didn’t know how she was going to take notes on that thing. Maybe she was going to be lazy and record the lecture. Either way, it was her problem, not mine, so I turned my attention back to the professor.

“We are standing in the armory,” Dalaja said. “Many years ago, this mansion served as the headquarters for the Protectorate, hence all the weapons and armor. When the Protectorate moved its headquarters to the New York academy, the estate owner decided to turn the mansion into a museum so that everyone in the mythological world could enjoy it.”

That tidbit hadn’t been among the information Takeda had given us, but it made sense that the Protectorate would use someplace like this as their base of operations. I wondered who actually owned the Idun Estate, though. If it had been mine, I wouldn’t have wanted to share it with anyone, and I definitely wouldn’t have transformed it into a museum. Putting all these weapons on display was just asking for trouble. Then again, I was far more paranoid about Reapers stealing artifacts than most people were.

Professor Dalaja talked for several minutes, pointing out various weapons and armor, and then we moved on to the next room. And the one after that…and the one after that…

She kept up a steady stream of chatter about the artifacts, and I took pages of notes.

“Wow,” Zoe’s voice sounded in my ear. “This woman is like a walking, talking encyclopedia when it comes to artifacts. Is there anything she doesn’t know?”

I blinked. Professor Dalaja’s lecture had been so interesting that I’d forgotten about my earbud and the fact that Zoe, Mateo, and Takeda were watching us on the security cameras.

“Nope,” I said in a low voice. “When it comes to artifacts, Professor Dalaja is an expert. She knows more about artifacts than anyone else I’ve ever met, even Nickamedes, the head librarian at the North Carolina academy.”

“Maybe we should ask her about the black jewelry box,” Ian murmured. “Maybe she knows something about it or could at least suggest some reference books that might tell us what the box is or what it does.”

“That might be a good idea.” This time, Takeda’s voice sounded in my ear. “If we knew that we could trust her. I’m still investigating the academy professors and staff members to make sure that none of them is a Reaper.”

Professor Dalaja a Reaper? The thought had never even crossed my mind. With her silver glasses, kind eyes, and cheery demeanor, she had always seemed like an enthusiastic academic. Nothing more, nothing less. I just couldn’t picture her working with Covington to steal artifacts and hurt people.

Then again, I hadn’t thought my parents were capable of doing those things either.

I eyed the professor, who was pointing to a staff that had supposedly belonged to Hermod, the messenger of the Norse gods. Dalaja gestured at the staff again and began speaking in an excited voice. Reaper or not, Zoe was right. The professor certainly enjoyed talking about artifacts. Maybe I would ask her about the jewelry box. We needed to find out why it was so important before Covington found some way to steal it from the Bunker.

Professor Dalaja finished talking about the staff, and we headed into the next room. This area had the same gray stone floor as the rest of the mansion, but the walls and ceiling were made of glass, letting the morning sunlight stream inside. Instead of furniture or artifacts, all sorts of flowers filled the room. Laurels, hyacinths, anemones, winterblooms. I even spotted a couple of palm trees standing in the corner. Most of the flowers were housed in clay pots that were sitting on waist-high tables, along with bags of soil, gloves, and gardening tools.

“This is the mansion’s main solarium and greenhouse,” Professor Dalaja called out. “This is where the estate workers grow and cultivate the flowers that we’ll see in the gardens outside later on. The glass walls and ceiling let in plenty of light for the flowers…”

She kept talking, and I wandered over to one of the tables and picked up a small paper packet of seeds. Like everything else at the estate, the packet was stamped with that curlicued I that blossomed into a red flower.

Ian came up beside me. “You find something interesting?”

I put the seed packet down on the table. “Nope. Just gardening stuff.”

He nodded and headed over to the other side of the room, where Professor Dalaja was pointing out various flowers. I had started to follow him when a cascade of gold sparks caught my eye. I looked to my right and realized that Kylie was glaring at me.

She had her arms crossed over her chest, and gold sparks were streaming out of her fingertips like raindrops. She was obviously angry that Ian and I were taking the tour together. Kylie turned and said something to Gretchen, probably something snotty about me, but Gretchen ignored her friend and kept tapping on her tablet.

Kylie didn’t like being ignored, and she gave me another angry glare, like it was my fault that Gretchen was more interested in her electronics. Kylie stomped to the other side of the room. After a few more swipes on her tablet, Gretchen followed her, although she kept her eyes on her screen the whole time.

The two Valkyries had been standing in front of several glass shelves attached to the wall, and I headed in that direction, since I hadn’t seen that part of the solarium yet. More gloves and gardening tools crowded together on the shelves, along with several empty clay pots.

I’d started to move away from the jumble of items when a slice of sunlight hit the top shelf, making something up there gleam a bright blood-red, as though it were made of ruby or some other precious stone, instead of ordinary glass, metal, and clay like everything else.

I frowned. What was that? Oh, I didn’t think the item was an artifact, since it was just sitting on the shelf instead of housed in a protective glass case like all the other artifacts were. It was probably just another pot or gardening tool that had been painted red. But for some reason, I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach, so I stood on my tiptoes, trying to see exactly what the object was—

“And that’s all for the solarium,” Professor Dalaja called out. “Follow me, please.”

She headed for the open glass doors at the far end of the room. Several students moved in front of me, cutting me off from the shelves, and I had no choice but to fall in step with them and follow the crowd over to where Ian was waiting for me by the doors.

“All right, guys,” Mateo’s voice sounded in my ear. “Game time. Serket’s Pen is in the library, which is the room you are going into right now.”

“Roger that,” Ian and I murmured in unison.

I slid my pen and notebook into my bag, and Ian stuffed his things into his bag as well. We both wanted our hands free in case the Reapers attacked. Then we stepped into the library.

Like everything else, the library looked the same as I remembered from last year. Floor-to-ceiling shelves lined with books. A large stone fireplace flanked by overstuffed chairs. Thick rugs covering the floor. An enormous crystal chandelier hanging down from the ceiling.

Yes, everything was exactly the same, right down to all the artifacts on display.

More than three dozen glass cases ran down the center of the library, dividing one side of the room from the other. Still more cases lined the walls on either side of the fireplace, while others crouched at the ends of the bookshelves and in other spots around the library. Each case contained at least one artifact, and all sorts of weapons, armor, and jewelry glimmered under the chandelier’s bright light. The library housed more artifacts than all the other rooms combined, and there were almost as many objects in here as there were in the Bunker.

Professor Dalaja moved over to the artifacts in the center of the room. The other students followed her, but Ian and I hung back.

“Where’s the pen?” I asked in a low voice.

“Southeast corner,” Mateo replied. “There should be two cases that are standing off by themselves. The pen is in one of them.”

I glanced in that direction. Two artifact cases were tucked into that corner. “I see them.”

“You make sure that the pen is secure in its case,” Ian said. “I’ll keep an eye on the doors and windows and watch for the Reapers.”

I nodded back at him.

Ian stayed where he was, his gaze moving back and forth from the open doors behind us to the windows set into the walls. I sidled forward and moved along the edges of the crowd, working my way over to the artifact.

Takeda and the others thought that Covington and Drake were going to show up in person to steal the pen, but I was worried that they were going to have help—maybe even from someone in the library right now.

What made Covington a truly disgusting person was the fact that he had been recruiting Mythos students to join his new army of Reapers. Kids like Lance Fuller, a guy I’d had a crush on before he had, well, tried to kill me. Lance had wanted revenge on the Protectorate for his dad’s death, and he had joined up with Covington and Drake to try to get it. I had killed Lance at the Cormac Museum in order to save Ian, but Lance probably wasn’t the only kid Covington had recruited.

The other students, Professor Dalaja, the estate staff members hovering outside the doors. Any one of them could be a Reaper, which meant that Ian and I needed to be extra careful.

I glanced around, but everyone was focused on Dalaja, who was pointing out the artifacts, and no one was paying any attention to Ian or me. Even Kylie had quit giving me dirty looks and was taking notes. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe there were no Reapers here.

I casually moved around the other students, as though I were trying to get a better look at the artifacts in the center of the room. I waited a few seconds, but no one glanced in my direction, so I slipped away from the crowd and headed over to the two cases in the far corner.

I stopped and peered at the first case, which contained a polished jet amulet that was bigger than my palm and attached to a long silver chain. Thin, delicate silver tendrils wrapped around the amulet, as though they were protecting the black stone, although there was a large hole in the center of the design, as though the amulet was missing a jewel or some other decoration. Curious, I read the identification card inside the case.

The Chloris Amulet. This amulet once belonged to Chloris, the Greek goddess of flowers. Chloris imbued the amulet with her magic, and whoever wears it can control all the flowers, vines, trees, and other greenery around them, along with other magical objects associated with flowers, plant growth, and the like…

As far as artifacts went, the amulet seemed pretty harmless. What could you do with flowers? Make someone sneeze?

Still, something about the amulet seemed vaguely familiar, like I had seen it—or at least its colors and shapes—somewhere before, although I couldn’t recall exactly when or where.

I shook my head. Of course, I had seen the amulet before when we visited the library last fall. My unease was probably just a bit of déjà vu from being back here. Or maybe the fact that I was trying to stop Covington and Drake from stealing another powerful artifact. Either way, the Reapers weren’t after the amulet, so I moved on to the next case.

Jackpot.

Serket’s Pen looked exactly the same as the photos I’d seen in the Bunker during yesterday’s briefing: a silver ink pen topped with a large, glossy black feather. At first glance, the feather looked like it was floating in midair, although I could see the clear wires that were holding the artifact up inside the glass case.

The longer I stared at Serket’s Pen, the more I realized that the photos didn’t do the artifact justice. The black feather gleamed like wet ink, and the crimson streaks that ringed the edges seemed to ripple continuously, as if the feather were about to start dripping blood at any moment.

I shivered, but I leaned down to get a better look at the silver nib on the bottom of the pen. Once again, I was struck by how much the basilisk looked like a Black roc with its birdlike shape and wings, but the resemblance ended there, and the basilisk’s rooster comb and rattlesnake tail transformed it into a truly grotesque monster. A tiny ruby topped each sharp spike on the basilisk’s comb, as well as the spike on the end of its tail. The rubies winked at me, almost in warning, as did the larger ruby set into the creature’s eye.

I shivered again, straightened up, and turned my back to the display case. Now that I knew the artifact was secure, I didn’t want to look at it any longer. Maybe it was superstitious, but I felt like if I stared at the pen too long, I might somehow activate its magic and accidentally summon a basilisk.

So I looked out over the library instead. Everyone else was still focused on Professor Dalaja, except for Ian, who was standing in the opposite corner with his back up against the wall. He frowned at Gretchen, who was standing a few feet away from him, but she was still swiping through screens on her tablet, and she didn’t even glance over at him.

Ian’s gaze met mine, and he shrugged, telling me that everything was fine.

“Mateo,” I whispered. “You see anything on the security cameras? Any sign of Covington, Drake, or any other Reapers?”

“Nope,” Mateo replied. “The only people in the mansion are you guys and the estate staff, and no one is on the lawn or in the gardens outside. I don’t even see anyone hiking through the woods. If Covington and Drake are here, then they’ve managed to avoid all the cameras so far.”

“Maybe they aren’t here,” Zoe chimed in. “Maybe they don’t even know about the artifact.”

“Maybe,” Takeda murmured, joining in the conversation. “But we can’t take that chance. Even if the Reapers don’t show up today, we’re still going to move Serket’s Pen to the Bunker for safekeeping.”

I shivered for a third time. I didn’t want to be anywhere near the creepy artifact, but at least if it was down in the Bunker, no one would be able to use it, especially not Covington.

“Rory, Ian, hold your positions,” Takeda said. “We’ll keep monitoring things from here.”

“Roger that,” I whispered.

Ian discreetly echoed my words, and we both stayed where we were, with me guarding the artifact and him looking at the doors and windows. I curled my fingers around Babs’s hilt, ready to defend the artifact from Covington, Drake, or anyone else who might come after it.

The minutes ticked by, each one seeming longer and slower than the last, but everything remained the same. Professor Dalaja lecturing, the students taking notes, Ian and me discreetly standing at attention, on the lookout for trouble.

Fifteen minutes later, Dalaja clapped her hands together. “All right, guys. This concludes the first part of our tour. We’re going to take a break for lunch, then come back in an hour and explore the rest of the mansion. This way, please. The staff has prepared a lovely meal for us in the main dining hall.”

Dalaja strode out of the library. The students shoved their pens and notebooks into their bags, pulled out their phones, and followed her.

I glanced up at the closest security camera on the ceiling. “What do you want us to do?”

“It will look suspicious if you stay behind, so go have lunch with everyone else,” Takeda’s voice sounded in my earbud. “It doesn’t seem like the Reapers are going to show up, but we’ll keep watch in case they do.”

I nodded and walked over to where Ian was standing, and we left the library along with everyone else.

We strolled back through the solarium and along a hallway until we reached the dining hall. None of the furniture was roped off here, and several long tables stood in the middle of the room. Smaller tables lined the walls, each one filled with trays of sandwiches, fruit, veggies, pasta salads, and cookies.

I perked up. The Reapers might not have shown up, but at least there were cookies for lunch. Cookies always made things better.

Ian and I were the last two people to enter the dining hall, and a couple of staff members shut the glass doors behind us. I guessed they didn’t want the students wandering around the mansion without adult supervision. Maybe they were afraid we would duck behind the red-velvet ropes and break the antiques if they weren’t around to watch us. Or maybe they knew about Mythos students’ habits of hooking up and making out in inappropriate places. Either way, all those cookies weren’t going to eat themselves, so I got in line, with Ian stepping up behind me.

The girl in front of me glanced over her shoulder. It was Kylie. I bit back a groan. Of course I would get in line behind her. She stared at me a moment before her gaze flicked to Ian. Her lips pinched tight, and she whipped back around and started talking to the girl in front of her.

I ignored Kylie, went down the line, and grabbed a ham-and-swiss panini, along with some strawberries and grapes and a helping of pasta salad. Finally, I reached the dessert table. Three kinds of cookies had been set out—chocolate chip, oatmeal raisin, and cherry almond—and each one looked more delicious than the last. My stomach rumbled with anticipation.

“Come to Mama,” I whispered.

I grabbed the metal tongs to start loading the treats onto my plate. I had just taken hold of a chocolate chip cookie when a loud, popping noise rang out.

What was that?

I looked over at Ian, who was frowning, also wondering what the noise was.

That popping noise sounded a second time, then a third. By this point, everyone was looking around the dining hall, wondering what was going on.

And that was when the lights went out.





Chapter Nine




The lights abruptly cut off, plunging the room into total darkness.

The dining hall was in the center of the mansion, which meant that it didn’t have any windows, and I couldn’t see anything, not even the trays of cookies on the table.

“Hey! What’s going on?”

“Why did the lights go out?”

“Is this a Reaper attack?”

The words Reaper attack seemed to ring throughout the entire room. In an instant, all of the kids started yelling and screaming, and I heard dishes breaking and chairs scraping across the floor, as though everyone were stampeding away from the buffet and dining tables and trying to find the nearest exit.

“Keep calm! Everyone, keep calm!” Professor Dalaja’s voice sounded above the din, but the stampeding students quickly drowned her out.

Someone ran into me and bounced off, and I felt my bag slide off my shoulder and hit my boot. Judging by the explosion of gold sparks, Kylie was the one who’d stumbled into me, although the sparks quickly winked out, and the darkness swallowed her up again. I pressed myself up against the dessert table, trying to stay out of the way of the panicked students.

“Mateo!” I had to yell to hear myself over the chaos. “What’s going on? Did you kill the lights?”

For a moment, I didn’t hear anything through my earbud, and I thought that maybe our comms had been knocked out along with the electricity. But then a faint crackle sounded in my ear.

“I didn’t kill the lights!” Mateo yelled back at me. “I didn’t do anything! Someone else has hacked into the security system!”

This had to be the work of Covington, Drake, and the other Reapers. They had waited until everyone was in the dining hall, and now they were putting their evil plan into action…whatever it was.

My mind automatically went to the worst-case scenario. Covington was probably planning to steal as many artifacts as he could before ordering Drake and the Reapers to burn the mansion down to the ground with the Mythos students trapped inside—

A hand touched my shoulder. I bit back a surprised shriek, even as my fingers tightened around the metal tongs still in my own hand, and I started thinking about the vulnerable spots I could attack. Eyes, nose, throat. I could hit one of those in the dark with the tongs—

The light from a phone flared to life, driving back some of the blackness, and I realized that Ian was touching my shoulder. Ian was here, not the Reapers. I relaxed and set the tongs down on the table.

Ian wasn’t carrying his duffel bag anymore, although his battle ax dangled from a slot on his belt. He must have grabbed the weapon out of his bag.

Some of the other students followed his example, pulled out their phones, and used them as makeshift flashlights. The combined glow of the screens was bright enough for me to make out the panicked kids running around us, as well as some of the furniture.

“The Reapers must have killed the power!” Ian yelled over the continued screams and shouts. “We have to get back to the library!”

“I know!” I yelled. “Over there! Go toward the doors!”

He nodded, and we hurried in that direction. Ian led the way, since he was still using his phone as a flashlight, with me following him. We were only about thirty feet from the doors, but the other students kept running and stumbling around, and we had to stop and start several times before we finally made it over to the exit.

I grabbed one of the handles, but it didn’t budge. “Locked! The doors are locked!”

“Not for long!” Ian shouted back.

He stepped up, grabbed the handle, and wrenched it down, putting his Viking strength behind the motion.

Screech!

The lock broke, and both glass doors popped open. Ian yanked the doors out of the way. Then, together, we darted out of the dining room.

* * *

Ian and I ran into the next room, but it was as dark as the dining hall had been, and he had to stop and shine the light from his phone around so we could see where we were going.

“Hey! Over here!”

“This way!”

“These doors are open!”

Behind us, yells and shouts sounded as the other kids found the open doors and streamed out of the dining hall.

Ian and I ignored the commotion and started running again. He held his phone out in front of him, using it to light our way, but it was still slowgoing, since neither one of us wanted to slam into any of the furniture.

Several seconds later, we reached another set of locked doors at the opposite end of the room. While Ian wrenched them open, I yanked Babs out of her scabbard, which was still attached to my belt, and held her up where I could see her face. The sword’s eye was closed, telling me she had been taking a nap during the tour, as was her custom whenever I had school stuff going on.

“Babs? I hope you had a good nap, but it’s time to wake up.”

Her eye immediately popped open. “Oh, I had an excellent nap. Professor Dalaja has such a soothing voice. But don’t worry, Rory. I’m wide awake now. I’m always awake whenever there are Reapers around. To battle! To glory! To victory!”

She would have kept right on crowing, but I flipped the sword around so that I was holding her by her hilt. Even then, I could still feel her lips moving against my palm, although my hand muffled the sound of her voice.

Ian finished opening the doors. Together, the two of us headed into the next room. And the one after that…and the one after that…

We ran through the mansion as fast as we could. The farther we went, the easier it got, since windows started appearing in the walls, letting the noon sun stream inside. By the time we reached the solarium, there was more than enough light to see by, and Ian shoved his phone into his jeans pocket.

We stopped running, snapped up our weapons, and crept through the solarium, looking all around the room, in case any Reapers were lurking behind the tables full of potted plants. But the area was empty, and we sidled up to the wall next to the doors that led into the library.

I glanced up, but the lights hanging down from the solarium ceiling were dark, and the power was still off.

“Mateo?” I whispered. “We’re at the library doors. What’s happening on your end?”

The sound of rapid, staccato typing echoed through my earbud, as though Mateo had tiny daggers attached to his fingertips and was repeatedly stabbing them into his keyboard.

“Nothing,” he snapped. “That is what is happening. Absolutely nothing. I’m locked out of the system. Even worse, no electricity means no security cameras. If the Reapers are here, I can’t see where they are.”

“Rory, Ian.” This time, Takeda’s voice crackled in my ear. “I’ve alerted the Protectorate guards in the woods, and they are coming to the mansion to escort the students to safety. Zoe and I have left the security center, and we’re on our way to your position.”

“Roger that,” I said. “Ian and I are going into the library. If the Reapers are in there, we’ll keep them busy until you guys can come help us.”

“Be careful,” Takeda replied.

“Yeah,” Zoe chimed in. “Try not to die before we get there.”

Even though she couldn’t see me, I still grinned. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Through my earbud, I could still hear Mateo typing and Takeda barking orders to the Protectorate guards, but I tuned them out and looked at Ian. He nodded, telling me that he was ready. I nodded back, then leaned forward and tried one of the doors.

Unlike all the others we’d encountered, the handle slid down easily, and the door creaked open.

The Reapers were definitely here.

That was the only reason this door would be open when all the others had been locked. Covington must have realized that the Protectorate guards were watching the estate. He must have found some way to slip inside the mansion and hide in a spot close to the library. Then, when he was ready to strike, he had hacked into the security system so he could remotely lock all the other doors to slow down the guards while he stole Serket’s Pen.

Did the evil librarian realize that I was here too? Probably, since he always seemed to be three steps ahead of us. Maybe he thought I would come to the library to check on the artifact. Maybe he wanted me here so he could try to whammy me again with an Apate jewel and turn me into a Reaper.

A cold, tight fist of fear wrapped around my heart. Covington had almost taken control of me at the Cormac Museum a few weeks ago. He would have taken control of me, if not for Babs’s babbling and my wearing Freya’s Bracelet with its protective power.

Ever since then, part of me had dreaded the day when I would face the Reaper again. I had no idea what other artifacts Covington might have. Maybe he had something even stronger than Apate jewels. Something that would completely take away my free will. Something that would turn me into a Reaper no matter how hard I tried to fight it.

Panic rose in my chest, mixing with my fear, but I tightened my grip on Babs and forced myself to focus on the other emotion I was feeling right now: rage.

Rage that Covington had murdered my parents. That he had blamed them for his crimes. And that he wanted to use me to do his dirty work the same way he had used them.

I grabbed hold of that white-hot rage and let it burn in my heart, until it had charred all of my fear, dread, and panic to ashes. I was never going to become a Reaper, and I was never going to work for Covington. I had Babs, Freya’s Bracelet, and my own Spartan skills. That was more than enough to handle anything Covington threw at me.

That was what I kept telling myself, anyway. Maybe if I thought it long and hard enough, it would actually be true.

Either way, I had a job to do and an artifact to protect. So I drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out, steadying myself. Then I slipped through the open doors and stepped into the library.

I darted over to my right and crouched down behind the first artifact case I came to. Ian went left and did the same thing on the other side. We both waited, but I didn’t hear anything but the rapid thump-thump-thump of my heart pounding in my chest. I glanced at Ian, and he nodded back at me. Then we both crept up and peered around the sides of our respective cases.

The library was empty—completely, utterly empty.

My head snapped left and right, and I blinked and blinked, but nothing changed. No one else was in the library.

“Rory, Ian, what’s your status?” Takeda’s voice sounded in my ear.

I got to my feet and stepped out from behind my case. So did Ian, who hurried over to the far corner to check on the artifact.

I looked around again, but the library was as empty as before. “No one’s here. No Covington, no Drake, no Reapers. The library is empty. I repeat. The library is empty.”

“Stay there,” Takeda said. “We’re on our way.”

“Roger that.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ian growled. “The Reapers have already been here.”

My heart sank, and I went over to him, although I could already guess what I would find. Sure enough, broken pieces of glass littered the floor from where the top of the display case had been smashed to bits. The wires inside had also been ripped away, along with the artifact.

Serket’s Pen was gone.

The Reapers had stolen the artifact right out from under our noses. Despite Ian and me being in the library, despite the security system and the Protectorate guards waiting in the woods, the Reapers had still managed to get their hands on the pen—

Creak.

Ian and I both whirled around at the soft sound. My gaze darted around, wondering what had made the noise. The sound came again, and I realized that one of the windows was slightly open.

“The window,” Ian muttered. “That must have been how the Reapers got out of the library.”

He rushed over to the window, opened it the rest of the way, and looked outside, probably hoping to catch a glimpse of the Reapers running away across the lawn, but I stayed where I was by the artifact case. As much as I hated to admit it, Covington and Drake were smart, in addition to being sneaky. They had planned this perfectly and were probably already long gone.

More rage surged through me, and I lashed out with my boot, slamming it into the side of the wooden case—

Caw! Caw-caw! Caw!

I froze at the loud, piercing cries. They reminded me of the horrible, inhuman screams that Typhon chimeras made, although these sounds were much higher and sharper, like the call that a Black roc might make—or something that was part roc.

I tightened my grip on Babs and slowly turned around. I didn’t see anything, so I glanced over at Ian. His jaw was clenched, and his knuckles were white around his ax handle. He looked at me, then deliberately flicked his eyes up.

“On the chandelier,” he whispered, barely moving his lips.

I lifted my gaze to the crystal chandelier in the center of the ceiling. When we had first entered the library, I was so focused on what was in front of me that I hadn’t bothered to look up at what was above me. Now that I did see it, I wished I hadn’t, since it was even more horrible than I’d thought possible.

The monster was perched on one arm of the chandelier like it was a tree branch, and its black feathers and big, strong body made it look like a blob of ink that was oozing all over the clear crystals. Its eyes burned a bright, eerie crimson, and the same color ribboned through its glossy feathers. The monster’s beak and talons were a shiny black, as were the sharp spikes that jutted up from the rooster’s comb on top of its head. The monster leaned forward, peering at me, and I realized that each black spike was tipped with red, as was the spike on the end of its long rattlesnake tail.

The Reapers might have stolen Serket’s Pen, but they had left something behind in the library.

A basilisk.





Chapter Ten




I slowly raised Babs up into an attack position. Over at the windows, Ian did the same thing with his ax. The basilisk’s eyes narrowed, and it cocked its head from side to side, as if it were debating which one of us to attack first.

“Guys,” I said in a low, urgent voice. “The artifact is gone, but there’s a basilisk in the library. I repeat. There is a basilisk in the library.”

“Hold on! We’re almost there!” Takeda’s voice echoed through my earbud, and I could hear him shouting orders to the Protectorate guards to converge on the library.

The basilisk leaned forward a little more, making the chandelier rock from side to side and all the crystals tinkle-tinkle-tinkle together. Normally, I would have found the light, pealing sounds to be quite pleasant, almost like music ringing out, but right now, the noises reminded me of a bird pecking on a window. Or maybe that was because the basilisk kept opening and closing its massive black beak, as if it wanted to drive the point into my heart.

“I read about basilisks last night in one of my myth-history books,” Ian murmured. “They’re attracted to loud noises, sudden movements, and shiny things.”

I winced. “You mean, like the weapons we’re both holding?”

“Exactly like that,” he murmured.

Babs let out an indignant sniff. “Well, I am shiny and proud of it!”

Her muffled voice wasn’t all that loud, but it attracted the basilisk’s attention, like Ian said it would, and the monster leaned forward even more, its crimson eyes focused on the sword. The basilisk had made up its mind and was going to attack Babs and me first. Lucky us.

“Now is not the time to talk about how awesome you are, Babs!” I hissed.

The sword heeded my warning and fell silent, but the damage had already been done. The basilisk’s long black tail started lashing from side to side, causing the red rattles on the end to vibrate together in a clear warning.

The monster was seconds away from attacking me, but I stared right back at it, studying every single thing about it. You had to know your enemy before you could kill it.

The basilisk was so heavy that it had loosened the chandelier’s metal chain from the ceiling, making clouds of plaster dust drift through the air. Its sharp talons had scratched and dented the metal arm it was perched on, and its powerful wings continuously flexed, as if it were going to take flight at any moment.

So how I could kill the monster before it killed me? I definitely had to avoid the sharp spike on the end of its tail, as well as the ones on top of its head. Not only could the basilisk skewer me with those spikes, but according to Takeda, they were also extremely poisonous. I might have healing magic, but I didn’t know if I had enough to counteract the basilisk’s poison. I didn’t want to take that risk, so I couldn’t let the monster so much as scratch me with one of its spikes.

Even if I dodged the spikes, the basilisk could still kill me with its sharp, pointed beak. One stab from it would be like having a sword shoved through my chest. The creature could also rip me to pieces with its talons or use its wings to slam me into a wall.

Spikes, beak, talons, wings. I had to avoid all of those things, which only left one spot for me to attack: the basilisk’s soft, feathery stomach.

Of course. The stomach was almost always a weak spot for monsters and mortals alike. I had killed chimeras by stabbing them in the stomach, and I was betting the basilisk wouldn’t be any different.

I was hoping the basilisk wouldn’t be any different.

“Okay, here’s the plan,” I whispered to Ian. “When it attacks me, you let out a loud yell and charge at it from the side. The basilisk will get distracted and turn in your direction, letting me come in low and stab it in the stomach.”

“Will that be enough to kill it?” Ian whispered back.

“We’re going to find out.”

I slowly tilted Babs to the side, moving the sword into position. Over at the windows, Ian shifted on his feet, also getting ready. Above us, the basilisk hunkered down on the chandelier and spread its wings out wide.

“On three,” I whispered. “One, two, three—”

Before Ian and I could move, the doors at the other end of the library burst open, and Kylie Midas stormed inside.

Just as Ian and I had done, Kylie marched forward without realizing that the basilisk was sitting on the crystal chandelier above her head. She hurried across the library and pointed her finger at me, making gold sparks of magic spew everywhere.

“Rory Forseti! I knew you were up to something!” she snarled. “I knew it! What are you doing? Stealing artifacts like your Reaper parents did?”

I winced, but not because of her harsh words. Loud noises, sudden movements, shiny things. Check, check, check. No, I winced because Kylie had just done everything possible to attract the basilisk’s attention.

The monster’s head snapped to the side, and its crimson eyes widened as it focused on this new target. With a loud, excited caw!, the monster launched itself off the chandelier and dove at Kylie, its talons outstretched as if she were a fish that it was going to pluck out of a stream, carry off, and gobble down for lunch.

She glanced around. “What is making that awful noise?”

There was no time to explain, and she probably wouldn’t have believed me anyway, so I didn’t bother shouting a warning. Instead, I dropped Babs, spread my arms out wide, and leaped forward.

For a moment, I didn’t know if I was going to be fast enough, but my Spartan instincts let me get a split-second head start on the basilisk, as well as calculate how low it was going to swoop. My body slammed into Kylie’s, and I tackled her and knocked us both down to the floor and out of the way of the basilisk’s diving strike.

Well, mostly out of the way.

Kylie screamed and clutched her right arm, as though the basilisk had scratched her with its talons, but I didn’t have time to see how badly she was injured. Not if I wanted to save us both.

I scrambled away from her and came up in a low crouch. The basilisk had landed in front of the fireplace, and it whipped around, spread its wings, and launched itself into the air again. The creature shot up to the ceiling, then wheeled around and dove straight back down at me.

At the last instant, I threw myself to the side and ducked behind one of the artifact cases.

Crash!

The basilisk’s talons raked across the case, punching through and shattering the glass. I yelped and threw my arm up, trying to protect myself, but shards of glass still sliced into my skin. For a moment, I felt each and every one of those hot stings, but an instant later, a cool, soothing sensation flowed through my body, washing away the burn of the wounds. My healing magic was kicking in and repairing my skin.

Good. That was good. What wasn’t so good was that the basilisk was already turning in my direction again.

I got to my feet and lurched away, trying to put some distance between me and the basilisk, but I wasn’t fast enough this time, and the creature’s wing slammed into my chest and threw me ten feet across the library.

I smacked into one of the bookcases that lined the wall, bounced off, and landed on the floor. Several books slipped off their shelves and piled on top of me, adding injury to injury. Pain exploded in my back, and I felt like a rag doll that a child had thrown down in a fit of anger and then stomped on for good measure.

I groaned, but once again, that cooling sensation flooded my body as my healing magic repaired all the damage. My magic froze out the worst of the pain, letting me shake off the mountain of books on my back and stagger up and onto my feet.

Caw! Caw-caw! Caw!

My head snapped up. The basilisk was standing right in front of me, and I couldn’t avoid it this time. It drew its head back, then snapped it forward, ready to stab me in the chest with its beak—

Thunk!

The basilisk screamed and lurched away from me. The coppery stench of blood filled the air, and several scarlet drops spattered onto the floor and started burning the rugs like acid. Something shiny was now buried in one of the creature’s black wings. Ian had thrown his ax at the monster in order to save me.

I grinned at him, and he grinned back at me.

Then Ian hurried forward, yanked Kylie to her feet, and pushed her toward the open window. “Go! Get out of here!”

Kylie grabbed at him, like she wanted him to come with her, but Ian avoided her and ran over to the nearest artifact case, one that contained a spear. He smashed his elbow through the glass so he could grab the weapon, but the spear was long and awkward, and the tip got snagged on something inside the case. Ian growled and yanked on it, but it was going to take him several seconds to free the weapon.

The basilisk was whipping around and around, trying to shake Ian’s ax out of its wing and spraying blood everywhere. A few drops spattered onto the bookcase beside me and started eating through the wood.

I had to kill the monster before it attacked us again, but to do that, I needed a weapon, something a lot sharper and stronger than the books that littered the floor.

“Rory! Rory!” Babs called out. “Over here!”

The sword was lying in the corner where I had dropped her when I tackled Kylie.

With another loud, angry caw!, the basilisk shook its wing a final time and dislodged Ian’s ax, which flew across the room and stuck in one of the bookcases. The monster turned in his direction. Ian cursed, still struggling to free the spear, and I decided to give the basilisk someone else to focus on.

Me.

I snatched up one of the books from the floor, reared my arm back, and threw it as hard as I could. The thick, heavy volume zipped through the air and beaned the basilisk in its injured wing. Bull’s-eye.

The monster shrieked and fixed its murderous crimson gaze on me.

“Hey, bird brain!” I yelled, waving my hands. “Over here! Catch me if you can!”

I started running. The basilisk cawed again, this time with anger, and darted after me like a rooster chasing a worm through a barnyard. I moved as fast as possible, darting around the artifact cases and other furniture.

I glanced over my shoulder. Instead of going around or flying over the debris, the basilisk lowered its head and used the spikes on top of its comb like a battering ram to punch through everything in its path. And it was going to do the same thing to me if I didn’t get to Babs in time.

My head snapped back around, and I ran even faster. My eyes narrowed, and my gaze locked onto Babs lying on the floor. I’d only have one shot at this.

“Rory!” Ian shouted behind me. “Look out!”

I could see the basilisk’s shadow on the floor beside me, growing larger and larger with each passing moment. The creature was seconds away from pouncing on and tearing me to shreds with its talons. With a final burst of speed, I threw myself down onto the floor.

Luckily, no rugs covered this part of the floor, and I slid across the slick stone like a luger zipping down an ice track. A grin stretched across my face. Maybe I should have been panicking at the fact that a monster was seconds away from killing me, but that was one of the freaky things about being a Spartan. It made these sorts of situations almost seem like fun. Almost.

I kept sliding. My hand stretched out, and I snatched up Babs from the floor.

“Behind you!” the sword yelled, even though my hand closed over her hilt and muffled her voice. “Behind you!”

I didn’t bother responding. I knew exactly how close the basilisk was to killing me. In fact, I was counting on it. My slide carried me all the way over to the wall. I hit the bookcase there, quickly rolled out of the way of the falling volumes, and surged back up onto my feet.

The basilisk was right in front of me. The creature leaned forward, eager to skewer me with its beak, but it didn’t watch where it was going. Big mistake. One of its feet slipped on the books on the floor, and it lost its balance as it lurched toward me.

I didn’t hesitate. As soon as the basilisk was in range, I ducked under its flapping wing, surged forward, and buried Babs in its stomach.

The basilisk screamed at the mortal wound. The high, piercing sound made me wince, but I gritted my teeth and shoved the sword even deeper into the basilisk’s stomach. The monster screamed again, then—

Poof!

The basilisk disappeared in a cloud of tiny black feathers.

The monster vanishing threw me off balance, and I staggered forward, right into the black feathers, which immediately stuck to my clothes, my hands, even my face and hair. I waved my hand around, trying to shoo the feathers away, but that made even more of them cling to me like glue. I felt like a hundred soft little fingers were tickling my skin all at once. My nose twitched, and I let out a loud, violent sneeze.

“Rory!” Ian ran over to me, concern creasing his face. “Are you okay?”

“I’m—achoo!—fine.”

And I really was. With every passing second, more and more of that cool, soothing power flooded my body, as my magic healed all my cuts, bumps, and bruises. In a couple of minutes, I would be as good as new.

Ian’s face softened, and relief filled his eyes. He stepped forward and opened his arms, like he was going to hug me.

Anticipation surged through my body, and my heart started pounding. This was it. This was the moment when the Viking and I would become something more than teammates. He leaned down, but that ticklish sensation washed over me again, stronger than before.

“Achoo!” I let out another violent sneeze, making him pull up short. “Sorry about that.”

I smiled at him, but by this point, my eyes were watering, and I needed a tissue to blow my nose. Ian gave me an amused look, reached out, and patted my shoulder, careful not to get any of the feathers on his hand.

“No problem,” he said. “I’m just glad that you’re okay—”

“Achoo!”

I sneezed again, making Ian drop his hand and step back, officially ruining the moment.

Just my—achoo!—luck.

* * *

A minute later, Takeda and Zoe rushed into the library, along with several Protectorate guards wearing gray cloaks. They were all carrying weapons, which they lowered to their sides when they realized that there was nothing left to fight.

Zoe hurried over to Ian and me. Her eyes widened at the sight of all the feathers clinging to my body. “What happened to you?”

I opened my mouth to tell her, but all that came out was—achoo!—another sneeze.

Zoe took pity on me, and the two of us went into a bathroom down the hallway from the solarium, where she helped me pick off all the stupid feathers.

“How did you get so many of them on you? And why are they so sticky? They’re more like little leeches than feathers,” Zoe muttered, plucking off another handful and throwing them in the trash can.

“I don’t know.” I dabbed at my still-watering eyes with a tissue, then blew my nose. “I just wanted to kill the basilisk before it killed me. I had no idea that it was going to give me an allergic reaction too. That makes it doubly evil in my book.”

“Well, I don’t see what the big deal is,” Babs said from where I had propped her up in a nearby chair. “I didn’t get any feathers on me. Must be all that oil that you used to make me so nice and shiny the other day. Look at my blade. It’s like you just polished me.”

The sword started humming and admiring her reflection in the antique mirror on the wall. I gave her a sour look and blew my nose again.

The lights clicked back on, indicating that Mateo had control of the mansion’s power and security system again. Zoe and I got rid of the rest of the clinging feathers, washed our hands, and headed back to the library.

Mateo was sitting at a table, with Ian and Takeda standing beside him. Zoe and I walked over to them. Mateo smiled at me, then started typing on his laptop.

“What happened?” I asked. “Who hacked the system?”

“I don’t know yet, but whoever they are, they have crazy good computer skills,” Mateo replied. “Don’t worry, though. I’m downloading the security footage. I’ll figure it out.”

I looked at Takeda. “Any sign of Serket’s Pen? Or Covington and Drake?”

He shook his head. “No. Guards are combing the mansion and the grounds, but so far, there’s been no sign of the Reapers. It’s like Covington and Drake just vanished into thin air.”

Not surprising, but disappointment still surged through me. “But how could they do that? Surely there would be some sign of them on the security footage.”

Takeda shook his head again. “I don’t know how they managed to avoid the cameras, but so far, we haven’t spotted them on any of the footage.”

A Protectorate guard came up to Takeda and drew him aside.

“Forget about the Reapers for a second,” Zoe said. “What are we going to do about her?”

She jerked her head at Kylie, who was sitting in one of the few chairs that hadn’t been destroyed during the basilisk battle.

“Team Midgard is all about anonymity and pretending we’re ordinary students, the same as everyone else,” Zoe said. “Kylie is one of the most popular girls at school. If she tells her friends about this, it will be all over the academy in minutes. Then everyone will know that the Reapers stole an artifact.”

She was right. The whole point of the Midgard was to keep this new Reaper threat quiet, so that Mythos students could finally relax and get on with their lives. If anyone realized that the Reapers were plotting another attack, then fear, panic, and worry would spread like wildfire across the Colorado academy, as well as the other campuses.

“I’ll go talk to her,” Ian offered. “Maybe I can convince her to keep quiet.”

“No,” I said. “Let me do it.”

He gave me a surprised look. Yeah, I was surprised too. I wasn’t sure why I wanted to talk to Kylie. After all, she had stormed into the library and accused me of being a Reaper. She probably wouldn’t believe a word I said, despite the fact that I had saved her life. Still, I had to try.

I didn’t want to be friends with Kylie, but I didn’t want to be her enemy anymore either. Truth be told, I was tired of her angry glares and snarky comments about my parents. Maybe this was a chance for us to stop fighting and at least start being civil to each other. So I drew in a breath, squared my shoulders, and walked over to her.

Kylie’s sweater sleeve had been ripped open, and a couple of long, ugly gashes sliced down her right arm from where the basilisk’s talons had raked across her skin. She was clutching a tissue in her left hand and using it to wipe off the blood that kept welling up out of the gashes, but her motions were slow and awkward, and she winced with pain.

“Here. Let me help you.”

I gently took hold of her wrist and held her arm up where I could better see the gashes. They were much deeper than I’d realized, the kind of wounds that would send stinging waves of pain rippling through your body the second you moved your arm in any direction. Sympathy filled me, along with another surge of my cool, soothing power, almost as if the magic in my body wanted to somehow reach out and heal her injury—

“Ugh!” Kylie hissed, jerking away. “Get your cold hand off me. What did you do? Dip it in ice water?”

My fingers clenched into a fist, but I forced myself to drop my hand and remain calm. “I just wanted to make sure that you were okay.”

Her hazel gaze flicked past me, and she stared at the Protectorate guards picking up debris, righting chairs and tables, and taking photos of the artifact case where Serket’s Pen had been. One guard was trying to sweep up the pile of feathers that the basilisk had left behind, although they kept sticking to his broom.

“I’m fine,” Kylie said, her voice a bit softer. “All things considered.”

She fell silent, still staring out over the library. A shiver rippled through her body, and I could tell that she was thinking about how close the basilisk had come to tearing her to shreds.

I cleared my throat. “Listen, about what happened—”

She snorted. “Is this the part where you tell me to keep my mouth shut or else you’ll have your Protectorate friends put me in jail?”

“Of course not. I would never do that, and neither would they.” I paused. “But it would be better if you would keep this to yourself. The basilisk is gone. Everyone is already freaked out enough by the lights going out. There’s no need to tell them that Reapers were actually here and that they used an artifact to summon a monster.”

“More Reapers?” Kylie sighed. “Of course there are more Reapers. There are always more Reapers.”

Once again, her gaze flicked past me, but this time she focused on Ian, who was talking to Zoe. At the table, Mateo kept pounding away on his laptop.

“I really thought that Ian liked me.” Her eyes dimmed, and sadness filled her voice. “He volunteered to be my sparring partner in gym last week, and he asked me all these questions. He seemed so interested in me.”

I frowned. Ian had said that nothing was going on with him and Kylie, so why would he want to be her gym partner? And why had he been asking her questions?

She shook her head and let out a bitter laugh. “But he doesn’t care about me at all. I saw the way he looked at you on the quad this morning and how he rushed over to check on you after you killed the basilisk. He is totally into you. First, Lance Fuller, and now, Ian Hunter.” She shook her head again. “What it is that guys find so irresistible about Rory Forseti?”

I winced. I could hear the pain in her voice, but I couldn’t tell her about Lance being a Reaper and trying to recruit me to become one too. Those were Team Midgard secrets that no one else needed to know. Besides, the information would probably just make her hate me even more than she already did.

“I’m sorry. I could tell on the bus this morning how much you liked Ian. He’s a good guy. I’m sure that he didn’t mean to hurt or mislead you.”

“Why are you sorry?” she snapped. “You won, and I lost. It’s as simple as that. For some reason I don’t understand, he actually likes you. He and Zoe Wayland and Mateo Solis. They’re your new best friends. I tried to talk some sense into Ian. I told him about your parents being Reapers, but he wouldn’t listen to me.”

“Ian already knew about my parents being Reapers,” I snapped back. “How could he not? You and the other kids never let me forget it. Not for one lousy second.”

Kylie’s lips pinched together, and something almost like regret flashed in her eyes, but she didn’t say she was sorry, and I knew that she wouldn’t. But I had said I was sorry, and that was all I could do.

“You should get one of the Protectorate guards to check out your arm,” I said.

“It’s fine,” she muttered. “Just a few scratches. See? They’re not even bleeding anymore.”

She wiped away a last bit of blood, showing me that the ugly gashes had faded to thin pink lines. I frowned again. Weird. The injuries had appeared really deep and painful a minute ago. Maybe all the blood had made them seem worse than they actually were.

I looked at Kylie again. I needed to say one more thing, something that had been on my mind for a long time.

“I really am sorry that you thought Ian liked you more than he did. I know what it’s like to have a crush on a guy and not have him feel the same way. But my parents being Reapers? That wasn’t my fault. Not at all. Not one little bit. I’m sorry for all the horrible things they did and for all the people they hurt, but that’s on them. It’s not on me. Those were their actions, their mistakes, not mine, and I’m working with the Protectorate to make sure that the Reapers don’t hurt anyone else. I hope you’ll remember that from now on.”

I stared at Kylie another moment, then turned and walked away, leaving her sitting alone in the corner.





Chapter Eleven




I rejoined Zoe and Ian, who were still hovering over Mateo’s shoulder.

Thanks to his Roman speed, Mateo’s fingers were flying over his keyboard almost too fast for me to follow. I opened my mouth to ask if he had found anything yet, but Zoe shook her head, warning me not to interrupt him when he was in the zone.

Her hazel gaze dropped to my arm, and her eyebrows drew together in confusion. “Why are you scratching your arm like that?”

I looked down. I hadn’t realized it, but I was digging my fingernails into my right forearm over and over again. “I don’t know. It’s just really itchy.”

“Maybe the basilisk feathers gave you a rash.” Zoe snickered at her bad joke.

I rolled my eyes, but part of me was worried that she might be right, so I pushed up my sleeve. To my relief, my skin looked normal. My healing magic would probably prevent my getting a rash, even if it hadn’t saved me from sneezing at all the feathers. But my arm kept itching, so I kept scratching it until the sensation finally faded away.

Takeda finished his conversation with the Protectorate guard and walked over to us. “The guards have finished evacuating and searching the mansion, and all of the Mythos students are in the parking lot. The guards have also spoken with Professor Dalaja, and she’s agreed to cancel the rest of the field trip.”

“Why didn’t you talk to her and tell her what was going on?” I asked.

“Because as far as all the other professors know, I’m the new gym coach,” Takeda replied. “I have my own cover to maintain, the same as you, and the fewer people who know about the Midgard, the better.”

“So the guards also didn’t tell Professor Dalaja about Rory, Kylie, and me being in the library when the basilisk attacked,” Ian said.

“That’s right. The guards told Dalaja that they got an anonymous tip that there might be a robbery attempt, which is why the Protectorate was surveilling the mansion. They didn’t tell her that Serket’s Pen was stolen and that whoever took it unleashed a basilisk.”

So Takeda and the Protectorate were going to sweep this whole thing under the rug, just like they had done when Lance Fuller had stolen the chimera scepter from the Library of Antiquities and when Covington and Drake had tried to get their hands on that creepy black jewelry box at the Cormac Museum.

“Dalaja doesn’t want to upset the students any more than necessary, and she has agreed to tell everyone that a power surge knocked out the lights.” Takeda nodded at Ian and me. “So you two need to go to the parking lot and ride the bus back to the academy with everyone else. I’ve already got someone escorting Kylie outside.”

Footsteps scuffed on the floor, and Kylie walked past us, along with a Protectorate guard. She kept her eyes straight ahead and didn’t look at Ian, me, or anyone else as she left the library.

“Why do we need to get back on the bus?” Ian asked. “Shouldn’t we stay here and help you guys figure out how Covington and Drake stole the artifact?”

“We can figure that out when we get back to the Bunker,” Takeda said. “Right now, the most important thing is safely returning the students to the academy. So you and Rory need to get on the bus and pretend everything is okay.”

Things were definitely not okay, but Takeda didn’t want to worry the other students. I could understand that. Now we had to hope that Kylie would keep quiet about everything she’d seen and heard.

Takeda told Ian and me to go straight to the Bunker when we got back to the academy and said that he, Zoe, and Mateo would be there as soon as they finished here. Then Ian and I left the library.

The two of us headed back to the dining room, which was a disaster area. In their panic, the Mythos students had overturned most of the tables and chairs, many of which had also been smashed to pieces in the chaos. All the food had ended up on the floor and had been trampled into a thick, soupy mess, including the cookies. My stomach grumbled in disappointment.

A few of the estate staff members stood along one wall, their eyes wide and mouths hanging open, as if they were so shocked by the enormous mess that they simply didn’t know where or how to start cleaning it up.

I tiptoed through the squishy carpet of smooshed sandwiches and flattened fruit and found my messenger bag, which had ended up under one of the overturned buffet tables. Ian fished his duffel bag out of the debris as well. Then we slipped out a side door, walked around the mansion, and stepped into the parking lot, where the other students were milling around the bus.

“A power surge? Really?”

“That didn’t seem like a power surge.”

“I still say it was some sort of Reaper attack.”

The students threw out all those theories and a dozen more about what had happened. They were all so busy talking and texting on their phones that no one noticed Ian and me creeping up to the edges of the crowd.

Except for Professor Dalaja.

She was standing at the end of the parking lot with one of the Protectorate guards. The professor’s black gaze locked onto Ian and me. Uh-oh.

But I couldn’t change the fact that she had seen us, so I nodded at her as if everything was fine and it was perfectly normal for Ian and me to be slipping out of the mansion thirty minutes after everyone else had left.

She eyed us for a few seconds longer, then started talking to the guard again.

One crisis averted. Now to check on another potential one.

I spotted Kylie standing with Gretchen about twenty feet away. Unlike everyone else, the two of them weren’t talking or texting. Kylie had her head down and was chewing on her fingernail, while Gretchen kept tapping her foot and checking her tablet, clearly ready to get on the bus and leave.

Professor Dalaja finished her conversation with the Protectorate guard, then waved her hand to get everyone’s attention. “All right, guys. Listen up.”

Everyone fell silent. Dalaja stared at first one student, then another. Her gaze lingered on me for a moment before moving on.

“Okay, it’s been confirmed. A power surge knocked out the lights and locked the doors. Apparently, there have been a lot of…electrical issues at the mansion lately, which is why the Protectorate guards were here, checking on things.” Her lips puckered, as though the lies left a sour taste in her mouth. “Anyway, everything is fine now, but I’ve decided that we should head back to the academy.”

A collective groan arose from the students. Now that everything was supposedly okay, no one wanted to go back to school. It was much more fun to stand around and gossip about what had happened.

“I know, I know. You’re all very disappointed that you won’t get to learn anything else today,” Dalaja continued. “But don’t worry. I still plan on quizzing you about everything we saw on the tour this morning.”

Another groan, a little louder this time.

The professor smiled. “And I also plan to give everyone a little extra credit for being such good sports about this.”

This time, instead of groans, a few woo-hoos! of appreciation rippled through the crowd.

“Come on, guys. Let’s go.”

Dalaja waved her hand again, and kids started lining up to get on the bus. She stood by the door and checked her roll sheet, making sure everyone was here. Once again, Ian and I were the last two students in line. The professor’s eyes narrowed as we approached her, and she looked us over, almost as if she were checking to see if we had any visible injuries.

“Rory, Ian,” she said. “I’m so glad that the two of you are okay and weren’t hurt during the…incident.”

Incident? The way she said that made me think she knew exactly what had happened. But how could she possibly know? Maybe the Protectorate guards hadn’t been as convincing as Takeda had hoped. Maybe the professor had overheard one of the guards talking about the stolen artifact and the destruction the basilisk had left behind. Then another, far more chilling thought occurred to me.

Maybe Professor Dalaja was a Reaper.

No. That couldn’t be right. She had been in the dining hall when the lights went out, and I had heard her trying to calm everyone down. She definitely wasn’t the one who had stolen Serket’s Pen and summoned the basilisk.

But that didn’t mean that she couldn’t have helped the Reapers do those things.

No one knew more about the Idun Estate than Professor Dalaja. If anyone could have helped Covington and Drake slip into the mansion unnoticed, steal Serket’s Pen, and vanish without a trace, it would be her.

“Rory?” she asked, concern creasing her face. “Are you okay? You look pale.”

“Oh, I’m fine. I guess I’m just a little overwhelmed by all the excitement.”

I forced myself to smile at her, as though my heart wasn’t aching and my stomach wasn’t churning at the thought that she might be a Reaper. Dalaja was my favorite professor, and she had gone out of her way to be kind and fair to me. I didn’t want to think she was a Reaper, but I couldn’t ignore the possibility either. Not after my parents had so thoroughly fooled me.

I started to get on the bus, but she held out her hand, stopping me. I tensed. So did Ian, who was standing behind me.

Dalaja reached out, and I dropped my hand to Babs’s hilt, ready to yank the sword free. I didn’t want to hurt the professor, but I would if she attacked me—

She plucked something off my shoulder and held it up. A small black feather tinged with red gleamed in her fingertips. “Curious. Where did this come from?”

I grimaced. So did Ian. Zoe and I must have missed that feather when she was helping me get rid of them earlier.

I forced myself to smile at Dalaja again. “I sat down on one of those big, fat cushions in the library. It probably came out of that. You know how many feathers are in those things.”

Yeah, it was a totally weak excuse, and I could tell she didn’t believe me. I wouldn’t have believed me either, given how high and shrill my voice sounded.

Professor Dalaja’s gaze flicked from me to the feather and back again. After a few seconds, she dropped her hand to her side, with the basilisk feather still clutched in her fingers. “Well, you two had better get on board.”

“Yeah. Sure. Thanks, Professor.”

I ducked my head again and stepped onto the bus. Ian got on behind me. We had to wait for the kids in front of us to take their seats, and Ian leaned forward.

“What was that about?” he whispered. “Do you think she knows we were in the library fighting the basilisk?”

“I don’t know,” I whispered back. “But she saw us sneak into the parking lot, and that feather on my jacket certainly didn’t help. If we’re lucky, maybe she’ll think we were making out somewhere.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Making out, huh?”

Too late, I realized what I had said, and a hot blush flooded my cheeks. “Um, yeah.” I should have stopped talking then, but for some reason, I kept right on going, like Babs always did. “Not that I ever think about making out with you or anything.”

Ian’s mouth quirked up into a sly, knowing smile.

For the second time, I should have stopped talking, but I had definitely been hanging around Babs too long, and the words kept pouring out of my mouth, each one more cringe-worthy and embarrassing than the last. “I mean, making out is as good an excuse as any, right? It’s totally believable. All the Mythos kids do it, especially in the library.”

Heat sparked in his eyes, making them gleam like silver stars. He leaned down even closer to me. “Then maybe we should try it out for ourselves sometime.”

His low, deep voice made my toes curl, and the warmth in my cheeks spread to other parts of my body. Was he…flirting with me?

Happiness filled me, but it was quickly replaced by panic. I didn’t know how to flirt. What was I supposed to say? What could I say without sounding like a complete lovesick idiot?

The kids in front of me finally moved. I had already embarrassed myself enough, so I hurried down the aisle. Just like on the ride over here, only two seats were left in the very back—right across the aisle from Kylie.

Unlike this morning, the Valkyrie hadn’t saved Ian a seat. Instead, she was sitting by the window, with Gretchen in the aisle seat next to her. For once, Gretchen wasn’t messing with her tablet. Instead, she tapped her fingers on her leg in a quick, staccato rhythm, as if she couldn’t wait to leave. Yeah, me too.

Kylie looked at me, then her gaze flicked to Ian. Hurt shimmered in her eyes, and a few gold sparks streamed out of her fingertips. She quickly curled her hands into fists, as if she wanted to hide the sparks and the telltale sign of emotion, then stared out the window.

Seeing how upset she was snuffed out my own confusing mix of happiness and panic at flirting with Ian. The hot blush slowly left my cheeks, although more than a little acidic guilt bubbled up in my chest to take its place.

We might have saved Kylie from the basilisk, but in some ways, without even meaning to, Ian and I had hurt her far worse than the monster’s talons had.





Chapter Twelve




Nothing happened on the ride back to the academy, and thirty minutes later, the bus pulled into the gym parking lot. Home, sweet home.

To my surprise, Gretchen was on her feet and striding down the aisle before the bus had even come to a complete stop. Weird. Why was she in such a hurry to get off? Maybe she had gotten bus sick like Zoe always did and didn’t want to puke her guts out in front of everyone.

Kylie also seemed surprised that her friend had left her behind. She surged to her feet and hurried down the aisle too, although she wasn’t able to catch up to Gretchen before the other kids got up and stepped out into the aisle, blocking her path.

Since Ian and I were in the back of the bus, we were the last two people to get off. By the time we stepped into the parking lot, most of the other kids had already drifted away. Gretchen was long gone, but Kylie was standing with some of her other Valkyrie friends.

Ian and I walked by them, and Kylie deliberately turned her back to us. I gritted my teeth, expecting her to make some snarky comment about my parents being Reapers, but she stayed quiet and let the other girls do the talking. Weird. I would have thought that Kylie would be meaner than usual, but maybe she’d decided to give me a break since I’d saved her from the basilisk.

By this point, it was after three o’clock, and classes were finished for the day. Throngs of students crisscrossed the quad, heading to the dining hall to get some food, over to the library to start on their homework, or down the hill to their dorms to relax. And of course, everyone had their phones in hand, getting caught up on the day’s news.

“Did you hear what happened on that field trip?”

“Yeah! The lights went out and scared everyone to death.”

“No, man. I heard it was Reapers. And they attacked everyone.”

Naturally, most of the gossip had to do with our trip, and each excited rumor was more ridiculous than the last. I grimaced and picked up my pace, with Ian walking beside me.

The two of us skirted around the other kids, crossed the quad, and headed into the Library of Antiquities. We went up to the second floor, snuck into the secret elevator, and rode it down to the Bunker.

We stepped into the briefing room, but the area was empty. It must have taken Takeda, Zoe, and Mateo longer than expected to finish up at the Idun Estate.

I went over to my desk, removed my earbud, and put it down, along with my bag. I also unhooked Babs’s scabbard from my belt. The sword had been taking a nap, and she cracked her eye open and blinked at me a few times, still half-asleep. I propped her up in a chair at the briefing table. Babs yawned, then snapped her eye shut and went back to sleep.

Ian pulled out his own earbud, then grabbed his ax from his duffel bag. I peered down the hallway, but the elevator was still here, and it didn’t look like Takeda, Zoe, and Mateo were going to show up for a few more minutes. Good. That gave me time to ask Ian about something that had been bothering me ever since I had talked to Kylie in the mansion.

“Why did you ask to be Kylie’s sparring partner in gym class?”

Ian lost his grip on his ax, and the weapon clattered onto his desk. He winced at the bang and glanced at Babs, but the sword’s eye remained shut, and her breathing stayed steady. Babs was a sound sleeper. Sometimes I thought that she could snooze through a fire alarm.

“What?” Ian asked. “What did you say?”

“You heard me. Why did you ask to be her sparring partner? Kylie told me you had been talking to her in gym class. That’s why she thought you liked her.”

He grimaced, but he didn’t say anything.

“Well?” I asked for a third time, my voice sharper than before. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing—nothing is going on between Kylie and me.” His voice was low and strained, and he dropped his head instead of meeting my gaze. Ian Hunter might be a great warrior, but he was a terrible liar.

But why would he lie about this? According to Kylie, Ian had volunteered to be her sparring partner, and he had been asking her a lot of questions. Yeah, I would have thought he liked me too if he had done that to me. But Ian claimed he wasn’t interested in Kylie that way. So what did that leave?

Still thinking, I leaned my hip back against the briefing table. And suddenly, I remembered where we were and what we did as the Midgard.

“Wait a second. Are you spying on Kylie?”

Ian winced, and a guilty flush crept up his neck, confirming my suspicion. “Something like that.”

“But why would you do that—” I didn’t have to finish my question, because I knew the answer. “You think she’s a Reaper, don’t you?”

He didn’t say anything, but that guilty flush crept up a little higher on his neck and spread out into his cheeks.

I shook my head. “Kylie might be a total mean girl, but she is not a Reaper.”

“How do you know?”

I sighed. “Because she was friends with some of the kids Covington killed in the Library of Antiquities. You know, the murders he blamed on my parents? That’s why Kylie hates me so much. For a long time, she thought my parents had killed her friends.”

That was one reason I’d never really tried to defend myself against Kylie and her cruel taunts. Oh, my parents might not have killed her friends, but they had still killed other people, and part of me had felt like I deserved every hateful word Kylie and the other kids said about me.

I pushed those thoughts away and concentrated on Ian again. “So why are you spying on her? Did Takeda ask you to? Is it some Midgard mission that I don’t know about?”

He shifted on his feet, but he must have realized that I wasn’t going to stop asking questions, because he finally lifted his head and looked at me. “No, Takeda didn’t ask me to spy on Kylie.” He lifted his chin a little higher and squared his shoulders. “I decided to do it myself.”

Everything he said only made me more confused. “But why would you do that if it wasn’t part of a mission?”

“You,” Ian said in a soft voice. “I did it for you, Rory.”

I reared back against the table. I couldn’t have been more shocked if he’d grabbed his ax and stabbed me in the stomach with it. “Me? Why would you do that for me?”

“Because of Covington and everything he’s done to you. But mostly because of how he tried to turn you into a Reaper.”

“What does any of that have to do with Kylie?”

Ian shrugged. “She was friends with Lance Fuller, and it was obvious that she wanted to be his girlfriend. I thought Lance might have told her something about Covington’s plans for you. Or what Drake and the other Reapers are going to do with those stolen artifacts.”

“And did you find out anything?”

My voice dropped to a whisper, and cold dread flooded my body. Fighting off Covington’s magic was one of the hardest things I’d ever done, and part of me worried that I wouldn’t be able to do it again. That he would eventually turn me into a Reaper after all, no matter how hard I tried to resist him.

Ian shook his head. “No. Kylie doesn’t know anything. She thinks Lance transferred to another academy like everyone else does. She got pretty upset whenever I brought him up. Apparently, she’s been calling and texting him, but he hasn’t responded to her messages.”

Of course Lance hadn’t responded. He was dead. But instead of telling the other Mythos students the truth—that I had killed Lance to save Ian during the Fall Costume Ball—Takeda and the Protectorate had made it seem like he’d gone to another school instead.

I hadn’t thought much about the lie, and I certainly hadn’t considered the fact that Lance might have friends who were worried about him, especially since he wouldn’t answer their calls. But Ian had apparently thought about it, and he had used Kylie’s concern and hurt over Lance to pump her for information on the Reapers—information that she didn’t even have, since she wasn’t a member of the evil organization.

The more I thought about how Ian had used and manipulated Kylie, the angrier I got. Because it was something a real Reaper would do.

“I didn’t ask you to spy on Kylie,” I said in a sharp voice. “I never asked you to do anything like that. Especially not for me.”

He frowned. “But I did it to protect you. So I could try to figure out what Covington wants with you.”

“And I never asked you to do that either. I’m a Spartan. I don’t need your protection.”

“Yes, you do, Rory.”

My hands clenched into fists. “Excuse me?”

Ian winced, realizing that he had said the wrong thing. He opened his mouth to explain, but I cut him off.

“I am a warrior and a member of the Midgard just like you are,” I snapped. “I don’t need protecting any more than you do, Viking.”

His mouth set into a stubborn line. He still thought he was right, which made even more anger spike through my body.

“Forget about me for a second. What about Kylie? Did you think it was fair to cozy up to her? What about her feelings? Did you ever think about those?” I couldn’t believe I was actually defending Kylie Midas after all the horrible things she had said about me, but she hadn’t deserved what Ian had done to her.

“She knows you don’t like her now, and after what she saw at the mansion today, she’ll probably realize that you were fishing for information on Lance. And once she puts the pieces together, if she already hasn’t, then she is going to be really hurt and angry. She’ll probably feel the same way I did when I found out that Lance was a Reaper and that he was only interested in me because Covington told him to recruit me.”

Ian winced again, and genuine regret filled his face. “I… I didn’t think about that.”

“It doesn’t seem like you thought about much of anything,” I snapped right back at him.

We stared at each other. More and more regret twisted Ian’s face, and I could tell that he was truly sorry, but that didn’t change what he’d done to Kylie. It didn’t lessen my own anger at him, and it certainly didn’t take away how hurt and betrayed I felt right now.

I was just as good a warrior as the Viking was, just as strong, smart, ruthless, and cunning. I didn’t need him to protect me. I didn’t want him to protect me. Not like this. No, I wanted—needed—him to treat me like an equal, the same way I treated him, because that was what true teammates, true friends, did.

Ian let out a breath. “I’m sorry for going behind your back, Rory. You’re right. I should have told you what I was doing, and I shouldn’t have used Kylie like that.”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” I growled.

“I realize that now,” he said in a low voice. “And I really am sorry—for everything. I never meant to hurt you or Kylie.”

“Well, you did,” I growled again. “You hurt both of us.”

He opened his mouth, probably to apologize again, but the elevator pinged at the far end of the hallway, cutting him off.

The others were here, which meant that it was time to figure out how the Reapers had stolen Serket’s Pen. That was what being a member of Team Midgard was all about: doing what was necessary for the greater good. And right now, it was necessary for me to set aside my hurt and anger and concentrate on tracking down the Reapers.

I sighed. “We need to get to work and focus on finding Covington and Drake before they hurt anyone with the artifact.”

I pulled out a chair and sat down at the briefing table. After a moment, Ian sat across from me. He realized that I was still angry, but he also knew that catching the Reapers was more important than what was going on with us.

Besides, finding and stopping Covington and Drake would go a long, long way toward making me feel better.

* * *

The murmur of footsteps and voices sounded, and Takeda, Zoe, and Mateo stepped into the room, along with Aunt Rachel, who was wearing her white chef’s coat, as if she had come straight over here from the dining hall. Takeda must have texted and told her we were back.

“Rory! There you are!” she said.

I got to my feet, and Aunt Rachel wrapped me up in a tight hug.

“Takeda told me what happened at the mansion. About that awful basilisk in the library. I’m so glad you’re okay,” she whispered in my ear.

I hugged her back. “Me too.”

Takeda, Zoe, and Mateo all took their seats at the table, and Aunt Rachel and I sat down as well. Mateo cracked open his laptop and started typing, his fingers flying over the keyboard.

“You’re going to set that thing on fire, typing so fast,” Zoe teased.

His dark brown gaze cut to her for a moment, and a small grin curved his mouth. “Just doing my job. But don’t worry. I’ve got everything uploaded, and we can access it all…now.”

He hit a final button, and photos of the estate library appeared on the wall monitors. They all showed the same thing: the empty, smashed case where Serket’s Pen had been. A tense silence fell over the room.

Takeda sighed. “As much as I hate to admit it, we failed to protect the artifact. Even worse, we have no idea how the Reapers slipped into the library, stole the pen, and escaped without being seen. None of the Protectorate guards posted in the woods around the estate saw anything, and neither did any of the staff members inside the mansion.”

“Plus, I uploaded my new facial-recognition software into the mansion’s security system as soon as we got to the estate this morning,” Mateo added. “Even if none of the guards noticed them, my software still should have spotted Covington and Drake. At least, before someone hacked the system and the power went out. I’m starting to wonder if there’s a flaw in my program. And if that’s the case, then that means the academy is vulnerable as well.”

The Protectorate had a database of all known Reapers and other criminals, but Mateo had come up with a program to specifically identify Covington and Drake, and he had spent the last week plugging his new software into the academy’s security cameras. According to Mateo, if Covington or Drake ever came to the academy, if they ever set one single foot on campus, the security cameras would spot and recognize them. Then Mateo would get an alert on his phone and laptop that the Reapers were here, and we could all respond accordingly and capture them.

Mateo ran his hand through his hair in frustration. “I don’t know what happened. Either my program is flawed, or the Reapers somehow managed to avoid every single security camera inside the mansion, which is pretty much impossible, given how many of them there are.” Worry filled his voice, along with more than a little disappointment, and he slumped down in his chair.

Zoe stabbed her finger at him. “Your program is not flawed. You are Mateo Solis, and you are freaking brilliant when it comes to computers. You’ll figure out how the Reapers beat the cameras, and you’ll fix it so they never do it again.”

Blue sparks of magic shot out of her index finger, streaked across the table, and landed on Mateo, flickering like fireflies before slowly winking out. He flashed her a grateful smile. Zoe’s stern expression softened, and she smiled back at him.

Zoe definitely wasn’t jealous like she had been when Mateo had been talking to Daphne Cruz, but once again, I got a weird vibe off her. Like there was a lot more to her encouraging Mateo than just being a good friend. Interesting. Very interesting.

“Let’s look at the security footage and see if we can figure out how the Reapers avoided the cameras,” Takeda said.

Mateo stretched his arms out in front of him, before cracking his knuckles and shaking out his fingers. Then he leaned forward and started typing on his laptop again.

The photos of the empty artifact case vanished, replaced by the security footage. Mateo set it up so that each monitor showed a different angle from inside the mansion. He hit a final button, and the footage started playing on the screens.

We watched while the bus pulled into the parking lot, and the students got off and went inside, along with Professor Dalaja. From there, the professor moved from one room to the next, pointing out the artifacts while all the kids took notes, including Ian and me.

“Maybe the Reapers disguised themselves as part of the estate staff,” Aunt Rachel suggested.

“We already checked,” Takeda said. “Everyone at the estate has worked there for years, and they were all present and accounted for before and after the attack.”

“Maybe Covington and Drake used an artifact to hide from the cameras,” Zoe said.

“That is a possibility,” Takeda agreed.

The others started talking, throwing out one theory after another, but nothing seemed quite right, and we couldn’t figure out how the Reapers had done it. On the monitors, Professor Dalaja led the students into the dining hall, and everyone got in line for lunch. The cameras flickered, then went dark a second later.

“And that’s the end of the footage,” Mateo said.

Everyone was silent for several seconds.

Takeda reached up and massaged his temples, showing a rare bit of frustration. “Okay, let’s watch the footage again and see if we can come up with any more ideas.”

“Sure. Let me cue it up again,” Mateo said.

He started typing. Everyone else got up to take a break and stretch their legs, but I stayed in my seat and drummed my fingers on the table. This whole situation reminded me of a locked-room mystery from some detective novel. In those sorts of stories, something valuable was locked away in an impenetrable room, but the object always got stolen anyway, leaving the detective to figure out how the thief had committed the seemingly impossible crime.

The library hadn’t been locked, but Serket’s Pen had still been stolen despite the fact that the mansion had been surrounded by Protectorate guards. Locked-room mysteries were some of my favorites, but in this case, the situation was far more frustrating than fun. Still, in the stories, the detective always figured out the answer, and I was determined to do the same.

So I quit thinking about how the Reapers might have stolen the artifact. I pushed all of our theories, speculations, and wild guesses out of my mind, then leaned back in my seat and thought about what I did know, all the things that I was absolutely, positively certain about.

Someone had hacked into the mansion’s security system and cut the power. While the lights and cameras were out, someone had stolen Serket’s Pen and used the artifact to summon that basilisk to cover their tracks. Ian and I had rushed into the library, and I had killed the basilisk.

That was it. That was all there was. That was everything that had happened.

More frustration surged through me, and I kept drumming my fingers on the table. I reviewed the facts over and over again, but they stayed the same.

Hacker. Cameras and lights knocked out. Stolen artifact. Basilisk left behind.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to me. Or, rather, a different way of looking at the same set of facts.

Hacker. Cameras and lights knocked out. Stolen artifact. Basilisk left behind.

That was it. That was all there was because nothing else had happened.

This whole time, we had assumed that Covington and Drake had stolen the artifact, but no one had actually seen them at the mansion. Mateo thought his computer program was flawed and had missed spotting them, while Zoe had suggested that the Reapers had used an artifact to hide from the security cameras.

But what if there was another, simpler explanation? What if the reason no one had seen Covington and Drake was that they had never even been there?

My mind spun around and around, but the more I thought about it, the more certain I was that I was right.

“The Reapers weren’t there,” I said.

Zoe glanced at me. “What did you say?”

“The Reapers weren’t there.” My voice was louder and stronger this time.

“The Reapers weren’t where?” Ian asked.

I got up from the table and started pacing back and forth. “Mateo says that his program and the security cameras never spotted Covington and Drake.”

Mateo sighed. “So what? There must be something wrong with my program.”

“So what if Zoe is right, and your program isn’t flawed? What if it worked exactly the way it was supposed to?”

He frowned. “But how could that be?”

“Because the Reapers weren’t there.” I stabbed my finger at the footage frozen on the wall monitors. “That’s why the Protectorate guards never saw them, and that’s why they never showed up on the cameras. Covington and Drake were never at the estate.”

We all fell silent. My friends looked from the monitors to me and back again, and I could almost see the wheels turning in their minds as they realized what Covington and Drake not being at the mansion meant.

Aunt Rachel figured it out first. “But if Covington and Drake weren’t there, then that would mean…”

“That someone else stole the artifact,” I said, finishing her thought. “Someone else stole Serket’s Pen.”





Chapter Thirteen




Shock filled my friends’ faces, and silence descended over the briefing room again as they absorbed my words.

“Are you sure?” Takeda asked.

“Yes. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

He nodded. “All right. But if Covington and Drake didn’t steal the artifact, then who did? We’ve already cleared the estate staff, and Professor Dalaja and the Mythos students were the only other people there. The students were in the dining hall when the lights went out, which is why we thought Covington and Drake had stolen the artifact. That’s also the reason the Protectorate guards didn’t search the students before they left the mansion. We didn’t think they had anything to do with the theft.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know, but I’m going to figure it out. Who’s with me?”

The others murmured their agreement, and we all sat back down. Mateo cued up the security footage again, and even Babs woke up, opened her eye, and watched it along with us. This time, Mateo fast-forwarded through some of the images, although he slowed the computer feed back down to normal when the students reached the solarium.

“What about Kylie Midas?” Zoe asked, pointing at the Valkyrie on one of the monitors. “She keeps giving you two dirty looks during the tour. She knew Lance Fuller. Maybe she’s a Reaper like he was.”

Ian and I looked at each other. He winced and opened his mouth, like he was going to tell the others that he had been spying on Kylie, but I cut him off.

“Kylie didn’t steal the artifact,” I said. “She was standing right in front of me when the lights went out. There’s no way she could have gotten to the library ahead of Ian and me, much less stolen the artifact, summoned the basilisk, and escaped. Besides, she didn’t even see the basilisk when she stormed into the library, and it would have killed her if I hadn’t knocked her out of the way. Trust me, it’s not Kylie.”

Ian winced again, but he nodded, silently thanking me for keeping his secret. I shrugged back. I still wasn’t quite ready to forgive him for what he’d done to Kylie or me, but there was no need to tell the others about it.

“So if it’s not Kylie, then who is it?” Zoe asked. “Because everyone else acted perfectly normal.”

“I hate to say it, but what about Professor Dalaja?” Aunt Rachel glanced at me. “I know you like her, Rory, but…”

“But it wouldn’t be the first time someone I liked turned out to be a Reaper,” I finished her thought. “Yeah, I thought about her too. But look at the monitors. You can see her in the dining hall when the lights go out. I don’t think it’s her either.”

That was the end of the security footage, so Mateo cued it up for a third time, and we watched it again.

We had already ruled out Kylie and Dalaja, so I started watching the Mythos students. One of them had to have stolen the artifact. No other explanation made sense.

But Zoe was right. All the kids had acted normally. Wandering around, taking notes, whispering to one another. Nothing out of the ordinary.

Most of the kids spent more time sneaking glances at their phones than they did looking at the artifacts, especially Gretchen Gondul. I didn’t see her look up from her tablet, not even once. She was so fixated on her device that I was surprised she hadn’t plowed into a wall. She might have been recording Professor Dalaja’s lecture, but I was betting she was still going to flunk that quiz tomorrow—

Wait a second. For the first time, I noticed that Gretchen was cradling her tablet in the crook of her elbow and typing on it with her other hand. If she’d been recording the lecture, she should have been holding the device up, not down to her side. And the way she was clutching it reminded me of Mateo cradling his own tablet whenever he was wandering around the Bunker and checking the security system.

Maybe Gretchen had been doing the same thing. Maybe she had been checking the mansion’s security system—or hacking into it.

Mateo had said she had crazy good computer skills, so I had no doubt that she could have done it. In fact, I was starting to think no one else could have done it.

I ignored the other students and started watching Gretchen, but she followed the professor around like everyone else did. The living rooms, the solarium, the library. I focused on her, but she didn’t even glance at the artifact case where Serket’s Pen was, and she followed everyone out of the library when the tour was finished. Still, I kept tracking her on the monitors.

The Valkyrie was in the middle of the students as they trooped out of the library, and she stayed in the center of the pack as everyone walked through the solarium and headed into the next room—

Gretchen slipped out of the pack, opened a door, and stepped through to the other side. No one gave her a second glance, and the other students moved past her. She vanished so smoothly and quickly that I wouldn’t have even noticed her disappearance if I hadn’t been watching her.

“Mateo?” I asked.

“Yeah?”

“What’s that door off to the right down the hallway from the solarium?”

“Let me see…” He hit a few buttons on his laptop. “Oh, just a bathroom.”

I thought back. That was the same bathroom where Zoe had helped me pick off the basilisk feathers.

“Why do you ask?” Mateo said.

“No reason.”

Not yet, anyway.

The rest of the kids streamed by, including Ian and me, heading to the dining hall for lunch, but I kept my gaze fixed on that door. One minute passed, then two, then three. But the door didn’t open, and Gretchen didn’t reappear. Sure, it would have taken her a few minutes to use the bathroom and wash her hands, but it shouldn’t have taken that long.

Unless she was doing something else in there. Like hacking into the security system and killing the lights, along with the cameras.

A moment later, my suspicions were confirmed. The lights flickered, and the security footage went off, but Gretchen was still in the bathroom.

Mateo hit a button, and the footage resumed, only this time, it showed what had happened after the power came back on. I ignored the images of Ian, me, and my friends in the library and focused on the cameras that showed the parking lot. Sure enough, Gretchen was standing there with the other students.

My eyes narrowed. The bathroom she’d gone into was on the far side of the mansion. There was no way she could have gotten to the parking lot that fast unless she was the one who had stolen the artifact, opened the first-floor library window, and climbed outside. From there, she could have easily run around the mansion and slipped into the crowd, pretending she had stampeded out of the dining hall with everyone else.

Even more telling, Gretchen was no longer staring at her tablet. Of course not. She didn’t need it anymore.

I watched the Valkyrie on the monitor. She paced back and forth, checking her watch, but she wasn’t upset. Not like the other kids were. No, she was worried. She wanted to get on the bus and get back to the academy before anyone realized what she’d done.

I pointed to the screen. “It’s her. Gretchen Gondul. She’s the one who stole Serket’s Pen.”

I got Mateo to rewind the footage. As we watched it again, I pointed out Gretchen going into the bathroom and told the others my theory. Everyone was silent, then Mateo sighed.

“Ah, man, not Gretchen,” he said. “Why do all the supercool, supersmart girls have to be Reapers?”

Zoe snorted and rolled her eyes.

Takeda shook his head. “That’s the problem. I don’t think she is a Reaper.”

“What do you mean?” Aunt Rachel asked.

“When the Midgard first came here, I went through the academy rolls and investigated the students, looking for those who might be Reapers or might be tempted to join the Reapers. That’s how I found out about Lance Fuller,” Takeda explained. “I’m doing the same thing right now with the professors, librarians, and other staff members to make sure that none of them is a Reaper either.”

“So?” Ian asked.

“So as far as I know, Gretchen Gondul isn’t a Reaper,” Takeda said. “She’s never been in any trouble at all. So why would she steal the artifact?”

“Maybe she wants revenge against the Protectorate, like Lance Fuller did,” Zoe suggested.

“I don’t think so,” Takeda replied. “Both of Gretchen’s parents are alive and well, so she has no reason to want revenge. So why did she steal the artifact? And what is she planning to do with it?”

No one knew the answers. We threw out some more theories, but none of them seemed right.

Takeda looked at Mateo again. “Can you pull up the live feeds from the academy security cameras and use your facial-recognition program to find Gretchen? I want to know if she’s still on campus.”

Mateo nodded, pulled his laptop closer, and started typing. A few seconds later, images appeared on the wall monitors, showing live shots of the main quad, as well as inside the dining hall, the gym, and the other buildings.

“Got her!” Mateo said in a triumphant voice. “She’s in the library, sitting with Kylie Midas and their Valkyrie friends.”

He hit a few more buttons, and a view of the Library of Antiquities appeared on the center monitor. Gretchen was sitting next to Kylie on one of the couches that flanked the fireplace. Several other girls were lounging in the chairs around them, and they all seemed to be talking and having a good time, except for Gretchen, who was ignoring her friends and texting on her phone.

Takeda let out a soft curse.

“What’s wrong?” Aunt Rachel asked. “Now that you know where she is, you can send in the Protectorate guards to arrest her.”

He shook his head. “It’s not that simple. We don’t know what Gretchen did with Serket’s Pen. If she sees Protectorate guards, she could panic, especially if she still has the artifact with her.”

Aunt Rachel’s face paled. “She could summon up more basilisks, and since she’s in the library…”

“She could hurt a lot of innocent kids,” Takeda finished her thought in a grim voice.

“But she could do that at any time, anywhere on campus,” Zoe pointed out. “The quad, the dining hall, even in her dorm. There are people everywhere.”

“Well, we can’t sit around and wait for her to use the artifact,” Ian said. “We have to figure out some way to get it back.”

“So she can use it on us first, and we can get killed by basilisks? Great,” Zoe muttered. “Just great.”

The others kept talking, trying to figure out what to do. I stared at the monitor, watching Gretchen text on her phone.

I didn’t know Gretchen Gondul, not really, but she had been very smart so far. Hacking into the mansion’s security system, turning off the cameras so no one would see her steal the artifact, riding the bus back to the academy with everyone else. And now she was in the library with her friends, acting like everything was fine and she hadn’t done anything wrong.

Gretchen hadn’t gone to all that trouble just to steal an artifact. She had some plan for Serket’s Pen, and I didn’t think it involved summoning up basilisks in the library. If she had wanted to use the artifact to hurt Mythos kids, she could have already done that at the mansion or on the bus ride back to the academy. No, Gretchen had something else in mind.

Aunt Rachel noticed my silence. “Rory? What you are thinking?”

The rest of my friends turned toward me.

“I know how to get Serket’s Pen back from Gretchen without anyone getting hurt.”

“How?” Takeda asked.

“Simple.” I grinned. “We do the same thing she did. We steal it right back from her.”

* * *

Fifteen minutes later, Mateo and I were standing on the second level of the Library of Antiquities, looking over the balcony at the first floor below.

Students crowded together at the study tables, flipping through books, scribbling notes, and typing on their laptops. Other kids clustered around the checkout counter, asking the librarians questions. Still more students waited in line at the coffee cart to get a sugary pastry or a much-needed jolt of java before they hit the books again. And of course, the far less studious kids were lounging on the chairs and couches around the fireplace, texting and talking in loud, excited voices.

“Did you go on that field trip?”

“Oh, yeah. It was so creepy when the lights went out.”

“Someone said it was a power surge.”

“Well, I heard that Reapers were there.”

The snatches of conversation drifted all the way up here. I grimaced and turned away from the balcony.

“Do you really think this will work?” Mateo asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know, but you’re the only one of us who has any classes with Gretchen. So you should be the one to talk to her, if it comes to that.”

He glanced down at the first floor again. Gretchen was still sitting by the fireplace, although she had finally put her phone away and was talking and laughing with her friends.

My plan was simple. Mateo, Takeda, Aunt Rachel, and Ian were going to watch Gretchen. If it looked like she was getting ready to leave, Mateo would approach her and start talking about a project they were working on in one of their computer-science classes. Mateo’s goal was to make sure that Gretchen stayed in the library for as long as possible, but if she did leave, then Ian would text and let me know. We had decided not to use our regular earbuds so Mateo wouldn’t be distracted by our other conversations if he did have to talk to Gretchen.

Takeda, Aunt Rachel, and Ian had already gone down to the first floor. Takeda was chatting with a librarian at the checkout counter, Aunt Rachel was flipping through a cookbook at one of the study tables, and Ian was standing in line at the coffee cart. The three of them would stay here and watch Mateo’s back, leaving Zoe and me free to leave the library, go to Gretchen’s dorm, and break into her room.

I doubted that Gretchen had hidden the artifact somewhere as obvious as her room, but it was worth a shot. Even if the artifact wasn’t there, maybe we would find some clue to where it was or what she planned to do with it.

Mateo shifted on his feet and moved his backpack from one hand to the other, which told me how nervous he was.

“Zoe should be up here any minute with her lockpick gun, and then we’ll go to Gretchen’s dorm,” I said. “It shouldn’t take us long to search her room. Don’t worry. It will all be over with before you know it. Remember, you don’t even have to talk to Gretchen, unless it looks like she’s about to leave.”

“I know. Don’t worry, Rory. I won’t let you guys down.” Mateo looked over the balcony again. “I guess I should go downstairs with everyone else.”

“Good luck.”

He nodded, turned, and headed toward the stairs.

I waited until the sound of his footsteps had faded away, then walked over to Sigyn’s statue.

Head held high, tall, straight body, hair trailing over her shoulders. The Norse goddess of devotion looked the same as always, except for her expression. When I had been here last night, Sigyn had seemed calm and serene. But now her brow was furrowed, her jaw was clenched, and her lips were pressed into a thin line, as if she was as worried about the missing artifact as I was.

The longer I stared at the statue, the guiltier I felt. My heart sank, my stomach churned, and hot, frustrated tears gathered in my eyes. I should have realized that Gretchen was up to something. I had studied the other kids in the mansion library, wondering if one of them might try to steal the artifact, but I had been so busy worrying about Covington and Drake that I hadn’t seen what was right in front of me. Now Gretchen had the artifact, and we had no idea what terrible things she might do with it.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to Sigyn. “So sorry. You picked me to be your Champion, and I totally let you down.”

The goddess didn’t answer me. Not in words, anyway. But her brow smoothed out, her jaw relaxed, and the corners of her mouth slowly curved up, almost as if she were encouraging me to keep going. Not only that, but a faint breeze swept over the balcony, kissing my cheeks with its cool, soft touch and drying the hot tears stinging my eyes.

Seeing all of that, feeling it, and knowing that Sigyn still believed in me, even if I didn’t quite believe in myself right now, made new determination surge through my body. My chin lifted, my shoulders straightened, and I blinked away the last of my tears.

“You’re right,” I said. “I still have time to fix this. All I have to do is find the artifact, and everything will be fine. Thank you, goddess. Good talk. Really good talk.”

Sigyn’s eye slowly slid down, and she winked at me. I snapped up my hand and saluted her, then turned and went back over to the balcony to watch Gretchen.





Chapter Fourteen




A minute later, Zoe stepped out of the secret elevator and onto the balcony, and the two of us went downstairs to the first floor. We stood in the shadows in the stacks, staring out over the library, but everything was the same as before.

Takeda was still talking to the librarian, while Aunt Rachel studied her cookbook. Ian had gotten his coffee and was sitting at one of the study tables with Mateo. Both of them kept glancing at Gretchen, who was still over at the fireplace, and Mateo’s fingers tapped out a quick, nervous rhythm on the table. Maybe she would stay here, and he wouldn’t have to talk to her.

Either way, Zoe and I needed to get moving, so we left the library, stepped outside, and headed across the quad at a quick pace. Not fast enough to be suspicious but not dawdling either.

“So…” Zoe said when we were about halfway across the quad. “What’s going on with you and Ian?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean the two of you looked super, super tense when we got back to the Bunker. Does it have anything to do with Kylie Midas?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I muttered. “Besides, we’re on a mission, remember?”

She nudged me with her elbow. “And I think we can walk and talk at the same time. It’s called multitasking, Spartan. Maybe you’ve heard of it.”

I rolled my eyes, but I didn’t say anything.

“Okay, then, let me guess,” Zoe said. “You found out that Ian has been chatting up Kylie, spying on her to see if she knows anything about the Reapers.”

I was so surprised that I stopped walking. “How do you know about that?”

Her hazel eyes gleamed with satisfaction. “Because I’m smart and awesome, and I know stuff.”

I rolled my eyes again. “And how do you really know about it?”

“Because I’ve known Ian ever since we were kids.” She paused. “And he might have done the same thing to me not too long ago.”

“What do you mean?”

Zoe grimaced, as if she suddenly regretted speaking up. Now she was the one who didn’t want to talk, so I nudged her with my elbow.

“I think we can walk and talk at the same time. It’s called multitasking, Valkyrie. Maybe you’ve heard of it.”

She huffed at my using her own words against her, but we both started walking again. We had reached the edge of the quad and were heading down the hill when she sighed.

“If you must know, when Ian, Mateo, and I were at the New York academy last semester, I had a huge crush on this guy named Antonio,” she said. “Ian’s always thought of himself as my big brother, so he decided to become friends with Antonio and see if he was a good guy, if he liked me back, the whole nine yards.”

“That sounds humiliating,” I said in a dry tone.

“Oh, it was totally humiliating, especially since Ian didn’t tell me what he was doing. He even roped Mateo into helping him, and Mateo hacked into Antonio’s phone, his email, everything.” Zoe shook her head. “I had no clue what they were doing until I accidentally picked up Mateo’s phone one day, thinking it was mine, and saw that he was looking at Antonio’s emails.”

“Then when happened?”

“I was so angry, and I gave them both a piece of my mind.” Blue sparks erupted out of the Valkyrie’s fingertips, indicating how mad she had been. “I told them to quit spying on Antonio, or else I was going to tell Takeda what they’d done.”

“And what did the guys say?”

“Mateo understood, and he quit spying on Antonio right away. He hadn’t wanted to do it to start with. But Ian was a little more difficult to convince.”

I frowned. “Why?”

“Ian claimed that he was doing a background check on Antonio to make sure that he wasn’t a Reaper.” Zoe paused. “Keep in mind that all this happened after Ian found out that Drake was a Reaper. Ian said he didn’t want me to get fooled like his brother had fooled him.”

“Ah.”

And just like that, everything made sense. Ian had loved and looked up to his big brother, and he had been devastated when he found out that Drake was a Reaper, just like I had been devastated when I learned the truth about my parents. Ian and I might be great warriors, but we had both been blindsided by the people we loved, and now we were both paranoid about getting tricked and hurt like that again. That paranoia was an Achilles’ heel for both of us.

Zoe cleared her throat, and a guilty look filled her face. “I saw Ian with Kylie outside the gym one day last week. I couldn’t figure out why he would be talking to her, so I snuck up on them, and I heard him ask her about Lance Fuller. That’s when I realized he was spying on her the same way he had spied on Antonio. And then, when I saw you guys in the Bunker earlier, I realized that you had found out too. I’m sorry, Rory. I should have told you what he was doing.”

“It’s not your fault. Ian is your friend too. It was a tough situation to be in.”

“He is my friend, but he can be a complete idiot sometimes,” Zoe said. “Just like you’re being a complete idiot right now.”

“What? Why am I being an idiot?”

She waved her hand, making more blue sparks of magic crackle in the air. “You and Ian are obviously crazy about each other, so why don’t you both admit it? Instead of not-so-secretly making googly eyes at each other all the time?”

“Well, my judgment hasn’t been great lately, especially when it comes to guys,” I said in a defensive voice. “Remember my epic crush on Lance Fuller? The Reaper who tried to kill us a few weeks ago? I haven’t forgotten about that.”

“Ian is not Lance Fuller. Sure, he made a mistake by spying on Kylie and not telling you about it, but he’s still a great guy. Not to mention the fact that he likes you, and you like him.” Zoe nudged me with her elbow again. “So grab the boy and kiss him, already. Nothing could be simpler.”

She was giving me the same advice that Babs had, but I didn’t think there was anything simple about it. I never did when it came to my feelings, especially opening up and trusting someone with my heart again. I also didn’t want to talk about it anymore, so I changed the subject.

“And what about you? You’ve been here for a few weeks now. Has anyone caught your eye?”

Zoe shrugged. “Not really. I’ve flirted with a few guys, but no one’s asked me out. Even if they did, I doubt that I would say yes.”

“Why not?”

“Well, it’s not like I have a lot of free time, between classes, working on my inventions, and being on the Midgard. Besides, I love hanging out with you guys. Why would I need anyone else?” She sighed. “Plus, Mateo would never let me hear the end of it if I started dating someone.”

Her words made me think of those weird vibes I had noticed between her and Mateo over the past two days. Maybe they weren’t so weird after all.

“And why would he do that?”

She sighed again. “Because he delights in torturing me.”

“I think you mean teasing you.”

“Nope, I mean torturing me.” Zoe huffed. “Remember what I told you about Mateo hacking into Antonio’s phone? Well, Mateo found out that Antonio had a pet hamster.”

“So…”

“So Antonio loved his pet hamster. He dressed it up in cute outfits and even made it a little playpen. It was really sweet how much he cared about it.”

“But?”

“But I was allergic to the hamster, and Antonio told me he just couldn’t date a girl who couldn’t appreciate his beloved pet.” Zoe winced. “It was so humiliating. Mateo teased me about it for weeks.”

I couldn’t help it. I snickered a little bit.

She punched me in the shoulder. I coughed to cover up the last of my laughter and decided to change the subject again.

“Why do you think Mateo teased you so much about it?”

“I don’t know,” she muttered. “Maybe because Mateo is about as mature as a seven-year-old sometimes.”

“There could be another reason.”

“Like what?”

I shrugged. “Maybe he likes you.”

She blinked and blinked, as if the thought had never crossed her mind. Her steps slowed, and she stopped in the middle of the path. For a moment, everything was still and quiet. Then a shower of blue sparks erupted out of Zoe’s fingertips.

“M-M-Mateo?” she sputtered. “And me? Mateo and me?”

“Yes.” I grinned. “Mateo and Zoe. Sitting in a tree and all that.”

“Mateo and me.” She repeated the words like they were some foreign language that she was trying to learn. “Mateo and me.”

“Mateo and Zoe. Zoe and Mateo. Why is that such a strange idea?”

“Because…we’ve been friends for years,” she said. “We’ve done practically everything together ever since we were little. I’ve always thought of him as one of my best friends. Not anything…more.”

She stared off into space, her hazel eyes soft and distant, as if she were replaying all of her memories of Mateo, trying to find some deeper meaning in them.

“Well, maybe you should think of him as something more. Or at least consider the possibility.”

“Yeah. Sure.” Zoe kept blinking, and more sparks of magic shot out of her fingertips.

I hid another grin. I had planted the idea in her mind. Now it was up to her what to do with it.

We kept walking until we reached the front door of Valhalla Hall, one of the girls’ dorms.

I glanced around, but I didn’t spot anyone walking along the paths or trudging through the grass. Several lights burned in the dorm, and the faint murmur of a TV sounded somewhere inside, but for the most part, everything was quiet. We wouldn’t get a better chance than this.

We could have pressed the buzzer by the door and gotten one of the girls who lived here to let us inside, but that girl probably would have wanted to know why we were here, and we couldn’t exactly tell anyone that we were going to search Gretchen’s room for a stolen artifact. Hence all the sneaking around.

“All right,” I whispered to Zoe. “Do your thing.”

She reached into her purse and pulled out what looked like a small gun with three metal prongs sticking out of the barrel. Zoe hummed a soft, happy tune as she stuck the gun into the lock. A series of faint click-click-clicks rang out, and less than a minute later, the door opened.

Zoe pulled her lockpick gun out of the door, held it up, and struck a pose with the gadget. “Works like a charm, every single time.”

She slid the gadget into her purse, and we slipped inside the dorm. A long hallway with rooms branching off both sides and a set of stairs at the far end stretched out in front of us. Together, Zoe and I strolled along the hallway, as though we had every right to be here, even though neither one of us lived in this dorm.

We passed a large den, where several girls were clustered together on a couch, eating popcorn and watching some reality dating show. Everyone’s eyes were fixed on the screen, and no one paid any attention as we moved past the doorway.

Zoe and I kept going. We reached the stairs, climbed up to the second floor, and walked down another hallway.

“What room is it again?” I whispered.

“Two-oh-eight,” Zoe whispered back. “Here it is.”

We stopped in front of a door with the number 208 painted on it—Gretchen’s room.

Zoe pulled out her lockpick gun again, and less than a minute later, we were stepping inside the room. I closed and locked the door behind us, while Zoe flipped on the lights.

Gretchen’s dorm room looked like all the others at Mythos Academy. A bed against one wall. A desk covered with computer equipment against another wall. A vanity table perched next to a bookcase. A closet full of clothes and shoes in the corner.

And, like everyone else, Gretchen had added her own personal touches to the space. A Karma Girl superhero poster on the wall above the bed. Another poster featuring a pretty nighttime scene of the Midway in Cloudburst Falls, West Virginia, on the closet door. Trophies for all the math and computer-science competitions she’d won lined up on top of the bookcase.

Gretchen might be smart, but she definitely wasn’t a neat freak. Pens, notepads, and textbooks were jumbled together on top of the desk, clothes and shoes were strewn all over the floor, and the sheets had been pulled halfway off the bed.

“You really think she hid Serket’s Pen in here?” Zoe asked.

“Well, it certainly would be hard to find in all this mess. She probably has the artifact on her, but maybe we can find something that will tell us why she stole it and what she’s planning to do with it.”

I texted Ian, telling him we were in Gretchen’s room, and then we got to work. Zoe sat down at the desk and started looking through the books and computer equipment, as well as rummaging through the drawers. I did the same thing to the vanity table.

Jewelry, makeup, brushes, headbands, bottles of nail polish and scented lotion. It was all ordinary stuff that any girl would have in her room. The only thing that was mildly interesting was the drawer full of eyeglasses. I picked up a couple of the frames, all of which were different colors and shapes and covered with sparkly crystals, and looked through them, but they only held clear glass, not prescription lenses. Seemed Gretchen just wore glasses to make a cool fashion statement, rather than actually needing them.

Still, I examined everything carefully, even going so far as to open the bottles, in case any of them contained something other than nail polish and lotion. But everything was exactly what it appeared to be, so I lifted my gaze to see if any pictures were tucked into the edges of the vanity-table mirror.

Given that Gretchen was friends with the superpopular Kylie, I would have thought the entire mirror would be lined with pictures, but she had only put up one photo, which showed her standing with a man and a woman who I assumed were her parents, since Gretchen had the man’s blond hair and the woman’s blue eyes and smile.

But the weird thing was that the photo was ripped into two pieces, with Gretchen in one half and her parents in the other. Why keep a ripped photo? Had she torn it by accident?

I had no idea, so I looked over at Zoe. “Anything?”

“Nothing yet.”

“Me neither. Let’s keep looking.”

Zoe nodded, got up from the desk, and waded into the closet to see if Gretchen had hidden anything in the pockets of her clothes or in the toes of her shoes.

I looked through the vanity-table drawers, but they only held more jewelry and makeup, so I went over to the bed and peered under the mattress, then the bed frame itself. Nothing there but a forgotten, half-eaten chocolate bar and some massive dust bunnies.

Zoe was still searching through the closet, so I headed over to the bookcase and scanned the titles on the shelves. Myth-history books, big, fat, epic fantasy novels, and lots of volumes on math and computer science. Nothing unusual, but I still grabbed a few books and flipped through them, in case Gretchen had hidden anything in the pages. But no notes or other papers fell out, so I slid the books back onto the shelf.

Frustrated, I had started to ask Zoe if she had found anything when I noticed a dark purple polo shirt hanging out of the trash can by the bookcase, like Gretchen had tossed it down and hadn’t cared where it had landed. Curious, I fished the shirt out of the trash and held it up.

The shirt featured a grinning skull and crossbones. The words Club D arched over the top of the skull, while grapevines curled around the bottom of the bones. The words and graphics were done in white, as was the name, Gretchen, on the left side of the shirt.

The skull, bones, and grapevines were the logo for Club Dionysus—aka Club D—a nightclub on the outskirts of Snowline Ridge. I had never been there, but it was a popular party spot, especially for the older Mythos students. One of the things that made the club so attractive was the fact that it was located next to a cemetery. Dead people didn’t care how loud the club blasted its music at two in the morning or how many kids staggered outside and puked their guts out.

Gretchen must have worked there as a waitress, since her name was on the shirt. I had no idea why she had tossed the garment into the trash, since it wasn’t stained, but I put it back where I’d found it. We couldn’t let her know we had searched her room.

“Okay, this is weird.” Zoe stepped out of the closest.

“What?”

“This. I found it stuffed in a box full of old term papers in the back of the closet.”

She handed me a small, thin book, and I held it up to the light so I could read the faded title on the front: Antiques & Artifacts: A Prospective Price Guide.

I handed it back to her. “So what? It’s a library book. See the bar code on the spine? Gretchen probably used it for some research paper and forgot to return it.”

“I don’t think she forgot to return it. Look at what she did to it.”

Zoe flipped through the pages. Every single one of them had been marked in some way. Highlighted text, underlined passages, stars next to pictures.

The sight made me cringe. I didn’t even like to dog-ear pages in books, much less write in them, but Gretchen had completely ruined this volume. She had highlighted, underlined, and starred so many things that I couldn’t even read some of the original words and captions.

“What’s this book about again?” I asked.

“Antiques & Artifacts: A Prospective Price Guide.” Zoe read the title, then peered at one of the pages that didn’t have quite as much writing on it. “The book tells you what certain antiques and artifacts are worth. See? It has prices listed next to the swords on this page.”

I could understand Gretchen checking out the book and using it for some school assignment, but the pages were so heavily marked that it seemed she had kept the book for a long time and had read it over and over again. Why would she do that? Unless…she actually wanted to know what the antiques and artifacts were worth.

Wait a second. Could this be all about…money?

“Let me see that, please.”

Zoe handed me the book again, and I flipped to the back and scanned through the index, which was the only part of the book that hadn’t been marked up. I went to the S section and ran my finger down the page, searching, searching, searching…

Serket’s Pen, page 131.

I froze, wondering if I was reading the words right, but I blinked, and they remained the same, so I turned to page 131.

A photo of Serket’s Pen took up most of the page.

A large black feather and a silver nib shaped like a basilisk, complete with a ruby eye. The artifact looked exactly the same as it had at the mansion earlier today. Gretchen had highlighted, underlined, and starred practically every single word on the page, and I had to squint through the mess of ink to read the caption below the photo.

This pen is one of the few known artifacts that belonged to Serket, the Egyptian goddess associated with poisons. The pen is made of a single feather that has been fitted into a silver nib shaped like a basilisk. The nib is the most interesting part of the artifact, as it indicates the creatures that can be summoned and controlled by whoever holds the pen. At the time of this printing, the pen was valued at more than two million dollars…

“Two million dollars,” I whispered. “Two million dollars!”

“What?” Zoe asked. “What are you talking about?”

I pointed out the dollar amount. Her eyes slowly widened, and she stared at me.

“Gretchen didn’t steal the artifact to hurt people,” I said. “She’s going to sell it.”





Chapter Fifteen




Zoe and I both stared at the page, our gazes focused on the dollar amount.

“Two million dollars.” Zoe shook her head. “I can’t believe that artifact is worth two million dollars. If I’d known that, I would have been tempted to steal it myself.”

“Well, I can believe it. Facing down a Typhon chimera was bad enough, but that Serket basilisk was even worse. And being able to summon a basilisk whenever you wanted? Lots of people would be willing to pay two million dollars for that.”

She nodded. “Okay, say you’re right. Where is the artifact? And when and where and who is Gretchen planning to sell it to?”

“I don’t know—”

My phone buzzed, cutting me off. I pulled it out of my pocket and checked the message, which was from Ian.

Gretchen is leaving the library. Get out of there.

“We gotta go,” I told Zoe.

“But we haven’t found the artifact yet,” she protested.

“I don’t think it’s in here. If Gretchen really is planning to sell the pen, then she’s got it with her. Which means she can use it to summon basilisks if she finds us in her room. We need to leave. Now.”

I used my phone to snap a photo of the page that talked about Serket’s Pen, then tossed the book over to Zoe so she could put it back in the closet. I glanced around, making sure that we had left everything exactly the way we had found it. Zoe stepped out of the closet, and we turned off the lights, left Gretchen’s room, and locked the door behind us.

We hurried downstairs to the first floor, but everyone was still in the den, watching TV, and no one looked up as we rushed past them. Zoe and I slipped out the front door, stepped outside into the chilly night air, and walked down the steps.

Zoe let out a tense breath. “I’m glad that’s over with.”

“Yeah, me too—”

A phone rang, cutting me off again. At first, I thought Ian was calling me, but then I realized the noise was coming from someone else’s phone. Up ahead, a girl with blond hair and black glasses stepped into the glow of one of the streetlights that lined the cobblestone path. My breath caught in my throat.

Gretchen was heading straight toward us.

I froze. My eyes bulged, and my mouth gaped open, although thankfully no sound came out. Ian had told me that Gretchen was on her way here, but I hadn’t thought we would run into her right as we were sneaking out of her dorm.

I didn’t live here, and neither did Zoe, so if Gretchen spotted us, she would realize that something was wrong. And since she most likely had Serket’s Pen with her, then that would mean big, big trouble for us in the form of a big, big basilisk.

Zoe was as surprised as I was, but she recovered much more quickly. She grabbed the back of my jacket and dragged me away from the steps. “Quick!” she hissed. “Hide! Over here!”

She darted over, ducked around the corner of the dorm, and crouched down in the shadows. I followed her and dropped into a crouch as well. Zoe yanked her electrodagger out of her purse, while I clutched Babs’s hilt. Then, together, the two of us peered around the corner.

Gretchen was staring in our direction.

The Valkyrie was standing in the middle of the path and holding her phone, although it had stopped ringing. Her eyes were narrowed, as if she were trying to peer into the shadows. She must have seen us dart around the side of the building. Zoe and I both gripped our weapons a little tighter—

Gretchen’s phone started ringing again. She kept staring in our direction, and Zoe and I held our positions, neither one of us daring to move. Finally, after what seemed like forever, Gretchen turned away and answered the call.

“Yeah?”

I let out a tense breath. So did Zoe.

I thought Gretchen would walk up the steps and head into the dorm, but instead, she started pacing back and forth in front of the building, talking on her phone.

“Uh-huh… Uh-huh…”

Zoe whispered in my ear. “Who do you think she’s talking to?”

I shrugged. I had no idea, but we couldn’t leave until Gretchen went inside. I just hoped she wouldn’t stand out here and talk all night long.

“Of course I got it,” she said, a sharp edge to her voice. “I told you I would. Now it’s your turn to pay up.”

My breath caught in my throat again. She had to be talking about Serket’s Pen, which meant the person on the other end of the line was her mysterious buyer. Suddenly, I was very interested in her call.

“Tomorrow night. Eight o’clock. Club D.” Gretchen paused. “I have something else I think you’ll be interested in too, so don’t be late.”

Something else? Had Gretchen stolen another artifact from the Idun Estate? Or maybe from the Library of Antiquities?

She ended the call and slid her phone into her jeans pocket. She glanced around, as if checking to make sure no one had overhead her, then jogged up the steps and disappeared inside the dorm.

Zoe started to move, but I grabbed her arm, stopping her.

“Wait,” I whispered. “In case she doubles back.”

So we crouched there and waited, but Gretchen didn’t reappear. After about three minutes, Zoe and I both got to our feet.

“You were right,” she said. “Gretchen is going to sell the artifact.”

“Come on,” I replied. “We need to tell the others.”

* * *

Fifteen minutes later, Zoe and I were in the Bunker and sitting at the briefing table with Takeda, Aunt Rachel, Ian, and Mateo.

“I’m glad that’s over,” Mateo said in a relieved voice. “I thought for sure that Gretchen was going to whip out the artifact and summon a basilisk to rip me to pieces.”

My plan had worked. Gretchen had started to leave the library, but Mateo had gone over and talked to her about their class project, stalling her long enough for Ian to text Zoe and me and for us to get out of her room.

Mateo finished filling us in on his encounter with Gretchen, and then Zoe and I told the others about finding the artifact book in her room and overhearing her phone call.

I passed my own phone over to Mateo, who connected it to his laptop and started typing. A few seconds later, the picture I’d taken of the page Gretchen had marked up appeared on the center wall monitor.

“According to the records, Gretchen checked that Antiques & Artifacts book out of the library around this time last year. Looks like she told the librarians she lost it and paid to replace it.” Mateo glanced at me. “Do you think that’s how long she’s been planning to steal the pen?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know, but Professor Dalaja always takes her classes to the Idun Estate during the fall semester. Maybe Gretchen started wondering what the artifacts were worth when we went there last year.”

“And now she’s going to sell Serket’s Pen tomorrow night, along with whatever else she’s stolen,” Aunt Rachel said.

Mateo hit some more buttons on his laptop. “According to the Protectorate, no other artifacts are missing from either the Idun Estate or the Library of Antiquities. So if Gretchen has stolen another artifact, it’s come from somewhere else.”

“The other artifact doesn’t really matter,” Ian said. “I doubt it could be more dangerous than Serket’s Pen. But do we have any idea who Gretchen’s buyer is?”

“Unfortunately not,” Takeda said. “She’s not a Reaper, so I doubt she would sell it to them. Of course, we can’t rule that out, but Reapers usually take weapons and artifacts by force, instead of paying for them. Maybe Gretchen found a private collector. There is a big black market for mythological artifacts, just like there is for famous art.”

Ian nodded. “So why did Gretchen decide to meet her buyer at Club Dionysus?”

I thought of the purple shirt in her room. “I think she works there. Mateo, can you find out?”

He started typing again. “You’re right, Rory. According to her social-media accounts, Gretchen is a waitress there.”

More photos appeared on the monitors showing Gretchen holding trays of food inside the club. She was smiling in the pictures, especially the ones with Kylie and the rest of her friends, but the longer I stared at the images, the more it seemed to me like Gretchen was baring her teeth, and that she was merely posing for the camera, instead of being genuinely happy.

Takeda looked around the table at all of us. “We know where Gretchen, the artifact, and the buyer are going to be tomorrow night, so we need to focus on how we can recover the artifact and capture them. Agreed?”

We all nodded back at him.

“Rory, what can you tell us about the club?” Takeda asked.

“Not much. I’ve never been, but lots of Mythos students like to party there, along with the regular mortal kids who live in the area. From what I’ve heard, the club is always crowded.”

“Which means there will be a lot of people there tomorrow night,” Takeda said. “Gretchen must be planning to use the crowd to hide the fact that she’s selling an artifact.”

Mateo’s fingers flew over his keyboard, and he pulled up the Club Dionysus website on the monitors. He clicked through the pages, which showed people smiling, laughing, dancing, and partying inside the club. We looked through the website, as well as dozens of photos that had been posted on social media, but we didn’t find anything unusual. A bar, a dance floor, tables and chairs, a kitchen in the back, a parking lot out front. Club Dionysus looked like your typical nightclub.

Takeda called the Protectorate guards and looped them in, and we spent the next hour prepping for the mission. Since Club D would be full of people, Takeda decided to send Ian, Zoe, and me into the club, while he and Mateo monitored us from the van.

“Your mission will be recon only,” Takeda said. “You’ll blend in with the other kids and keep an eye out for Gretchen and the buyer. The Protectorate guards will be waiting outside. We’ll let Gretchen meet with the buyer and swap the artifact for the money, then wait for both of them to leave. Once they’re outside, the guards can move in, isolate, and capture them and recover the artifact without endangering anyone inside the club.”

We all nodded again. It was a solid plan and the best option to keep everyone safe.

“What about before then?” Aunt Rachel asked. “Are you going to let Gretchen go to her classes tomorrow?”

Takeda shrugged. “We don’t have a choice. If Gretchen gets spooked or feels threatened, she might use the artifact to summon basilisks here on campus. That would be disastrous. So we have to pretend everything is normal and we don’t know that she stole the artifact. That includes letting her go about her regular routine tomorrow. But don’t worry. I’ll have Protectorate guards discreetly monitoring her in person and through the security cameras. If it looks like she’s going to use the artifact, we’ll move in and surround her.”

We worked out some more details, then everyone started packing up their things to head home. While the others were busy, I went over to the artifact shelves in the back. I didn’t have time to patrol the aisles, so I went straight to the shelf where the black jewelry box was sitting. We had already lost one artifact today, and I wanted to make sure the box was secure.

But everything was fine, and the box was in its usual spot. I doubted that anyone had even been near the artifact since I’d been here last night, but I examined it again anyway. A polished jet box with silver vines and thorns that bloomed into ruby heart-shaped flowers.

The box was the same as always, but the longer I stared at it, the more familiar it seemed, especially the way the silver vines ran across the black stone and curled around the ruby flowers. I had seen those shapes somewhere before. I knew I had, although I couldn’t remember when or where. I wasn’t going to figure it out tonight, but maybe someone could help me with it tomorrow. So I drew my phone out of my pocket and snapped some photos of the box.

I put my phone away and stared at the artifact again. The box might not summon basilisks like Serket’s Pen did, but I had a bad feeling that whatever was inside it was far, far more dangerous.

I shivered, dropped my gaze from the box, and headed back to the front of the room to grab my things and leave with everyone else.





Chapter Sixteen




For once, I woke up early the next morning. I took a shower, got dressed, and grabbed a couple of leftover cranberry-almond granola bars for breakfast. I said good-bye to Aunt Rachel, who was staring into her coffee cup and slowly waking up, and left the cottage.

I ate my breakfast and walked up to the quad. Only a few kids were moving back and forth across the area, and I hurried over to the English-history building, climbed up the steps, and went inside.

A minute later, I stepped into one of the classrooms. It was empty, but a door in the back was standing open, and I could hear the faint sounds of someone typing, so I headed in that direction.

The door opened up into a large office. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases took up two of the walls, but they contained far more than just books. Silver swords, jeweled daggers, stone statues, glass orbs, crystal paperweights. All that and more gleamed on the shelves, and everywhere I looked, there was something new to see. It was almost like being in a one-room version of the Idun Estate.

Professor Dalaja was typing on her laptop at the antique wooden desk in the back of the room. Well, I thought there was a desk buried under there somewhere. The space around the laptop was clear, but messy stacks of papers, mounds of paper clips, and wads of rubber bands covered the rest of the desk. Colored ink pens were scattered over the stacks, standing out like black, blue, and red brushstrokes against the white papers. The air even smelled faintly of paper, but I didn’t mind the musty odor. It reminded me of the Library of Antiquities.

I knocked on the open door. “Professor? Can I talk to you?”

“Rory! Of course. Come in.”

She gestured at one of the chairs in front of the desk, and I sat down in it.

Professor Dalaja finished her typing, then closed her laptop and looked at me. “What can I do for you?”

“I was wondering if I could do an extra-credit report on artifacts.”

She frowned. “But you don’t need any extra credit. Your grade is quite excellent.”

“I know, but I still want to do it.”

I was lying, of course. Who wanted to do extra homework? Nobody. But Team Midgard hadn’t learned anything about the black jewelry box, and we needed to figure out why it was so important to Covington. And if there was anyone at the academy who might know something about the box, it was Dalaja. Zoe had said that the professor was like an encyclopedia of artifacts, and I was going to put that theory to the test.

More than once, I had thought about asking the campus librarians to help me research the jewelry box, but I’d decided not to. Covington had been the head librarian for years, and I couldn’t trust that the other librarians weren’t Reapers too. Professor Dalaja seemed the safer and less obvious choice. Plus, she had always been kind to me. She still might be a Reaper, but it was a risk that I’d have to take.

“Did you have something specific in mind?” she asked.

“Yes.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and called up one of the photos of the black jewelry box that I’d taken in the Bunker last night. “I saw this in a book and thought it looked cool. I was wondering if I could do my report on it.”

I turned my phone around and showed the photo to her. The professor’s black eyes widened behind her silver glasses, as if she were surprised, but then she nodded.

“Interesting,” she murmured. “Although this looks more like a photo you took yourself, rather than something out of a book.”

“Um…it was a very…lifelike photo…in the book.” I stumbled over my words, trying to cover up the fact that it was a real photo of the actual box, just like she’d said. I hadn’t expected her to notice that.

“Interesting,” she repeated, although this time, I got the impression that she was talking about seeing through my flimsy excuses. “But if you saw the box in a book, then don’t you already know all about it?”

Drat. I hadn’t thought of that either. “I, uh, can’t remember which book I saw it in. Hence the extra-credit report. I was also wondering if you might know anything about the box. To help me get started.”

Professor Dalaja raised her eyebrows, clearly not believing me. Yeah, I wouldn’t have believed me either. She stared at me for several seconds, as if trying to figure out what I was really up to.

Finally, she shook her head and leaned back in her chair. “I’m sorry, Miss Forseti, but I’ve never seen that box before.”

Disappointment filled me. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. And as I said, you don’t need to do an extra-credit report. Although, if I were you, I would be studying other artifacts.”

“What other artifacts?”

“The ones we saw during our field trip.” She tilted her head to the side. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten about the quiz today?”

Double drat. With everything that had been going on with Gretchen, I had totally forgotten about the quiz. “Oh, yeah. That.”

“Yes. That. You still have a few minutes to study before class starts, although I’m sure you’ll do fine on the quiz,” she said. “Now, if that is all, I need to get back to work.”

“Yeah. Sure. Thanks.”

I put my phone away and got to my feet. I nodded at the professor, then turned and left the office. She was right. I did need to study, so I took my usual seat in the classroom, got out my notes, and scanned through them. After a few minutes, I glanced to my left and looked into the office, since the door was still open.

Professor Dalaja was staring at me.

Even though her laptop was open again, she was peering over the top of it at me. Her lips were puckered in thought, and a worried look filled her face. She realized that I was watching her watch me, and she forced herself to smile at me and turn her attention back to her screen.

A bit of cold unease trickled down my spine. I had taken a risk showing the professor the photo of the jewelry box, but her reaction was still strange. If she had been a Reaper, I would have expected her to attack me and demand to know where the Protectorate was keeping the box. She hadn’t done that, she hadn’t threatened me at all, but I still felt she knew a lot more about the artifact than she was letting on.

Still, all I could do was return to my studying and hope that I hadn’t made a huge mistake confiding in the professor.

* * *

The other kids slowly filed into the classroom. The bell rang, and Dalaja came out of her office and gave us that quiz. Despite all of yesterday’s distractions, I thought I did well on it.

The morning passed by quickly. Whenever I was on the quad, I kept an eye out for Gretchen. I didn’t see her, but that wasn’t unusual, since we didn’t have any classes together. I met my friends for lunch in the dining hall, and Mateo texted me updates throughout the afternoon, but Gretchen seemed to be keeping a low profile and going about her routine as usual, so we did the same.

I finished my classes for the day, along with my homework, and had dinner with Aunt Rachel at the cottage. Then, when it was time, I headed over to the Library of Antiquities and went down to the Bunker to do a final bit of mission prep.

Takeda and my friends were already in the briefing room, and we reviewed the plan again. No one had seen Gretchen with Serket’s Pen, but she had to be keeping it close by, and she would definitely have it at the club. According to the Protectorate guards, Gretchen had already left her dorm to head over to Club D.

Takeda led us to the back of the Bunker, where he used his thumbprint to open the bookcase and reveal the secret entrance to the tunnels. We stepped inside, and the lights clicked on in the ceiling.

We walked through the tunnels, passing by the spot where those loose bricks had been when Zoe and I were exploring a few days ago. I glanced down, but the bricks were stacked up in the wall, just like I’d left them, so I moved on.

We reached the end of this tunnel, which opened up into Takeda’s office in the gym. From there, we headed out to the parking lot, where the van was. Takeda got into the driver’s seat and turned on his classical music while the rest of us piled into the back, and away we went.

Fifteen minutes later, Takeda turned off the road and parked the van in the paved lot that fronted Club Dionysus. I peered out through the windshield.

Club D was housed in a large, two-story, gray brick building. A neon-purple sign shaped like the club’s logo—a grinning skull and crossbones with grapevines wrapping around the bottom of it—flashed over the front door, inviting people to step inside and dance the night away. In the distance, at the far end of the parking lot, a twelve-foot black wrought-iron fence cordoned off the club from the sprawling cemetery next door.

It wasn’t even eight o’clock yet, but the place was already packed. Older teens and twenty-somethings milled around outside, talking, texting, and laughing. A few were smoking, while others were clutching glasses, having brought their drinks and their party out to the parking lot. The windows on the front of the club were blacked out, so I couldn’t tell how many more people were inside, but I could hear the steady thump-thump-thump of music all the way out here.

Takeda turned around in the driver’s seat. “All right, Zoe. Time for comms.”

Zoe pulled a clear plastic case out of her purse, opened it, and handed everyone an earbud. We did our usual checks to make sure that we could hear one another. Then Ian opened the back door of the van, and Zoe and I got out with him. Takeda left his seat and walked around the vehicle to us.

Mateo stayed behind, sitting at the desk full of monitors and other computer equipment that was bolted to one wall of the van. He cracked his knuckles, then leaned forward and started typing on one of the keyboards. A few seconds later, images of both the outside and the inside of the club popped up on the screens.

“Okay, guys,” Mateo said. “I’ve hacked into the club’s security system, so I have eyes on everyone inside. I’ll start running my facial-recognition program to see if I can spot any known Reapers, mythological criminals, or collectors. Anyone who might be interested in buying the artifact.”

“The Protectorate guards are already in place and waiting in cars on the surrounding streets,” Takeda added. “According to them, Gretchen went into the club ten minutes ago to start her shift. Keep an eye on Gretchen, and see if you can identify the buyer. As soon as they make the exchange and leave the club, the guards will move in, arrest them both, and recover the artifact.”

We all nodded. Takeda climbed into the back of the van with Mateo, and Ian shut the door behind him.

Ian, Zoe, and I headed toward the nightclub. We slowly moved up the line of kids waiting to get inside, paid the cover charge, and entered the building. The music assaulted my ears the second we stepped through the doors. I grimaced at how insanely loud it was. Ian did the same, but Zoe shimmied along to the rocking beat.

We walked through a short hallway and past a coat-check room. At least, it would have been a coat-check room at a normal club. But since Club D was mostly for Mythos kids, the girl was taking people’s swords and daggers along with their coats. Zoe had her electrodagger in her purse, and Babs’s scabbard was hooked to my belt. Ian’s battle ax was too big for him to carry into the club without attracting attention, so he’d settled for tucking a couple of daggers into the sides of his boots.

My friends and I quickly moved past the room before the girl spotted us. We weren’t leaving our weapons behind. Not when Gretchen still had Serket’s Pen.

The hallway opened up into an enormous room that was dominated by a wooden dance floor. Dozens of kids waved their arms and shook their bodies to the pounding beat, while a deejay spun tunes on an elaborate turntable and a sound system that was perched on a raised dais. Still more kids were sitting on purple couches that ringed the dance floor, talking, texting, making out, and chowing down on food and drinks.

Besides the dance floor, the club’s other main feature was its sleek glass-and-chrome bar, which ran from the front of the room all the way to the back wall and the double doors that led into the kitchen. A sign shaped like the club’s grinning skull, crossbones, and grapevines logo hung on the wall above the bar. The sign burned a bright neon purple and bathed the dancers in an eerie electric glow. A giant silver disco ball spun around in the center of the ceiling, throwing out sprays of light and adding to the party atmosphere.

“Okay, guys,” Mateo said. “I’ve started scanning the crowd, but I haven’t spotted Gretchen yet.”

Despite the pounding music, I could hear his voice loud and clear through my earbud.

Zoe noticed my surprise and pointed at her own earbud. “After we went to that party at Lance Fuller’s house a few weeks ago, I fiddled with the acoustics. Now the earbuds automatically filter out things like music. So no matter how loud it gets in here, we’ll still be able to hear Mateo, and vice versa.”

I flashed her a thumbs-up, and she grinned back at me.

Ian touched my arm, then pointed to a set of stairs leading up to a metal balcony that wrapped around the second floor. More kids were up there, checking their phones, leaning against the railing, and watching the action on the dance floor below.

“I’m going to climb up there and see if I can spot Gretchen,” he said.

I nodded. “Zoe and I will roam around down here and do the same.”

“I’ve got dibs on the dance floor!” Zoe called out.

She grinned and shimmied her hips again as she headed in that direction. Ian climbed up the stairs, while I worked my way around the dance floor.

I kept to the edges of the crowd, studying everyone, but I didn’t spot Gretchen or anyone else who seemed like they were up to no good. Everyone was dancing, laughing, talking, and drinking as if they didn’t have a care in the world. Club D was named after Dionysus, the Greek god of wine and, well, partying, and the Mythos kids had embraced both of those things. The smell of beer hung in the air like a thick, sour cloud, mixing with the perfumes, colognes, and sweat of everyone grooving on the dance floor.

I did a lap of the first floor, but I didn’t see anything suspicious, and I ended up standing at the bar in the back. A few feet away, waiters dressed in purple shirts with the Club D logo stitched on them in white thread pushed through the double doors that led into the kitchen, carrying trays of deep-fried mozzarella sticks, spicy buffalo wings, and more. I eyed the waiters, but none of them was Gretchen, and they all hurried past me to deliver their orders. I glanced through the glass windows in the double doors, but I didn’t see her in the kitchen either.

Since I was standing at the bar, it would look suspicious if I didn’t have a drink, so I ordered a ginger ale, then looked out over the crowd again.

“I don’t see Gretchen,” I said. “What about you guys?”

“Nope,” Ian replied. “No sign of her yet.”

I looked up. He was leaning against the railing on the opposite side of the club and pretending to check his phone, but his head kept moving from side to side as he scanned the crowd below.

“No sign of her on the dance floor either,” Zoe chimed in.

I could just make out her blue sparks of magic flickering in the crowd of gyrating bodies.

“I don’t see her on the security feeds either,” Mateo’s voice sounded in my ear. “But the Protectorate guards saw her enter the building, so she has to be here somewhere. I’ll keep looking. You guys do the same.”

I held my position at the bar and sipped my ginger ale, even as I scanned the crowd again, still searching for Gretchen. Everyone was dancing, drinking, and partying, the same as before.

My mind started to wander, and I found myself thinking about everything that had happened over the past two days. Realizing that Gretchen was the one who had stolen Serket’s Pen. Searching her room. Finding the book with the artifact prices listed in it. Overhearing her conversation with her mysterious buyer. Realizing that she was going to meet the buyer at the club.

It all seemed a little…easy.

Okay, so nothing about killing that basilisk at the Idun Estate had been easy. But everything since then had been surprisingly simple. Usually, we didn’t figure out what the bad guys were up to so quickly. Gretchen wasn’t a Reaper, so maybe she wasn’t as careful as they were. Still, the more I thought about it, the more something about this just didn’t seem right—

“Did you have the cheese fries?”

A voice cut into my thoughts, and I realized that a waiter was standing in front of me. I tensed and stared at the plate in his hands, wondering if this was some sort of trick.

But it wasn’t.

Steam curled up off the fries, which were covered with a thick layer of melted cheddar and Monterey Jack cheeses and topped off with bits of bacon. My stomach rumbled. The fries looked and smelled amazing.

But I was still suspicious, so I looked at the guy, then the fries, then the guy again. But he was just a waiter holding a plate of food and no threat to me.

I shook my head. “Sorry. I didn’t order those.”

The guy looked confused, but he shrugged and walked over to the bar, probably to figure out who had ordered the food. My stomach rumbled again. Cheese fries were one of my favorites. Maybe I should have said they were mine after all—

A hand grabbed my shoulder, and something hard and sharp pressed into my back. I froze. Someone was holding a dagger up against my spine.

“Hello, Rory,” Gretchen Gondul murmured in my ear. “I was hoping you would show up.”





Chapter Seventeen




I slowly turned my head to the right so I could get a better look at Gretchen.

She was wearing a purple shirt and black jeans like the other waiters, but a short black wig covered her blond hair, and she’d ditched her glasses, so her face was bare. No wonder my friends and I hadn’t spotted her. She had been hiding in plain sight with the rest of the waiters this whole time.

“Hey, Gretchen,” I drawled. “What’s up?”

I didn’t know if my friends had seen her, so I decided to let them know she was here.

“Gretchen’s here!” Ian’s voice crackled in my ear. “She’s over at the bar with Rory!”

“I see them!” Zoe said. “Hold on, Rory! I’m on my way!”

Gretchen’s blue eyes narrowed. “Take out that earbud. Right now. And put your phone on the bar.”

“Sure.”

Instead of obeying, my gaze flicked left and right, and I searched for something I could use against her. I spotted my ginger ale, which I had set on the bar earlier. All I had to do was reach out with my free hand, grab the glass, and smash it into Gretchen’s face. Then I could yank that dagger out of her hand and go on the offensive—

She dug the point of her dagger into my spine again. “Don’t even think about trying to use your Spartan skills against me. You so much as breathe wrong, and I will shove this dagger in your back and leave you to bleed out.”

Her cold, clipped tone told me she meant business. So I did as she commanded and pulled out my earbud. I also took my phone out of my pocket and set it on the bar.

Gretchen left my phone where it was, but she grabbed the earbud and dropped it into my ginger ale. A faint bit of static sounded, but it quickly fizzled out. I winced. Zoe was going to kill me for ruining her gadget.

If Gretchen didn’t beat her to it.

“Move,” she snapped. “Through the kitchen doors.”

I didn’t have a choice, so I pushed through the double doors and stepped into the kitchen. Ovens bristling with pots and pans, plates of finished food sitting on the counters, dirty dishes swimming in the sinks. Everyone was busy cooking, cleaning, and carrying food from one station to another, and no one batted an eye as Gretchen quickly marched me through the kitchen.

She made me walk down a short hallway and push through another door. In front of us, a flight of steps led downward.

With one hand, Gretchen shut and locked the door behind us, careful to keep her dagger pressed up against my spine the whole time. “Down the steps,” she hissed. “Move it.”

I did as she commanded. Down, down, down we went, until we reached the basement, which was full of tables and chairs with missing legs and sagging couches with metal springs poking up out of the worn, dirty cushions. A thick layer of dust coated everything, and I wrinkled my nose to hold back a sneeze.

“Why did you bring me down here? Hoping I’ll have an allergic reaction and sneeze to death?” I snarked.

“Shut up and move,” Gretchen snapped.

She clamped her hand down on my shoulder again and forced me to walk over to the far side of the basement. Unlike the other walls, which were made of concrete blocks, small cobblestones joined together to form this one.

“Press in on the third stone from the left,” Gretchen said. “The one at eye level with the skull, crossbones, and vines on it.”

I squinted. Sure enough, a small skull, crossbones, and vines emblem was carved into that stone. It matched the club logo on Gretchen’s shirt. “Why?”

“Just do it,” she snapped again.

I reached out and pressed in on the stone. To my surprise, it easily pushed back into the wall. A faint click sounded, and part of the wall slid back, revealing a dark passageway. My heart sank.

Seemed I wasn’t the only one who loved secret tunnels.

“Go on,” Gretchen said. “Step through to the other side.”

Instead of obeying her order, I glanced back over my shoulder. From this angle, I couldn’t see the door at the top of the steps, so I tilted my head to the side, listening. Down here in the basement, the pounding music had faded to a dull roar. I concentrated, but I didn’t hear the door opening, footsteps, shouts, or anything else that would tell me that my friends were coming to help me.

Ian and Zoe were probably still fighting their way through the crowd, and without my earbud, I had no idea if they’d seen Gretchen push me through the kitchen doors. I just had to hope that Mateo had seen her do it on the security cameras. But even if my friends figured out that she had brought me to the basement, it would still take them precious minutes to realize that there was a secret door and puzzle out how to open it.

Unless I left them a clue.

“What are you waiting for?” Gretchen demanded.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I snarked again. “Call me crazy for not wanting to step into a dark tunnel with the girl who has a knife to my back.”

She tightened her grip on my shoulder and dug the point of her dagger a little deeper into my spine. “You’re going to get the knife in your back if you don’t do what I say.”

While she was busy threatening me, I reached over with my left hand and took hold of the charm bracelet on my right wrist.

“Move,” Gretchen said. “Now. Or start bleeding.”

“All right. Take it easy.”

I shifted on my feet as though I were trying to get away from her dagger. I was trying to do that, but the motion also let me slip Pan’s Whistle off my bracelet. I curled my fingers around the whistle, hiding it from sight, and dropped my left hand to my side.

“I’m not going to tell you again,” she warned.

“Okay, okay. Here I go, stepping into the creepy tunnel.”

As I moved forward, I opened my fingers and flicked the whistle off to the left. Tink. It landed on the floor in front of the wall where the carved cobblestone was. Hopefully, my friends would spot the whistle and realize that I was telling them to take a closer look at the wall.

“Enough stalling. Walk. Now.”

Gretchen dug her dagger into my spine, and this time, the blade sliced through my T-shirt and stabbed into my back. I hissed at the sharp sting of pain, and I could feel my own warm blood sliding down my skin.

“The next time, it goes all the way through your spine,” she growled.

Her cold, hard tone once again told me she was deadly serious, and with her Valkyrie strength, she could easily shove the dagger up to its hilt in my body and give me a mortal wound.

I was out of time and options, so I drew in a breath and stepped into the darkness.

* * *

The wall whispered shut behind us, cutting us off from the club. Unlike in the tunnels underneath the academy, no lights clicked on in the ceiling, leaving us in total, unrelenting blackness.

I hesitated, not wanting to trip or fall over something in the dark, but Gretchen shoved me forward. A few gray sparks streamed out of her fingertips, providing a brief bit of illumination, but they winked out too quickly for me to get a good look at the tunnel.

“Start walking,” she growled again.

She must have had enhanced eyesight like so many of the Mythos kids did, because the dark didn’t seem to bother her. Every time I slowed down or stumbled over my own feet, she impatiently shoved me forward again.

Or maybe that was because she knew exactly where we were going.

Since I couldn’t see anything, I reached out with my other senses, once again listening for footsteps, shouts, or any other noise that would indicate that my friends had discovered the tunnel. But the only sound was the faint scuff of our shoes on the floor, and the darkness quickly swallowed that up as well.

I drew in several deep breaths. The passageway smelled old and musty, like the ones under the academy. It probably connected to the academy tunnels, maybe through the passageway that Zoe and I hadn’t explored. But Gretchen seemed to be leading me away from the academy instead of toward it, so I had no clue where we were going. For all I knew, we could be heading to the center of the earth.

The air was much cooler down here than it had been in the club, and the chill crept through my clothes and sank into my bones. I shivered, and not just from the cold.

I was in serious, serious trouble.

I didn’t know why Gretchen had kidnapped me. Maybe she realized that I was working for the Protectorate. Maybe she was planning to use me as a hostage so she could escape. Or maybe she had something far, far worse in mind. But she certainly hadn’t brought me down here to give me a tour, and I needed to get away from her. Or at least give myself a chance to fight back.

Babs was still strapped to my waist, since Gretchen hadn’t bothered to disarm me, but she didn’t need to take away my weapon. She had moved so that she was standing more beside than behind me now, but she still had her hand clamped down on my shoulder, and she could still shove her dagger into my back before I could even reach for Babs. I had to figure out some way to slip out of her grip and buy myself a few seconds to pull my sword free.

Thinking about Babs made an idea pop into my mind. I didn’t know if it would be enough to distract Gretchen, but it was worth a shot.

“Why are you doing this?” I asked.

For a moment, I thought she wasn’t going to answer me, but then her voice sounded in the darkness. “Doing what?”

“This. All of this. Why did you steal Serket’s Pen from the Idun Estate? What are you planning to do with it? What are you planning to do with me? Why did you become a Reaper? Do you want revenge on the Protectorate for something?”

Question after question spewed out of my lips. Gretchen probably thought I was so scared that I was babbling. That was exactly what I was doing. I was taking a page out of Babs’s book and talking, talking, talking, as loud and as fast as possible. I hoped my chatter would annoy the Valkyrie and get her to make a mistake. Or at least lower her guard long enough for me to turn the tables on her. Besides, I really did want to know why she was doing this and what she had planned for the artifact—and for me.

“A Reaper?” Gretchen asked. “Why do you think I’m a Reaper?”

Thanks to Takeda’s intel, I knew she wasn’t a Reaper, but it had seemed like a good way to get her talking. “Because you stole an artifact. That’s what Reapers do.”

“Oh, please,” she scoffed. “Give me some credit. I’m not a Reaper. I couldn’t care less about the Reapers and the Protectorate and their silly little war.”

I turned my head to the side so I could see her face. “What do you mean?”

Gretchen gripped my shoulder even tighter, causing a shower of gray sparks to flicker in the air and illuminate the disgusted look on her face. “The whole thing is pointless. Completely, utterly pointless. Loki might be gone, but people are always going to do bad things. There are always going to be Reapers, no matter how hard the Protectorate tries to put them all in prison.”

As much as I hated to admit it, she had a point. There would always be some people who hurt others because they wanted what someone else had. Or because they thought they were better than everyone else. Or simply because they liked hurting other people.

“I’m tired of it. The Reapers, the Protectorate, all the fighting.” Gretchen’s face twisted a little more. “But do you know what I’m really sick of?”

“What?”

“Mythos freaking Academy.”

That wasn’t what I had expected her to say. Not at all. “What do you mean?”

She sighed. “I’m tired of working so hard all the time. I’m tired of my crummy job in this crummy club and having to wait on stupid, spoiled rich kids just so I have enough money to buy clothes and food and computer equipment.”

Most of the Mythos kids were rich, like Gretchen had said, but it didn’t sound like she was one of them.

“Do you know how much money the Mythos kids spend at Club D every week? It’s insane. Not to mention how much they blow on clothes and shoes in the shops in Snowline Ridge.” Gretchen let out a bitter laugh. “I went shopping with Kylie last weekend. She spent five hundred dollars on a purse. I could barely come up with five dollars for a coffee.”

“What about your parents?” I asked, turning my head and looking at her again. “Don’t they help you? Give you an allowance or something?”

More gray sparks of magic crackled in the air, highlighting her face again. “My parents are useless,” she said with a sneer. “They got divorced when I was nine, and my dad moved to Ashland and got remarried. He has a new family now, and he’s forgotten all about me. I haven’t gotten so much as a birthday card from him in years.”

Even though she had a dagger to my back, my heart still ached at the obvious hurt in her voice. I thought of that picture tucked into her vanity-table mirror. Gretchen had been standing alone in one side of the ripped photo, with her parents in the other half.

“My dad actually pays my mom child support, but she spends it all on makeup, clothes, and exercise classes. My dad left her for another woman, so my mom is obsessed with trying to land another husband who’s richer, better-looking, and more successful than my dad. I went home for fall break last year and asked my mom for money for a new laptop. She promised she would send it to me the next week.”

I couldn’t stop myself from asking the inevitable question. “What happened?”

Gretchen let out another bitter laugh. “She took the money and went on some stupid singles cruise. She even sent me a lousy postcard from one of the ports.”

Last fall? That was around the time we had first gone to the Idun Estate and when she had checked out the artifact book from the library. “Let me guess. That’s when you decided to steal Serket’s Pen.”

“Absolutely.”

“Why that artifact? Why not take something from the Library of Antiquities on campus?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that have been easier?”

“Of course it would have been easier, but Serket’s Pen is worth more money than anything in the library. It was the most valuable artifact at the Idun Estate.” Gretchen paused. “Well, one of the most valuable. I thought about stealing a necklace, but it’s missing a jewel, so it’s not worth as much. I also thought about taking a keepsake box, but I think it’s in storage. It wasn’t in the library with everything else.”

“So you’re going to do what, exactly? Sell the artifact, take the money, and leave the academy forever?”

“You’d better believe it.”

“Okay, so why come over to me in the club?” I asked. “Why not just leave through this tunnel?”

“Because I saw you in the mansion library,” Gretchen said. “I had just climbed out the window when you and your Viking boyfriend came running into the library.”

“So you summoned that basilisk to slow us down and cover your tracks.”

“Of course. I couldn’t let you catch me with the artifact and ruin all my hard work.”

Anger spiked through me at her matter-of-fact tone. Ian and I had almost died, but Gretchen wasn’t sorry that she had summoned that basilisk. Not one little bit. And she certainly wouldn’t have been sorry if the monster had killed us.

“And did you see Kylie come into the library?” I asked in a harsh voice. “Because she’s your best friend, and the basilisk almost killed her too.”

“No, I didn’t see her, but it wouldn’t have mattered if I did,” Gretchen replied in that same matter-of-fact tone. “Kylie is my friend, but I wasn’t going to let her or anyone else get in my way. Nobody is stopping me. Not now, when I’m about to get everything I’ve ever wanted.”

More anger spiked through me. Ian and I were part of the Midgard, so we had known the risks of going into the library, but Kylie hadn’t. I might not like Kylie, but she hadn’t deserved to get attacked by a basilisk just so her supposed friend could steal an artifact.

“But why come over to me in the club?” I asked again. “Why bring me down here?”

“Even after the lights came back on at the estate, I still had access to the security system. I wanted to make sure that no one was suspicious of me, so I watched the footage on my phone when we got back to the academy. I heard you talking with your friends in the mansion library about how desperate you were to find the artifact,” Gretchen said. “I spotted your Viking boyfriend in the club, which means that the rest of your Protectorate friends are lurking around too. But now they’ll be so busy looking for you that I’ll be able to slip away in the confusion.”

“Mateo was right,” I muttered. “You certainly are smart.”

“Smarter than you idiots,” she said in a proud voice. “And I’m about to be a whole lot richer too.”

I shook my head. “I know you’ve had a rough time, but lots of kids have crappy parents. Trust me. I know from personal experience. But stealing artifacts and hurting people aren’t the answers to your problems.”

“Oh, what do you know about it?” Gretchen snapped. “You and your aunt are rich, just like everyone else at the academy.”

I wouldn’t say that Aunt Rachel and I were rich. Not like some of the other kids with their limitless credit cards, flashy jewelry, and expensive cars. But I also never had to wonder if I had enough money to buy a cupcake at lunch or a winter coat or a new mystery book that I’d been looking forward to reading.

Still, as much as I felt sorry for Gretchen, I wasn’t going to let her get away with this. Serket’s Pen was dangerous, and it needed to be kept down in the Bunker with the other artifacts. Not to mention the fact that she had almost killed Ian and me by summoning that basilisk. I wasn’t going to let that slide. Nobody hurt my friends—or whatever Ian really was—and got away with it.

Nobody.

I didn’t know how much longer it would be before we reached our destination, but I’d managed to distract Gretchen while we were talking, and her grip wasn’t quite as tight on my shoulder as it had been before. I needed to make a break for it while I still had a chance—

A light flared in the darkness.

We must have turned a corner in the tunnel or stepped into a different passageway. One second, everything was pitch-black. The next, a golden glow appeared, burning bright and steady.

“Faster,” she snapped. “And quit pretending like you can’t see anything.”

I wanted to snipe back that I really hadn’t been able to see anything, but that probably would have earned me another slice in the back from her dagger, so I kept my mouth shut.

The golden glow grew closer and brighter. I blinked several times, trying to get my eyes to adjust to the light.

“Finally,” Gretchen muttered. “I thought we were never going to get here.”

Before I could ask where here was, she shoved me forward. This time, she let go of my shoulder, and her Valkyrie strength propelled me out of the tunnel and into the center of a much larger open space.

I staggered forward and managed to catch myself before I tumbled to the ground. The second I regained my balance, I yanked Babs out of her scabbard. I whirled around and lifted the sword, expecting Gretchen to attack me. But instead, she was standing close to the tunnel entrance, leaning one shoulder against the wall.

What was going on? Why had she brought me here?

My gaze flicked left and right. We were standing in a round room made of stones that had been stacked together. Several plastic lanterns dangled from iron hooks that had been embedded in the walls, although the lights did little to drive back the darkness. It was even colder here than it had been in the tunnel, and my breath frosted in thin clouds in the air.

I kept looking around. Instead of the walls being smooth and whole, spaces had been hollowed out of them, starting just above the floor and going all the way up to the ceiling. What were those for?

Keeping one eye on Gretchen, in case she attacked me after all, I crept a little closer to one of the hollow spaces. Something pale gleamed inside, although I couldn’t quite make out what it was. I stepped to the side, and a ray of lantern light penetrated the darkness, revealing…

A human skull.

There was no mistaking that distinctive shape or the other bones that were arranged around it. A body—a human body—was lying in that hollowed-out space.

I bit back a shriek and lurched away from the wall. My gaze flicked left and right again, but I saw the same thing everywhere I looked.

Bones, bones, and more bones.

They were in all the openings, all resting in peace. At least, until Gretchen and I had come in here and disturbed them. I shivered, but it had nothing to do with the cold air.

I was standing in a crypt.

“Aw, what’s wrong, Rory?” a familiar, mocking voice called out. “Are you scared by a few old bones? Why, I would think that a Spartan like you would be used to seeing dead bodies.”

Footsteps scuffed on the floor. I whirled around, and a twenty-something guy stepped out of the shadows on the opposite side of the crypt. He was tall and strong, with blond hair, blue eyes, and handsome features. He was wearing a black Reaper cloak over a gray shirt, black jeans, and black boots, and a sword with a ruby embedded in the hilt dangled from his belt.

Drake Hunter, Ian’s older brother.

My eyes widened. If Drake was here, then that meant that—

“Maybe Rory is afraid we’re going to leave her down here to rot with everyone else,” another familiar voice called out.

A middle-aged man stepped out of the shadows next to Drake. He was short and thin, with light brown hair, hazel eyes, and a goatee. He too was wearing a cloak over his shirt, jeans, and boots, although his was a bloody Reaper red.

A sword dangled from his belt, along with a couple of small daggers, each one of them with a ruby set into the hilt. The gems, along with the ones on Drake’s sword, burned with an eerie red light, looking more like bloody torches than precious jewels.

Covington, the leader of the Reapers and the man who’d murdered my parents.

I had been wrong before. I wasn’t just in trouble.

I was in danger of never getting out of here alive.





Chapter Eighteen




I stared at Covington, who smiled back at me, looking as smug and confident as ever. In an instant, the crypt disappeared, and I was back in the Cormac Museum the night he had tried to turn me into a Reaper.

Become a Reaper… Become a Reaper… Become a Reaper…

I could hear Covington’s sly voice whispering in my mind over and over again, and I could see that sickening Reaper red fog spreading over everything and clouding my vision just as it had that night at the museum. This odd lethargy spread through my body, threatening to drown me in a sea of cold numbness. Worst of all, I could feel myself wavering. I could feel myself becoming weak and small and tired. I could feel myself starting to give up, starting to give in…

No—no—no!

Those were memories. Awful ones, to be sure, but just memories. Nothing more. I blinked, and the sensations vanished, although not the pain, worry, dread, and fear that they left behind.

Those things never, ever went away.

But Covington hadn’t turned me into a Reaper then, and he wasn’t going to turn me into one now. I wouldn’t let him turn me into a Reaper. Not now, not ever. Making that silent promise to myself helped me push away some of my fear. And the one good thing about my horrible memories was the final emotion they brought along with them.

White-hot rage.

I grabbed hold of that rage, let it scorch through me and burn away the rest of my emotions, until my chest felt like it was full of hot daggers stabbing deeper and deeper into my body with every hard, painful beat of my heart. In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to cross the distance between us, raise Babs high, and run the blade through Covington’s black heart. I even took a step forward to do just that—

“Rory,” a low voice murmured. “No. That’s exactly what he wants.”

It took me a moment to realize that Babs was the one speaking, although I was clutching her so tightly that my hand muffled her voice. I was the only one who heard her soft words, but they were enough to stop me.

As hard as it was, I pushed down my rage and focused on the feel of her hilt in my hand, along with the cool touch of my charm bracelet around my wrist. The sensations comforted me and helped me set aside my emotions and look at the situation as a Spartan.

Babs was right. Covington was standing absolutely still, but Drake was holding something down by his side and shifting back and forth on his feet, as though he were getting ready to strike. The Viking tried to hide the object behind his leg, but I caught a glimpse of a long, slender glass cylinder.

Was that…a syringe?

A sick, sick feeling flooded my stomach. Drake was holding a needle instead of a weapon, which meant that the Reapers didn’t want to kill me. They wanted to drug me instead. But why would they do that? Unless…

They wanted to take me with them.

If Covington kidnapped me, he could try to turn me into a Reaper again. Given how many artifacts he had stolen, he probably had something that would eventually do the trick. I wouldn’t be able to fight him forever, not even with Babs in my hand and Freya’s Bracelet on my wrist. That sick feeling in my stomach intensified, and I wanted to vomit.

But I pushed my nauseating worry aside and listened, hoping that I would hear footsteps in the tunnel behind us. Silence blanketed the crypt the way the darkness had blanketed the tunnel, and I didn’t hear anything to indicate that Ian and Zoe had found the secret passageway and were coming to help me.

I was on my own.

More worry and fear rose up in my chest, as sharp as my pain and rage had been a moment ago, but I forced all my emotions down, down, down, into the bottom of my heart, and locked them up tight. My friends might not be here, but I was a warrior, and I wasn’t giving up. I needed to be strong now—Spartan strong—so I tightened my grip on Babs and made sure that my back was to one of the crypt walls. Then I focused on Covington again.

“What are you doing here?” I growled.

He smiled at me again. “Is that any way to greet an old friend?”

“We are not friends.”

“Ah, but we will be soon enough.”

His confident tone made a chill slither down my spine, but I kept my sword raised and my emotions under control. I didn’t know what Covington was plotting, but I wasn’t going to fall for his tricks. If he wanted to drug me, then he was going to have to come over here and do it himself.

Gretchen rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. Enough chitchat already. You can talk to her later. I brought the Spartan here like you asked. Now, where’s my money?”

Surprise jolted through me. So that was why she had forced me down here. Not to use me as a hostage but to hand me over to the Reapers.

“Where’s my artifact?” Covington countered. “After all, Rory was only part of our deal.”

Artifact? That sick, sick feeling in my stomach intensified for a third time. I looked at Gretchen. “You’re selling Serket’s Pen to Covington?”

“Of course I am. Who else would pay top dollar for it?”

She had a point. Covington hadn’t been at the Idun Estate, so the Midgard had assumed that Gretchen was selling the pen to someone else, but we should have known better. No one loved and coveted artifacts as much as Covington did. He already had Typhon’s Scepter to summon chimeras. Of course, he would want Serket’s Pen so that he could control basilisks too. So he was the buyer she had been talking to last night. Something else Gretchen had said then popped into my mind.

“Last night, when you were on the phone with Covington outside your dorm, you told him you had something else he wanted, something besides Serket’s Pen. What did you mean?” I asked, although I had a sinking feeling that I already knew the answer.

Gretchen didn’t seem surprised that I had overhead her call. “Oh, yeah. I spotted you and your Valkyrie friend lurking around my dorm. That’s when I knew you had figured out that I’d stolen the artifact. So I decided to kill two basilisks with one stone, so to speak. Since I knew you were listening, I clued you in on my plan to sell the artifact at the club tonight. And the other thing that Covington wanted? That would be you, Rory.”

I sucked in a breath. Takeda and the others had been right. Covington was still targeting me, and now he had me alone and isolated.

“If it’s any consolation, he agreed to pay almost as much for you as he did for the artifact,” Gretchen said.

I bit back a curse. Team Midgard had thought we were one step ahead of Gretchen, but she had been playing us—playing me—this whole time. She really should have been a Reaper. She was just as sneaky and manipulative as they were.

“But how do you even know Covington?” I asked.

Gretchen shrugged. “Through Lance Fuller.”

“Lance? What does Lance have to do with this?”

She shrugged again. “Kylie might not have noticed it, but Lance wasn’t exactly subtle about being a Reaper. He was always talking to our group of friends, trying to figure out if he could recruit anyone. He started chatting me up one day, and I decided to pump him for information. He eventually gave me a contact number for Drake.”

“I thought you weren’t a Reaper,” I accused.

“Oh, I’m not,” she replied. “But their money spends just as good as everyone else’s does.”

She smiled, but her blue eyes remained completely, utterly cold. She didn’t care how dangerous Serket’s Pen was, how many basilisks Covington could summon with it, or how many innocent people could get hurt. No, Gretchen Gondul didn’t care about anything other than money.

She looked at the Reapers again. “Back to business. You want your artifact? Well, here it is.”

She was still leaning against the crypt wall, and she reached into one of the hollow spaces and pulled out a clear plastic bag. She held the bag up to the light, showing off the black feather inside, then strode forward and tossed it down onto the floor.

Covington’s gaze locked onto the bag, and his lips twisted into a smug, satisfied sneer. I tensed. I knew that look. I wasn’t the only one in trouble. So was Gretchen. She just didn’t realize it yet.

I could have warned her, but I didn’t. She had to realize that Covington would do something horrible to me, but she had brought me to him anyway. As far as I was concerned, she was on her own.

Gretchen had moved over to the center of the crypt, so she was no longer blocking the tunnel exit, and Covington and Drake were focused on the artifact on the floor. This was it. This was my chance to escape. All I had to do was sprint into the tunnel and find my way back to the club. I could make it. I knew I could.

But I decided not to.

I was a member of the Midgard, and it was my job to stop the Reapers from getting any more artifacts. I couldn’t let Covington leave the crypt with Serket’s Pen, not even to save myself, and I was going to fight to the end. That was what being Spartan strong meant to me.

But part of being a Spartan was knowing when to attack and when to wait—and now was the time to wait. Covington had some trick planned, and I was going to let it play out and use it to my advantage.

“I want to see my money,” Gretchen demanded. “Now.”

Covington nodded at Drake. The Viking slid that syringe he’d been holding into his jeans pocket, then went over, reached into another hollow space in the crypt wall, and pulled out a briefcase. Drake walked over and set the briefcase on the floor a few feet away from the artifact.

“On three,” he said, looking at Gretchen. “One, two, three.”

He leaned forward and scooped up the plastic bag, while she grabbed the briefcase. They both quickly backed away from each other. Drake handed the bag to Covington.

Gretchen set the briefcase back down on the floor, opened the clasps, and lifted the lid. She sucked in a breath, then surged to her feet and kicked the briefcase away.

“It’s empty!” she snarled.

The case tumbled end over end along the floor and spun to a stop at my feet. It was completely empty.

“Of course it’s empty.” Covington sneered. “Did you really think I was going to pay you millions of dollars when I could simply take the artifact away from you? Stupid girl.”

Gretchen’s hands balled into fists, throwing gray sparks of magic everywhere. She took a menacing step forward, but Covington snapped up his hand, stopping her.

At first, I thought he was holding a weapon, but it was much, much worse. He was clutching Typhon’s Scepter, a thick gold stick that was about as long as my forearm. A small figure, also made of gold, topped the scepter—a chimera with the pantherlike body of a Nemean prowler, ram horns sprouting from its forehead, and a scorpion’s stinger on the end of its tail.

Just looking at the tiny gold figure made me shiver. Typhon chimeras were as monstrous as Serket basilisks, a mishmash of creatures straight out of a mythological warrior’s worst nightmare. All Covington had to do was wave the scepter in a sharp figure-eight motion, and he could summon as many chimeras as he wanted.

Gretchen had studied that artifact book, so she knew exactly what the scepter was and the monsters it could summon. But instead of being worried, she grinned at Covington.

“You know, I thought you might double-cross me,” she said. “After all, that’s what Reapers do. Right, Rory?”

I didn’t respond. She didn’t want me to anyway.

Gretchen kept grinning. She held her hands up, then slowly reached around and pulled something out of the back pocket of her jeans: a black feather with crimson edges and a silver nib attached to the bottom.

Covington’s eyes widened, then narrowed. Disgust twisted his face, and he threw down the plastic bag. It skidded across the floor and came to a stop beside the empty briefcase at my feet.

“You gave me a fake!” he snarled.

“Did you really think I was going to give you the artifact when I could simply keep it and the money for myself?” Gretchen sneered. “Stupid Reaper.”

The two of them stared each other down. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Drake slowly reach under his black cloak and pull out his sword. This could only end one way now. I tightened my grip on Babs and got ready to move—

“Stop!” another voice called out. “All of you! Stop right there!”

Footsteps slapped against the stone, and my friends ran into the crypt. Ian was in the lead, with a dagger clutched in either hand. Zoe raced into the crypt behind him, with her electrodagger throwing out showers of blue-white sparks.

Ian strode forward, snapped up his daggers, and pointed them at Gretchen and the Reapers. “By order of the Protectorate, you’re all under arrest!” His voice boomed like thunder through the crypt.

For a moment, we all looked at one another. Me, Gretchen, the Reapers, my friends.

Then Ian realized that Gretchen was holding Serket’s Pen and that Covington was clutching Typhon’s Scepter. His eyes widened. “Get back!” he yelled. “Back into the tunnel!”

But it was too late.

Gretchen sliced the black feather pen back and forth, as though she were writing a giant B in the air. At the same time, Covington raised his hand and made a quick figure-eight motion with the gold scepter.

Tiny black feathers spewed like ink out of the silver nib on the bottom of the pen, while black, ashy smoke erupted out of the end of the gold scepter. The feathers and smoke quickly solidified into the two monstrous creatures they represented.

A basilisk stood next to Gretchen, the spikes on its head almost touching the top of the crypt. A chimera crouched next to Covington, its massive paws scorching the stone floor.

Gretchen and Covington stared at each other for a long, tense moment. Then she slashed her pen through the air again, while he snapped up his scepter.

And that’s when the basilisk and the chimera attacked.





Chapter Nineteen




The two monsters crashed together in the center of the crypt.

The basilisk cawed, while the chimera screamed, and the loud, inhuman sounds echoed off the walls as the creatures tried to claw each other to death. Black feathers and fur flew through the air, along with drops of blood that zipped into the hollow spaces in the walls and spattered onto the bones inside. So much for resting in peace.

Gretchen lunged to her right and spun around, avoiding the creatures. Covington and Drake chased after her, but Gretchen saw them coming and started running. I frowned, wondering where she was going, since she was sprinting straight at a wall—

Gretchen vanished.

Seriously, she just vanished. One second, she was about to smack face-first into the wall. The next, she was gone, like she had walked right through the stone.

My eyes narrowed. Not even Valkyries could walk through solid stone. There must be another secret passageway back there.

Covington and Drake also ran straight at the wall, and they too vanished an instant later. Definitely a secret passageway back there. That must have been how the Reapers got into the crypt, since they hadn’t come through the club tunnel like Gretchen and I had.

“Rory!” Ian yelled. “Rory!”

I looked at him. I was still standing up against the crypt wall, trying to stay out of the way of the monsters’ duel, but Ian and Zoe had been forced to retreat back into the tunnel or risk getting crushed by the creatures.

I waved at my friends. “I’m okay!”

Relief filled Ian’s face, and he stepped forward like he was going to rush over to me.

Caw!

The basilisk spread its wings and launched itself at the chimera again, and the two monsters rolled around on the floor, still trying to tear each other to pieces. Ian pulled up short, and Zoe reached out, grabbed his shirt, and yanked him back out of the way before the monsters knocked him down and trampled him.

But Ian didn’t give up. He tried to skirt around the monsters a second time, but once again, they moved in that direction, blocking his path.

But they weren’t blocking mine.

The monsters kept going from the center of the crypt over to the tunnel entrance and back again. I looked at the spot in the wall where Gretchen, Covington, and Drake had disappeared, then back at the monsters. My Spartan instincts kicked in, and I could see every move the creatures were going to make.

The basilisk would flex its wings again, and the chimera would duck the attack and try to ram its horns into the other creature’s side. The basilisk would avoid that blow and lash out with its spiked tail, forcing the chimera to retreat. And on and on the fight would rage, until one of the creatures got lucky and finally managed to kill the other.

If I timed it just right, I could avoid the monsters’ wings and paws, sprint across the crypt, and find the secret passageway. It was dangerous to go after Gretchen, Covington, and Drake on my own, especially since they could summon up more monsters, but this was the only chance we had of catching them. By the time the basilisk and the chimera wore each other out, Gretchen and the Reapers would be long gone, and the artifacts along with them.

Ian realized it too. Concern flashed in his eyes, but he nodded. He knew how important this was to me.

“I’m going after them!” I yelled. “Follow me when you can!”

“Be careful!” Zoe called out.

“We’ll be right behind you!” Ian added.

I flashed them a thumbs-up, then turned my attention back to the monsters. The basilisk lashed out with its wings, starting the next round of the fight, which meant that I needed to move right…

Now!

I pushed away from the wall and sprinted straight at the monsters in the center of the crypt. The chimera screamed at the basilisk, reared back, and then lunged forward, trying to drive its ram horns into the other creature’s side. For a moment, I was in between the two monsters, so close that I could see the crimson streaks in the chimera’s fur and feel the basilisk’s wings beating the air around me. Then I dove to the ground and rolled past the chimera’s paws and the basilisk’s talons.

I kept rolling, rolling, rolling, until I was clear of the monsters. Then I surged back up onto my feet and hurried over to the crypt wall.

“Where is it? Where is it?” I muttered, running my hand over the dusty stones, searching for the secret passageway.

“Rory!” Babs’s muffled voice sounded. “Over there! To your right!”

I hurried in that direction and noticed a cobweb that was fluttering up against the stones. Given the dim light, the wall looked seamless from a distance, but now that I was standing next to it, I could see how this section jutted out from the rest of the crypt. I peered around the edge and discovered another pitch-black tunnel.

I glanced back over my shoulder, but the monsters were still fighting, which meant that my friends were still trapped in the tunnel entrance on the far side of the crypt.

“Go!” Ian yelled. “Go, Rory, go!”

I nodded at him, then drew in a breath and plunged into the darkness.

* * *

As much as I wanted to run, run, run, and catch up to my enemies, I forced myself to walk a few feet, then stop. This tunnel was as dark as the other one, and I could easily trip on a loose stone and break my ankle. Then I would have no chance of catching up to anyone.

I cursed. I should have grabbed one of the lanterns off the crypt wall, and now I was going to have to waste precious time doubling back. I whirled around in that direction. The motion made my charm bracelet slide down my wrist, and an idea popped into my mind. Maybe I didn’t need a lantern. Maybe I already had enough light to see by. I reached down and pulled my sleeve up, revealing my bracelet.

Sure enough, the silver links were glowing, along with the heart locket and the winterbloom charm, just like they had when Zoe and I explored the academy tunnels. The bracelet had probably been glowing when Gretchen forced me through the other passageway earlier, although my shirt had covered it up then.

With that little bit of light, I grabbed Babs by her blade and lifted the sword up so that we were eyes to eye. “Hey, Babs. Think you can do that cool glowing thing you did in the tunnels the other day?”

Her green eye narrowed. “What do you think I am? A bloody flashlight? I can’t just turn on and off whenever you want me to.”

“Babs…”

She sighed. “I know, I know. The Reapers are getting away, and we’re stuck in this dark, nasty tunnel. I suppose I can try to glow. Although I’m still not exactly sure how I did that to start with…”

The sword kept babbling, the way she always did. Slowly, the runes carved into her blade started glowing, just like my bracelet was. The more Babs talked, the brighter and steadier the glow became, until I could easily read the runes. Devotion is strength. Seemed Babs’s motormouth was a bit of strength too.

“Well?” Babs asked when she finally stopped long enough to take a breath. “Am I doing it? Am I glowing yet? Because I am really trying superhard to glow for you right now.”

“You’re doing great,” I said, hiding a grin. “Just keep talking. Softly, though. We don’t want the Reapers to realize we’re sneaking up on them. Okay?”

“Okay,” she whispered. “I’ll keep talking. Now, you start walking so that we can catch up to the Reapers…”

The combined glows from Freya’s Bracelet and Babs’s blade drove back the worst of the blackness, and I moved forward. I’d only gone about fifty feet into the tunnel before I realized that I couldn’t hear the caws and screams of the basilisk and the chimera fighting anymore. The thick walls soaked up all the sounds, except for Babs’s whispered chatter, my raspy breaths, and the faint crunch of my boots on the loose stones that littered the floor. At least, I hoped those were loose stones and not, you know, bones. Best not to look down.

I moved quickly and quietly, stopping every so often to look and listen. Along with Babs’s soft babbling, I thought I could hear the faint slap-slap-slap-slap of footsteps in the distance. I concentrated, but I couldn’t tell if I was catching up to Gretchen, Covington, and Drake or if I was hearing my own footsteps bouncing off the walls and echoing back to me.

I hurried on. Twenty feet later, the tunnel curved, and suddenly, I was in a small room with plastic lanterns hanging on the walls and a set of stairs leading up to an open door. I blinked, wondering if I was only imagining the lights and stairs, but everything stayed the same.

“Babs?” I interrupted the sword’s chatter.

“Yeah?”

“You can stop talking now.”

“Oh. Okay.” Disappointment filled her voice. “No more glowing, then?”

“Nope, no more glowing. Time for fighting.”

The sword fell silent, and I flipped her around so that I was gripping her by the hilt. Once again, I looked and listened, but I was all alone, so I crept up the stairs.

My footsteps rang out far louder than I would have liked, but I winced and kept climbing. The stone door at the top of the steps was standing wide open, and I eased up to the frame and peered out into the area beyond.

It was a cemetery.

A gray cobblestone walkway started at the door and ran for about fifty feet before branching off in multiple directions. Old-fashioned streetlamps lined the walkways. During the day, the tendrils of black wrought iron would have been quite lovely. But tonight, the way the iron curled around the golden globes reminded me of thin, skeletal fingers about to snap together and extinguish all the lights.

The walkways curved past manicured lawns dotted with worn, weathered tombstones, along with small spires and other grave markers. Stone figures of Nemean prowlers, Fenrir wolves, Eir gryphons, and other mythological creatures topped many of the stones and spires, and the shifting shadows made the creatures look like they were about to leap off their perches and attack me. I shivered. I had always loved seeing the statues at the academy, but the ones here seemed more foe than friend.

I must be in the cemetery next door to Club Dionysus, the one I had seen from the van when we first pulled into the club’s parking lot. In the distance, I could hear the faint thump-thump-thump of music still blasting inside the club.

I stood in the doorway for a few more seconds, listening for footsteps behind me, and hoping that Ian and Zoe might come running up the stairs. But everything remained quiet, which meant it was up to me to stop Gretchen, Covington, and Drake. I gripped Babs even tighter, left the doorway behind, and stepped out into the cemetery.

I had no idea which way my enemies had gone, so I headed down the far right path, since it ran along the fence that wrapped around the edge of the cemetery. Maybe if I was lucky, I would spot Gretchen or the Reapers somewhere in the center.

My footsteps echoed on the cobblestones, seeming much louder than they had in the tunnel, so I stepped into the grass, although that wasn’t much better. The temperature had already plummeted for the night, and my boots crunched through the cold, hard frost that coated the ground, making almost as much noise as they had on the cobblestones. My footsteps were also clearly visible to anyone who might be creeping along behind me. But there was nothing I could do about any of that, so I walked on.

I paused every so often, still looking and listening, but the club’s music had faded away altogether, and the only sound was the eerie whistle of the wind gusting over the tombstones.

Babs’s lips moved under my palm, and I loosened my grip so I could hear her soft words. “Could this place be any creepier?”

“Nope,” I whispered back. “I don’t think so.”

I moved on. The path led over to a gate in the wrought-iron fence that surrounded the cemetery, but it was secured with a heavy padlock, and I didn’t see any footsteps in the grass or smudges in the frost on the bars indicating that anyone had climbed over the twelve-foot fence. So I turned around, stepped onto a different path, and plunged back into the cemetery.

The cemetery was like a labyrinth, with paths spiraling out every which way. Some paths led to dead ends, while others circled back on themselves, creating giant loops. After a while, all the grassy lawns and tombstones blended together and started to look the same. I moved slowly, trying to orient myself and making a mental map in my head so that I wouldn’t become hopelessly lost—

Swish-swish. Swish-swish.

The faint sound was coming from up ahead, as if someone were dragging their feet through the grass. I ducked behind the closest tombstone, which had a stone basilisk perched on top of it. The creature’s beak was open, and the shadows made it seem like it was going to lean forward and peck at me. I shuddered and looked away from it.

I stayed absolutely still, trying to listen above the roar of my heart in my chest, but I didn’t hear anything else. I had started to creep out from behind the tombstone when I spotted a shadow oozing across the grass, slowly coming closer and closer. I tightened my grip on Babs and let out a soft breath, readying myself. Then, when the shadow was in range, I surged to my feet, rounded the corner of the marker, and lifted my sword, ready to attack whoever—or whatever—was on the other side.

Gretchen was about five feet away, shuffling toward the nearest path. She must have seen me move out of the corner of her eye, because she turned and headed in my direction. I braced myself, thinking she was going to attack me, but her movements were much too slow and awkward for that.

“Help…me…” she rasped.

She stretched her hand out, and that was when I saw the blood.

It covered the front of her shirt like a giant bull’s-eye. Covington and Drake must have attacked her somewhere in the cemetery. My gaze snapped left and right, but I didn’t see the Reapers.

“Help…me…” Gretchen rasped again.

Her legs buckled, and she stumbled into me, knocking Babs out of my hand. The sword landed point-first in the grass a few feet away. I tried to catch Gretchen, but I didn’t have her Valkyrie strength, so she slipped through my hands and landed on her back on the ground.

I crouched down beside her. “Gretchen? Gretchen!”

She coughed, and blood bubbled up out of her lips. I cursed and pushed her shirt up so I could see her wound.

It was bad.

Someone, probably Drake, had stabbed Gretchen with a sword. The injury was so wide, deep, and jagged that I felt my own healing magic stir in response, even though I wasn’t the one who was hurt. I cursed again and clamped my hands down on her stomach, trying to stop the blood loss, even though it was already too late.

Gretchen stared up at me, her blue gaze bright with pain, tears leaking out of the corners of her eyes. “Your hands…are cold…”

I winced and started to pull back, not wanting to cause her any more pain, but she reached down and put her bloody hands on top of mine, holding them in place.

“No,” she mumbled. “Feels good…feels better…”

I didn’t know how long we stayed like that, with her lying on the ground and me pressing my hands against her wound. It probably wasn’t much more than a minute, although it seemed like an hour.

Gretchen’s lips split into a humorless grin. “I really…should have gone with…the necklace…instead…”

“What?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”

She opened her mouth to answer me, but all that came out was a soft sigh. Her head lolled to the side, and her blue eyes became still and frozen, even as the rest of her body relaxed.

Dead—Gretchen was dead.





Chapter Twenty




I let out a long, tense breath and sat back on my heels.

Gretchen stared up at the night sky, as though she were admiring the stars, but she would never see them—or anything else—ever again.

I grimaced and clutched my own stomach, which was suddenly hurting, but after a few seconds, the pain passed, although I still felt sick. Watching someone die would do that to you.

I let out another breath, then reached out and gently closed Gretchen’s eyes. My fingers left red smears of blood—her blood—on her face. I grimaced at the gruesome sight.

Babs was still stuck in the grass, and she looked down at Gretchen. “Poor girl,” she said in a sympathetic voice. “She got more than she bargained for, didn’t she? She thought she was being so clever, but that wasn’t the case. Not really.”

“No,” I said in a harsh voice. “That’s never the case when Covington is involved. He’s always smarter than everyone else.”

Despite the blood on my fingers, I ran my hand through my hair, as if the motion could somehow scrub all the horrible memories out of my mind. I didn’t care what a mess I was. Not when I’d just watched Gretchen die.

Yeah, she had stolen an artifact, put Ian, Kylie, and me in danger, and turned me over to Covington, but I still felt sorry for her. All Gretchen had wanted was a better life. She had just gone about getting it the wrong way, and she had paid the ultimate price for her mistake.

“Do you think…” Babs trailed off.

“What?”

She cleared her throat. “Do you think Gretchen still has the artifact?”

I grimaced again. As much as I disliked the idea, I had to look. So I leaned forward and checked the front pockets of Gretchen’s jeans. A crumpled tissue, a tube of lip balm, her phone. I put the tissue back where I’d found it, but I slid the other items into my own jeans pocket. Maybe Mateo could find some information about the Reapers on her phone.

Then I gently rolled Gretchen onto her side so I could check her back pockets. The first one was empty, so I rolled her to the other side. Back in the crypt, she had pulled the artifact out of this pocket, so I dug my fingers down to the bottom of it. Something soft and thin was tucked inside. I grabbed hold and pulled it out into the light, but it wasn’t Serket’s Pen.

It was a piece of paper.

The paper was folded into a neat little square, and I quickly unfolded it and held it up in the glow from the nearest streetlamp. All sorts of symbols covered the sheet. Feathers and birdlike creatures that I assumed were basilisks took up the center of the paper, with circles, chains, flowers, vines, and hearts crawling up the sides of the page, almost like a frame.

At first, I thought it was just a random doodle sheet that Gretchen had stuck into her pocket. But some of the lines were heavily inked, especially the hearts, as though she had traced over them again and again or maybe even copied them from a book. Everything on the page had been done with regular black ink, except for the hearts, which had been colored in with bright red ink. Weird.

I held the paper out so Babs could see it. “What do you make of this?”

She studied the symbols. “Looks like a bunch of nonsense to me. What do you see in it?”

“I don’t know. That’s the problem.”

I folded the paper back up and slid it into my jeans pocket next to Gretchen’s phone. The sheet had been important enough for the Valkyrie to carry around tonight, even when she thought she was going to sell Serket’s Pen and leave the academy forever. It had to mean something, even if I couldn’t figure out exactly what right now.

Once that was done, I grabbed Gretchen’s hands and carefully folded them together on top of her stomach. With her eyes closed, she almost looked like she was sleeping, but of course, I knew better. Despite everything she had done, my heart still ached for her. So young, and now she was gone forever.

What a sad, sad waste.

But that was exactly what the Reapers did. They took and took and took and left nothing behind but blood, betrayal, misery, and death—

Babs sucked in a startled breath, and her eye widened. “Rory! Look out!”

I snapped my head up just in time to see Drake draw back his hand, like he was going to attack me. But instead of a weapon, he was clutching that syringe he’d had in the crypt. I didn’t know what was in that syringe—a poison, a sedative, or something else—but I couldn’t let him stab me with it.

I was still on my knees, so I threw myself forward and rolled across the grass, trying to put some distance between the Viking and myself. I came up into a low crouch right beside Babs. In one smooth motion, I plucked the sword out of the ground, surged to my feet, and snapped the weapon up into an attack position.

Drake stopped short, still clutching that syringe.

“Drop it!” I hissed. “Now!”

He hesitated, so I brandished my sword at him. With my Spartan fighting skills, I could easily stab him before he had a chance to reach for his own sword, which was belted to his waist. Drake threw the syringe onto the ground, but instead of looking worried, a smug grin spread across his face.

Caw! Caw-caw! Caw!

The horrible noises made my blood run cold, but I forced myself to slowly turn to the side, even though I knew exactly what I would find.

Covington was standing a few feet away—with a basilisk by his side.

Maybe it was the fact that we were outside, but this monster looked even bigger than the ones in the library and the crypt. The basilisk quirked its head from side to side, its crimson eyes fixed on me, as though I were a worm that it was thinking about eating for dinner.

Covington held up his hand, showing me the black feather pen. He had the real artifact this time. Gretchen must have dropped it when the Reapers attacked her.

“Hello again, Rory,” he purred. “I was hoping you would play the hero and follow us into the cemetery. You and I have some unfinished business.”

“You’re right,” I snarled. “I haven’t killed you yet.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Still trying to avenge your parents’ deaths? It’s never going to happen.”

Oh, it was going to happen. Even now, I was studying everything about him, trying to figure out how I could bury my sword in his chest before he sicced the basilisk on me.

Covington jerked his head at Drake, who stepped forward and picked up that syringe from the ground.

“You have two choices, Rory,” Covington said. “You can come along quietly with us…”

Drake held the syringe up and pushed the plunger down just enough to make a bit of clear liquid squirt out of the end.

“Or you can stay here and let my basilisk tear you to pieces,” Covington finished.

The basilisk shifted on its feet, its black talons tearing deep gouges in the grass and dirt. The monster could easily do the same thing to me.

I held back a shudder and focused on the librarian again. “Why do you want me to come with you? So you can try to turn me into your Reaper puppet again?” I snarled. “I already beat you once at that game, remember?”

His gaze dropped to Babs in my hand, and anger sparked in his hazel eyes. “Yes, unfortunately, your talking toothpick had a bit more magic than I expected.”

“Talking toothpick? Talking toothpick?” Babs yelled. “Come over here, and I’ll show you who’s a talking toothpick, you Reaper scum!”

Even though I had my hand over her mouth, her challenge still rang out loud and clear. I grinned. Babs never backed down from a fight, which was one of the reasons I loved her.

“Quit stalling, Rory,” Covington said. “We both know that you don’t want to end up as basilisk food. So lay down your sword, and come with us. Now. I won’t ask you again.”

A cold, hard light filled his eyes. If I didn’t let Drake drug me so that the Reapers could carry me off, Covington would order the basilisk to attack me. He might want me to be his Reaper minion, but he was okay with my dying here tonight too.

My gaze moved from Drake, who was holding the syringe, to the basilisk, which was still digging its talons into the dirt.

Easiest choice I ever made.

I let out a loud yell, raised my sword, and charged at Covington.

* * *

At my attack, Covington’s eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open in surprise. He really had thought that I would give in to him without a fight.

Never.

I would rather fight a hundred basilisks than become his pawn. Tonight, tomorrow, always.

But Covington was a Roman, and his speed let him recover quicker than I could close the distance between us, and he sidestepped my charge. Covington snapped the pen up in the air and then down in a vicious slash. The motion reminded me of a matador waving a red flag in front of a bull to get it to charge.

It was also the signal the basilisk had been waiting for.

The monster screeched and flexed its wing, trying to knock me into next week. I lurched to the side, trying to get out of the way, but my boots slipped on the grass, and I hit one of the tombstones, bounced off, and landed on my ass.

Before I could get to my feet, much less lift my sword to defend myself, the basilisk hopped forward, lifted its long, snakelike tail up over its head, and drove the red-tipped spike on the end deep into my left side.

I screamed as the spike plunged into my body, slicing through my skin, muscles, and tendons, and I screamed again as the basilisk yanked the spike free.

As a Spartan, I had been in my share of fights. I had been whacked with staffs, shot with arrows, sliced with daggers, and stabbed with swords. Not to mention how badly the chimeras had clawed me up at the Cormac Museum a few weeks ago.

But this was worse—so much worse.

The pain of the puncture wound was excruciating, and it hurt so much that I could barely catch my breath. Tears streamed down my face, and I couldn’t tell if I was screaming or sobbing. Probably both at the same time. All the while, even as I struggled to breathe, I kept waiting for my magic to flare to life, for that cool, soothing power to rise up and start healing the wound.

But I didn’t feel my magic. I didn’t feel that cool, soothing power.

All I felt was the poison.

See those spikes on top of the basilisk’s comb and the one on its tail? They are full of poison. One scratch is all it takes to kill most people. Takeda’s voice echoed in my mind. He had told us how deadly the basilisk’s poison was, and now I was experiencing it for myself.

I just didn’t think it would hurt this much.

The basilisk might have ripped its spike out of my side, but fire exploded in the wound, and the scalding sensation quickly spread through my entire body, growing hotter and more intense with every rapid beat of my heart. Still crying and gasping for breath, I looked down at my side, half expecting to see my blood boiling and my skin melting off my bones. Blood gushed out of the wound in a steady stream, but it wasn’t boiling, even though I felt like I was being cooked alive from the inside out.

Slowly, very, very slowly, I forced myself to stop sobbing and focus on my breathing. In and out, in and out, in and out. That was all I had to do. Any second now, my magic would kick in and start healing me, and that cool power would lessen the agonizing sensation.

But it didn’t happen.

There was only more burning, more poison, more pain.

I hadn’t had many opportunities to use the power that Sigyn had gifted me with, so I didn’t know what, if any, limits it might have. But I was starting to think that the basilisk’s magic was greater than mine and that the monster had injured and poisoned me too badly for my magic to work.

I was going to die here just like Gretchen had.

I glanced over at her body, and a wail of despair rose in my throat. I might have chosen to attack Covington rather than be kidnapped, but I didn’t want to die. No one did, in the end. Not even the bravest, strongest warrior. Not even a Spartan like me.

But I swallowed the anguished cry. I couldn’t change what had happened. The basilisk had wounded me terribly, and that was that. All I could do now was try to take the monster down with me. I might be dying, but I would die like a true Spartan, which meant fighting to the end.

The basilisk threw back its head and cawed with triumph.

“Rory!” Babs yelled, her mouth moving under my sweaty palm. “Do something! Fight back! Before it kills you!”

If I’d had the breath for it, I would have told her that the basilisk had already killed me and that all I could do now was try to take out the monster before it ripped me to shreds. The basilisk might have poisoned me, but I wasn’t going to be its bloody dinner too.

I gritted my teeth and blinked away the tears of pain that kept streaming down my face. Then I tightened my grip on Babs and waited for the basilisk to come close enough.

I was still sitting on the grass, and the monster let out another loud caw, then opened its beak and leaned down, as though it were going to root around in the wound in my side and pull out my liver or some other organ to snack on.

I gritted my teeth again, snapped up Babs, and drove her blade straight into the basilisk’s crimson eye.

This time, the basilisk screamed. Blood spurted out of the wound and spattered onto my hand, but that burning sensation was nothing compared with the poison still eating through my body, so I shoved my sword even deeper into the creature’s eye. This was going to be the last thing I ever did, and I was going to kill the monster dead, dead, dead—

The basilisk screamed again, then disintegrated into a cloud of feathers.

The feathers cascaded over me like black snow. As if I weren’t already hurting enough, my nose started twitching, and I couldn’t stop myself.

Achoo!

I sneezed.

And sneezed.

And sneezed some more.

Every loud, violent sneeze made even more pain spiral through my body, and I fell backward. My shoulder banged into something cold and hard, and I realized that I was slumped up against a tombstone. And not just any tombstone. The one I had hidden behind before. The one with that stupid basilisk crouching on top of it.

Sometimes I really hated irony.

Footsteps crunched in the grass, and Covington and Drake loomed over me.

Covington shook his head. “Oh, Rory. You don’t know when to give up, do you?”

Drake held up the syringe. “You don’t want to take her with us anymore?”

“Of course not. There’s no known cure for basilisk poison. She’ll be dead in another three minutes. If she’s lucky.”

Covington crouched down so that he was at eye level with me. By this point, I was exhausted, and I didn’t even have the strength to lift Babs to try to kill him, even though he was right beside me.

He looked at the black feather pen in his hand. I thought he might summon up another basilisk to finish me off, but he lowered the pen to his side and stared at me again.

“It’s too bad you got yourself killed, Rory. You were going to be a big part of my plan to change the mythological world.”

“What…plan?” I rasped. “Stealing artifacts…and killing people?”

“Oh, this is about so much more than merely killing people.” A mocking grin pulled up his lips. “Why kill people when you can get them to serve you instead?”

His confident expression and sly tone filled me with dread. All along, I had thought that Covington’s plan was to stockpile enough artifacts so he could go to war with the Protectorate, but it sounded like he had something else in mind. Something far more sinister. But why did he think anyone would ever serve him? What was he up to? And how many more people was he going to hurt along the way?

I didn’t know, and there was nothing I could do to stop him. Not with blood still gushing out of the throbbing wound in my side and the basilisk poison still scorching through my body.

Covington straightened up and tucked the artifact into one of the pockets in his red Reaper cloak. “Good-bye, Rory.” He jerked his head at Drake. “Use your sword and finish her off. I want to be sure that she’s dead before we leave.”

Drake grinned. “Gladly.”

He slid the syringe into his jeans pocket, then pushed aside his black Reaper cloak and drew his sword.

“Good-bye, Spartan.” Drake grinned again and lifted his sword high.

I gritted my teeth, straining to get my body to move, but I couldn’t feel anything but the poison burning, burning, burning through my veins. I tried again, but my arms and legs wouldn’t cooperate, and all I could do was lie there against the tombstone and watch Drake swing his sword down at my chest—

A dagger flew through the air, clipping Drake’s shoulder and making him yell and stagger back. My head lolled to the right, and suddenly, Ian was there, leaping over a tombstone and plowing into his brother. The two guys landed in a heap on the grass, punching and kicking each other.

Covington backed away from them, pushed his cloak aside, and grabbed something off his belt. At first, I thought he was reaching for a weapon, but then I spotted the glimmer of gold in his fingers, and I realized that he was holding the chimera scepter. His lips split into a cruel smile, and he pointed the scepter at Ian—

A shower of blue-white sparks flashed in the air, and Covington screamed. Zoe had snuck up behind him and was using her electrodagger to send wave after wave of electricity zinging through his body. Covington growled and swiped out with his fist, but Zoe sidestepped his awkward, clumsy blow and blasted him with electricity again.

He screamed and staggered forward, trying to get away from the painful sparks. The chimera scepter slipped from his fingers, hit one of the tombstones, clanked off, and dropped to the grass.

The scepter must have somehow made a figure-eight motion as it fell, because an ashy black cloud spewed out of the end, solidifying into a single, terrifying chimera. The creature snarled and whipped its head back and forth, as though it wasn’t sure who it was supposed to attack. After a few seconds, it focused on the evil librarian and started creeping toward him.

“Stop!” Covington commanded. “I said stop!”

The monster didn’t pay any attention and kept right on coming at him. Covington actually needed to be holding the scepter to control the chimera, and he started backing away from the creature. Zoe did the same thing.

The gold scepter was lying on the grass between the two of them. Zoe looked at Covington, and he stared back at her. Then, at the same time, they both lunged to the ground, reaching for the artifact.

Well, Covington was reaching for the scepter, but Zoe was reaching for him. His hand closed around the scepter, and he started to snap it up, but she swiped out with her electrodagger, using the blade this time, and opened up a deep gash in his forearm.

Covington hissed with pain and dropped the scepter, and Zoe stepped forward and kicked the artifact back behind her where he couldn’t get to it. The chimera looked back and forth between the two of them, still not sure who it was supposed to attack.

Ian and Drake were still wrestling around, but Drake finally got the upper hand, positioned himself on top of Ian, and started punching his brother in the face over and over again. Ian grunted and raised his hands, trying to defend himself, but Drake kept right on hitting him, each blow harder than the last.

Zoe was holding her own against Covington, but I had to help Ian before Drake beat him to death. Besides, Ian was closer. So I gritted my teeth again, ignored the pain of my injuries as best I could, and rocked from side to side, trying to build up enough momentum to flop over onto the ground. Every movement made more and more red-hot agony blaze through my body, but I kept going, and I slowly slid off the tombstone and pitched forward onto the grass.

That small motion further sapped what little strength I had left, and that red-hot agony rose up again, stealing my breath. I wanted to stop. I wanted to just lie in the grass, close my eyes, and let the pain blot out everything else. But I couldn’t do that. I wouldn’t do that. Not while my friends were in danger. So I ignored how much I was hurting and slowly crawled over to where Ian and Drake were fighting. Somehow I kept my grip on Babs, and I dragged the sword through the grass along with me.

“Come on, Rory,” Babs said, encouraging me the whole time. “That’s my warrior. You can do it. Keep going. Just a little farther now…”

Every movement made more blood ooze out of the deep puncture wound in my side and more poison scorch through my veins. Sweat dripped down my face, mixing with the tears that continuously leaked out of my eyes, and white stars winked on and off in my field of vision, but I kept crawling forward, one slow, agonizing inch at a time.

“Drake! Forget about him!” Covington yelled, backing up. “Let’s go! Now!”

Zoe brandished her electrodagger at the Reaper, trying to corner him up against one of the tombstones, but Covington used his Roman speed to sidestep her and took off running.

Zoe started to follow him, but the chimera snarled, making her stop. She pointed her dagger at the monster and hit the blue jewel in the hilt, making more sparks of electricity zip along the blade. Instead of getting the creature to back off, the crackling electricity seemed to fascinate the chimera, and it stalked back and forth in front of her.

Zoe glanced behind her, but she must not have been able to see where the gold scepter had landed in the grass. So she bit her lip, raised her dagger a little higher, and held her ground against the monster.

I finally made it over to the two Vikings. Drake was still punching Ian, beating his brother to a bloody pulp. At first, I thought that Drake was hitting his brother so hard and fast that Ian simply couldn’t land a blow in return. I blinked a few times, focusing on them. Ian was holding up his arms to ward off Drake’s blows, but he wasn’t actually trying to land any punches in return.

Despite everything Drake had done, Ian didn’t want to hurt his brother. Not really. I could understand that. I didn’t know if I would have been able to fight my parents if they had still been alive. But Drake wasn’t my brother, and I wasn’t going to let him beat Ian to death.

I couldn’t get to my feet, but I was still holding Babs, so I drew in a deep breath, gathering up the remaining scraps of my strength. Then I gritted my teeth, lifted the sword, and sliced it across the back of Drake’s calf, since that was the only part of him that I could reach.

It was a weak, awkward blow, but Babs did most of the work, and the sword’s sharp blade bit deep into his skin, drawing blood.

Drake yelped with surprise and lashed out with his boot, kicking me in my injured side. Fresh pain exploded in the wound, stealing even more of my breath. I didn’t think I could hurt any worse than I already did, but it felt like Drake had cracked my ribs with his Viking strength. I groaned and landed on my back. Babs slipped from my fingers and dropped into the grass.

“Rory!” she yelled. “Get up, Rory! Get up!”

But the pain was too great, and all I could do was lie there and gasp for air as Drake rolled off Ian, scrambled to his feet, and grabbed his sword from the grass. Drake turned toward me and lifted his weapon high. This time, he wouldn’t miss.

“Die, Spartan!” he hissed. “Die—”

Thunk!

A crossbow bolt zipped through the air and hit Drake’s shoulder, spinning him around.

Mateo sprinted into view, followed by Takeda. Ian and Zoe must have used their comms to tell them we were in the cemetery. Mateo stopped to load another bolt into his crossbow, but Takeda whipped up his katana and ran straight at Drake.

The Viking snarled and brandished his own sword, but he must have realized that he couldn’t beat the Samurai. At least, not with Mateo’s crossbow bolt still stuck in his shoulder. Drake finally took Covington’s advice and ran away, disappearing into the darkness. Takeda chased after the Reaper, and he vanished as well.

Mateo slapped the bolt into his crossbow. The chimera hissed, drawing his attention, and he realized the creature was threatening Zoe. Determination filled his face. Mateo put his fingers to his lips and let out a loud, ear-splitting whistle. The chimera hissed again, but the creature spun around and loped across the grass, heading straight for Mateo.

He waited until the monster was in range, then coolly lifted his crossbow, took aim, and put a bolt straight through its eye. The chimera hissed a final time, then disappeared in a cloud of black, noxious smoke.

“Zoe!” Mateo asked, hurrying over to her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine!” She turned around, her head snapping back and forth. A few seconds later, she darted forward and snatched up the chimera scepter from the ground. “Ian?”

He slowly sat up. “I’m okay. Rory?”

I opened my mouth to answer him, but all that came out was a low groan of pain.

“Rory?” Ian asked again. “Rory!”

He scrambled over to where I was lying on the grass. Tears of pain kept streaming out of my eyes, but I blinked them away and focused on him. Cuts and bruises had bloomed like ugly red and purple flowers all over Ian’s face, and he had two black eyes from where Drake had beaten him. Or, rather, from where he had let Drake beat him.

I lifted my hand to his bloody, bruised face. I wished I could take Ian’s pain away. Not just the pain of his injuries but the pain of Drake’s betrayal that lingered deep down in his heart. I knew that soul-crushing agony. It was the same pain I still felt in my own heart about all the horrible things my parents had done.

I opened my mouth to say something, I wasn’t quite sure what, but all that came out was a weak cough, and I could feel blood trickling down the side of my face, as hot as the basilisk poison still burning in my veins. My eyes fluttered shut, but I forced them open again.

Ian sucked in a horrified breath, and fear darkened his eyes. “Rory? Rory!” Even though he was yelling, his voice seemed faint and far away. “Don’t close your eyes! Rory, stay awake!”

I tried to stay awake. I really did. But all those tiny stars flashing in front of my eyes blurred together into a solid wall of white and faded to gray. Then even that color leached away, and the blackness swallowed me.





Chapter Twenty-One




I woke up in the grass.

For a moment, I thought I was still in the cemetery, lying in the grass and staring up at the full moon suspended in the starry night sky far, far above. But then a gust of wind blew over me, bringing a crisp, clean scent with it, like fragrant flowers mixed with fresh snow.

I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath, enjoying the familiar, comforting aroma. In and out, in and out, in and out. The longer I breathed in that fresh scent, the better, the stronger, I felt. I sighed with happiness. I could lie here and enjoy that aroma forever…

Someone cleared her throat.

My eyes snapped open, and I slowly pushed myself up onto my elbows. That was when I realized that I wasn’t lying in the cold, hard, frosted grass of the cemetery. Instead, this grass was impossibly warm, soft, and green, despite the night sky overhead.

A few feet away, the grass gave way to a carpet of wildflowers of every size, shape, and color. The silver moon- and starlight intensified the flowers’ hues, making the sapphire-blue, emerald-green, ruby-red, opal-white, and amethyst-purple petals gleam like bright, polished jewels.

Green vines and small trees curled through and sprang up here and there among the flowers, which ran all the way over to the cracked walls and crumbled heaps of stone that ringed the courtyard. The glow from the moon and stars highlighted the bears, rabbits, foxes, songbirds, and gryphons that had been carved into the broken stones, making it seem as though the animals were wandering from one rock to another.

I was in the Eir Ruins, or at least a dreamscape version of them—and Sigyn was here.

The Norse goddess of devotion was perched on the lip of the broken fountain that stood in the middle of the courtyard. She was wearing a white dress that gleamed in the moonlight, although her feet were bare. Her long, thick, wavy black hair trailed down over her shoulders, and her eyes glimmered like two black pearls in her luminous face. Old, faded scars crisscrossed her hands and arms, but the imperfections only added to the goddess’s beauty.

Sigyn was holding a bouquet of wildflowers, as if she had wandered around and picked them while she waited for me to wake up and enter this weird dream realm that we always met in whenever she wanted to talk to me. Or whenever, you know, I almost died.

She smiled at me. “Hello, Rory.”

“Um, hello.”

I got to my feet. I was still wearing the same clothes I’d had on in the cemetery, complete with blood and grass stains, but the ugly puncture wound in my side was gone, and the basilisk poison wasn’t scorching through my veins anymore. Looked like my healing magic had finally kicked in and saved me after all. Good. That was good.

What wasn’t so good was the fact that I had no idea why I was here. I hadn’t exactly been a smashing success as Sigyn’s Champion so far. More like an epic failure. Especially now that Covington had escaped with Serket’s Pen. Maybe the goddess had brought me here to tell me that she didn’t want me to be her Champion anymore. My heart ached at the thought, but I forced myself to smile back at her, as though everything was fine.

“So…” I trailed off, not quite sure what to say. “How have you been?”

Sigyn arched a black eyebrow, amused by my attempt to make normal conversation. Yeah, that probably seemed silly to her. “I’ve been well. And yourself?”

“Oh, you know. Just trying to protect artifacts, track down Reapers, and not get killed by basilisks. Stuff like that.”

Her smile widened, and she let out a soft, pleased laugh. The sound eased some of my worry. “Come. Walk with me. There’s something I want to show you.”

Still holding her wildflower bouquet, she got to her feet. I fell in step beside her, and we left the courtyard and headed deeper into the ruins.

Aunt Rachel and I regularly hiked up to the Eir Ruins, and I had spent hours exploring them, especially after my parents died last year. I thought I knew every single part of the ruins, but Sigyn led me around a crumbled wall and into an open-air courtyard that I had never seen before. Or perhaps this courtyard only existed here in the goddess’s dream realm.

Unlike the main courtyard with its beautiful rainbow of blossoms, only two colors and two kinds of flowers were growing here: crimson-red and snow-white.

And they didn’t seem to like each other very much.

The vast majority of the flowers were large red blossoms that were as big as my palm, two crimson petals joined by a thorny black center that led down to an equally thorny black stem. They looked more like hearts skewered on sticks than flowers, and I half expected them to start dripping blood. Of course, they didn’t do that, but just looking at the flowers made me shiver.

The red flowers clustered together in the center, and every single one of them was facing outward, almost as if they were glaring at the sparser patches of small white flowers that ringed the edges of the courtyard. Wide swatches of bare brown dirt divided the two sets of flowers, like trenches in a battlefield.

I crouched down, reached out, and touched one of the flowers. White petals with a dark emerald-green heart in the center. It was a winterbloom, like the potted one Ian had given me that was sitting on my desk in the Bunker.

I got to my feet and pointed at the red flowers. “What are those? I’ve never seen them before.”

“That flower is called a red narcissus,” Sigyn said. “It’s named after Narcissus, the mortal man who loved himself more than anything else. They are very rare and quite dangerous.”

I frowned. “How could a flower possibly be dangerous?”

“Watch.”

Sigyn lifted her bouquet to her nose, breathing in the sweet scent. Then, with a regretful sigh, she tossed the flowers into the center of the red narcissi.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the red narcissus flowers started quivering. Slowly, they all turned toward the new blossoms in their midst. One of them leaned over and touched its petals to those of a violet that had landed next to it.

The violet’s cheerful purple petals immediately turned an ugly crimson.

I gasped and stepped back.

For another moment, nothing happened.

Then all of the red narcissi began moving at once, swiftly touching their petals to those of the other flowers. One by one, the blues, greens, reds, whites, and purples of the wildflowers vanished, replaced by that unrelenting crimson of the red narcissi. Not only that, but the actual shapes of the flowers changed as well, their petals writhing and growing until they looked exactly the same as the red narcissi—two petals forming a heart with a thorny black center.

It was fascinating and horrifying and disgusting all at the same time.

In less than two minutes, it was over, and the original wildflowers were gone, transformed into red narccisi. A deceptively light, sweet perfume rose up from all the narcissus flowers, old and new alike, filling the entire courtyard. The scent made me sick to my stomach.

“Sometimes the simplest things can be the most dangerous,” Sigyn murmured, sadness rippling through her voice.

“But what about the winterblooms? Why are they here? Why don’t the red narcissi reach out and…transform them too?”

“Winterblooms have remarkable healing properties,” the goddess replied. “They are the only flowers that can resist the venom in the red narcissi.”

I reached down and fingered the silver winterbloom charm on my bracelet. “So that’s why you gave me a winterbloom. It’s a symbol of the healing magic you gave to me.”

She nodded. “Something like that.”

I looked out over the winterblooms and how they circled the courtyard, a thin ring of snow-white containing all that bloody red. “The winterblooms are holding back the red narcissi, aren’t they? They’re keeping the narcissi from spreading out and destroying the other flowers in the ruins.”

“Yes.”

We both fell silent, lost in our thoughts. I stared at the winterblooms again. Even though they were much smaller than the red narcissi, the white flowers stood straight and tall, like tiny guards holding back a much larger, dangerous enemy. Never bowing, never bending, never wavering.

I sighed. “Let me guess. This is a metaphor. Covington is a red narcissus, and I’m a winterbloom, right? You said before that I was the only one who could stop him.”

Sigyn nodded again. “Something like that.”

Something like that? What did that mean? I started to roll my eyes but thought better of it. Gwen had told me how Nike, the Greek goddess of victory, always talked to her in riddles. I supposed that was just the way of goddesses. Still, I was tired of riddles, so I decided to be direct about things.

“Do you know what Covington’s up to?” I asked. “Why he wanted Serket’s Pen so badly? Why he’s been stealing artifacts? He told me it wasn’t just because he wants to start another Reaper war with the Protectorate. Something else is going on. And then there’s that weird black jewelry box that he tried to steal from the Cormac Museum. Do you know what that box does? Or what’s inside it?”

The goddess looked at me, but she didn’t say anything.

“Please,” I said, desperation creeping into my voice. “You have to tell me something. I don’t know what Covington is planning, which means I have no idea how to stop him. I feel like I don’t know anything right now.”

She tilted her head to the side, making her wavy black hair fall over her shoulder. “What do you mean?”

I sighed again. “I mean I don’t know what went wrong in the cemetery tonight. With my healing magic. Sure, the basilisk stabbed and poisoned me, but my magic should have kicked in and healed me. But I didn’t feel it. I didn’t feel my magic at all. Did I do something wrong? Did you…did you take my magic away for some reason? Maybe because I haven’t stopped Covington yet like you want me to?”

My voice dropped to a whisper, and my heart squeezed tight with dread. I’d only had my healing magic for a few weeks, but I already considered it to be a part of me, and I had been counting on it to help me defeat Covington, Drake, and the other Reapers.

Sigyn gently touched my shoulder. Even through my clothes, I could feel the cool power rippling through her fingertips. It soothed me the way my healing magic always did.

“Of course I didn’t take away your magic,” she said. “I would never do that. Besides, once magic is given, it cannot be taken away. Not by anyone. Not even the gods themselves.”

“So why didn’t my magic work? What went wrong? Do I need to concentrate harder or something?”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Rory. Basilisks are extremely dangerous. It just took a while for your magic to work and counteract the creature’s poison. The most important thing is that you kept fighting, despite the tremendous pain you were in.” She stared at me, her black gaze steady on mine. “You always need to keep fighting, even when it seems all hope is lost.”

I felt like she was trying to tell me something important without actually saying the words, just like she had by bringing me here and showing me the flowers. And once again, I just didn’t understand her subtle message. But I had a bad, bad feeling that my life—and my friends’ lives—depended on my figuring out the answers.

Sigyn touched my shoulder a moment longer, then dropped her hand and stepped back. “You’re right about one thing. Covington must be stopped, and he has far more sinister things in mind than simply starting another war.”

“I’ll find a way to stop him,” I said, trying to make my voice sound strong and sure, even though I was as confused as ever. “No matter what I have to do.”

I had vowed that Covington would never turn me into a Reaper, but the oath I was making to Sigyn right now seemed even more important, since it was about protecting other people, instead of just myself. My mom would have called it a Spartan promise, since I would have to use all my fighting skills, strength, and wits to keep it.

The goddess smiled, although her expression was far more sad than hopeful. “Be careful what you wish for, Rory. Until we meet again.”

She closed her eyes and bowed her head, and her long white gown started rippling around her body, as though she were standing in the middle of an intense snowstorm. A silver light flared, so bright that I had to close my eyes against the glare. When I opened them again, Sigyn was gone, and I was alone in the courtyard, except for the narcissus and winterbloom flowers.

Another bright silver light flared, and a moment later, the flowers disappeared as well.

And so did I.

* * *

One moment, I was standing in that courtyard with the flowers. The next, I was listening to the steady beep-beep-beep of a monitor chirping out my heart rate.

I opened my eyes. It took me a few seconds to focus on the ceiling, but I recognized it, along with the gray stone walls. I was in one of the infirmary rooms in the Bunker.

I sighed with relief and slowly sat up. I was lying in a hospital bed, and someone had cleaned me up while I was unconscious, since I was now wearing a white T-shirt and a pair of matching pajama pants. I pulled up my T-shirt, staring at the spot in my side where the basilisk had stabbed me with its spiked tail, but my skin was smooth and whole again. No sign of the injury remained, and I didn’t feel the poison burning through my body anymore. Sigyn was right. My magic had kicked in and finally healed my injuries, although I still felt tired and lethargic.

The constant, steady beeping of the heart-rate monitor was annoying me, so I slipped the plastic clip off my finger to silence it. A soft, breathy sound caught my ear, and I looked over to my right to find Babs propped up in a chair. The sword’s eye was closed, and she was snoring.

And she wasn’t the only one.

Ian was sitting in a chair off to my left. His head was resting back against the wall, and deep, steady snores rumbled out of his chest. Takeda must have healed Ian, because no trace of the beating that Drake had given the Viking remained on his face. His black eyes, his busted lips, the cuts and bruises that had dotted his cheeks. They were all gone, and he looked like Ian again, right down to his rumpled blond hair.

Babs murmured something incoherent, and Ian let out a louder, deeper snore in response, almost as if the two of them were having a conversation. I grinned. If I’d had my phone, I would have recorded both of them snoring and teased them about it later.

Right now, though, I was just grateful to be alive.

Ian must have heard me rustling the sheets, because he opened his eyes, blinked sleepily a few times, and looked over at me. When he realized that I was awake, he immediately got up, came over, and sat on the side of the bed.

“What are you doing?” he asked. “Why are you sitting up? You should be resting.”

He reached out like he was going to help me lie back down, but I held my hand up, stopping him.

“I’m fine. I can sit up. I want to sit up.”

Concern glimmered in his eyes, but he nodded and leaned back. “How are you feeling?”

“Better. Since, you know, I’m not dead.”

I meant it as a joke, but Ian tensed, and his hands curled into fists on top of the sheets.

“I’m so sorry that you got hurt. Zoe and I couldn’t get past the basilisk and the chimera in the crypt, and we had to wait for the two creatures to claw each other to death before we could follow you. We finally made it through the tunnel and up the stairs to the cemetery. We had just stepped outside when we heard you scream.” He paused, as if he were having trouble saying the words. “It was one of the most awful sounds I’ve ever heard.”

“It’s not your fault. I chose to attack the basilisk.”

I told him how Covington had given me the choice between being drugged and kidnapped or fighting the basilisk.

Ian’s jaw clenched, and he surged to his feet and paced back and forth, as if he had to do something to help relieve his anger. “I can’t believe Drake was going to drug you. What is wrong with him?”

“It’s not your fault. Drake has free will, like we all do. You can’t control what he does, and you are not responsible for his actions.”

Ian shook his head and kept pacing.

I chewed on my lower lip, wondering if I should ask him about what had happened between him and his brother in the cemetery. But I had been direct with Sigyn in the Eir Ruins, and I decided to do the same thing with Ian now.

“Why didn’t you fight back?”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“In the cemetery. When Drake was punching you. Why did you let him beat you like that?”

Ian winced. A guilty flush crept up his neck, and he finally stopped pacing. “I wanted to fight back. I really did. After seeing him at Lance Fuller’s house and then again at the Cormac Museum, I thought I was done with Drake. Done with him being my brother, and especially done with caring about him.”

“But?”

He sighed and sat back down on the side of the bed. “But whenever I see him, I think about all the time we spent together growing up. Drake was my freaking hero. It’s hard for me to ignore that, to ignore those memories, even when I know all the horrible things he’s done.” His voice dropped to a ragged whisper. “Even now, after he’s done horrible things to me and the people I care about.”

Ian fell silent, and his gray gaze was distant, as if he was still thinking about the hero he thought his brother had been. After a moment, he shook his head, coming back to the here and now.

“But you don’t have to worry about me anymore. Drake would have killed me tonight if you hadn’t stopped him. I’ve learned my lesson, and now I know that he’s beyond saving.” Ian grabbed my hand. “He’s never going to hurt you again, Rory. I promise you that. No matter what I have to do.”

Determination filled his face, and a dark, dangerous tone rippled through his voice. I shivered. No matter what I have to do. I had said those same words to Sigyn in the Eir Ruins, and Ian repeating them to me now felt like an awful jinx.

I threaded my fingers through his. “The important thing is that we’re both okay.”

Ian gave me a lopsided smile, but I could tell that he didn’t really believe my words. Yeah, I didn’t believe them either. Neither one of us was anything close to okay.

“You always try to look on the bright side,” he said. “That’s one of the things I like most about you.”

“Just one of the things?” I teased, trying to lighten the mood. “Does that mean there are others?”

A sexy, teasing grin spread across his face. “Oh, there are others. Too many to count.”

He smiled at me, and I found myself grinning back at him. Suddenly, I realized how close he was sitting beside me, his fingers curling into mine, the heat of his skin soaking into mine. Ian realized it too. He started to pull back, but I gently tightened my grip on his hand. I didn’t want him to go anywhere.

Ian glanced down at our linked hands, then back up at me. The smile slowly slipped from his face, and his eyes darkened to a beautiful storm-cloud gray. He wet his lips and leaned forward, as though he was going to kiss me. My heart pounded in my chest, and my breath caught in my throat. Ian leaned forward a little more, and my lips parted in anticipation. So did his, and his warm, soft breath brushed against my face—

Babs smacked her lips and let out a loud snore, totally breaking the spell.

I thought about leaning forward and kissing him anyway, but Ian sat back, and his hand slipped out of mine.

He cleared his throat. “I have something for you. Something that you dropped in the club.”

He reached into his jeans pocket and drew out Pan’s Whistle. With everything that had happened tonight, I had forgotten that it wasn’t on my bracelet like usual.

“You found it.”

He nodded. “Zoe saw your phone on the bar and your earbud in that glass of ginger ale, and we realized that Gretchen had taken you into the back of the club. Eventually, we made it down to the basement. I saw the whistle on the floor in front of the wall and realized that you had deliberately left it behind. Zoe and I found the secret tunnel, and, well, you know the rest. May I?”

I held out my right wrist, and Ian slid the whistle back onto my bracelet. His fingers lingered on my skin, and I held back another shiver. I wondered if he could feel my pulse racing. Probably. It seemed as loud to me as the heart-rate monitor had been.

Ian’s phone buzzed, and he let go of my wrist, pulled out the device, and checked the message. “Takeda wants to know if you’re awake yet. The others are in the briefing room, including your Aunt Rachel. She wants to take you home.”

“Good.” I glanced over at Babs. “Unlike some people, I can’t sleep just anywhere.”

The sword let out another loud snore, as if she knew that I was talking about her. Ian and I looked at each other, and we both started laughing.

The sound was enough to rouse Babs from her peaceful slumber, and the sword’s eye slowly opened.

“What?” she mumbled. “What did I miss? What’s so funny?”

“Nothing, Babs. Nothing at all.” I laughed again, then threw back the sheets and got out of bed.





Chapter Twenty-Two




Ian went to the briefing room to tell the others that I was awake. A white robe was lying on a table next to a plastic bag that held the clothes I’d had on earlier, along with my phone, which Zoe had grabbed in the nightclub. I pulled the robe on over my white pajamas, grabbed Babs and the bag, and left the infirmary room.

As soon as I stepped into the Bunker, Aunt Rachel ran over and wrapped me up in a tight hug. She didn’t say anything, but her body shook once, and I knew she was fighting back tears.

“I’m okay,” I whispered. “I’m okay.”

She hugged me even tighter. After a moment, she let me go and turned away, wiping the tears out of her eyes. Yeah, I had to wipe away a few tears too.

Zoe and Mateo hugged me as well, and Takeda patted my shoulder.

A gleam of gold caught my eye. The chimera scepter that Zoe had recovered at the cemetery was sitting on the briefing table. Someone, probably Takeda, had already put the scepter into an artifact case, and the chimera’s ruby eyes seemed to glare at me through the glass. I held back a shudder. Well, at least we wouldn’t have to worry about Covington summoning any more chimeras, although he still had Serket’s Pen. It was a small victory, but I’d take what I could get tonight.

Other than the scepter, the table was surprisingly empty. I had expected it to be covered with papers and photos as my friends worked to track down the Reapers, but no files or folders littered the surface, and the monitors on the wall were dark.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Aren’t we going to talk about the mission?”

Takeda shook his head. “There’s no briefing tonight, especially not for you, Rory. You need to get some more rest.”

“Besides,” Zoe said in a snide voice, “there’s nothing to be briefed about.”

“What do you mean?”

Mateo sighed. “Covington and Drake escaped from the cemetery, and we have no idea where they went. I’ve pulled up all the security footage and traffic cameras from around the club, but it’s like they vanished into thin air. Poof! They’re gone.” He threw his hands up, punctuating his words.

“Don’t worry,” Takeda said in a reassuring voice, seeing the stricken look on my face. “We’ll find the Reapers. But for tonight, I want everyone to go home.”

His voice was as calm and steady as ever, but I could hear the doubt in his words. The Reapers had another powerful artifact, and we wouldn’t find them until they wanted to be found. I knew it, and so did Takeda and everyone else.

Once again, we were three steps behind, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that Covington would strike out at us again sooner, rather than later.

* * *

Despite my healing magic, I was exhausted from the cemetery fight, so I didn’t protest when Aunt Rachel announced that she was taking me home. Everyone murmured their good-byes, packed up their things, and left the Bunker. Even Takeda rode up in the elevator with us, as disgusted and disheartened by this latest Reaper escape as the rest of us were.

By the time Aunt Rachel and I had walked across campus to our cottage, it was after midnight. She offered to fix me a snack, but I didn’t feel like eating, so I hugged her good night, took a hot shower, and put on my pajamas.

Twenty minutes later, I was back in my bedroom. Babs was propped up in her chair in the corner, already snoring again. I had started to get into bed when I noticed the plastic bag from the Bunker sitting on my vanity table. Aunt Rachel must have put it there while I’d been in the shower.

I stared longingly at my bed for a moment, then sighed, went over, and sat down at the table. I might as well see if any of my clothes were salvageable before the stains set in more than they already had. So I opened the bag and pulled out the items inside.

My long-sleeve T-shirt was a torn, bloody, ruined mess, so I tossed it into the trash can, but my jeans were relatively blood-free, so I decided to wash them. A good pair of jeans was truly hard to find.

I had started to toss the jeans into my laundry hamper when I felt something in one of the pockets. I dug my hand down into the fabric and pulled out the items inside: a tube of lip balm and a phone. I frowned, not recognizing them, but then I realized whom they belonged to.

Gretchen.

I stared at the items. Raspberry lip balm and a phone in a white crystal case. Such small, ordinary things. They could have easily been mine. I had the same lip balm, and the phone case wasn’t too different from my sparkly green one. And if not for my friends and my healing magic, I would have died in the cemetery tonight, just like Gretchen had.

I shivered and pushed her things to the side of the table. I would take them to the Bunker tomorrow. There was nothing special about the lip balm, but maybe Mateo could use Gretchen’s phone to find the Reapers.

I wadded up my jeans and had started to toss them into the laundry hamper when I heard a faint crinkling sound. Something else was in the pocket, so I stopped and dug it out as well.

Gretchen’s drawing.

It looked the same as it had in the cemetery: a single piece of paper covered with black feathers and basilisks, with circles, chains, flowers, vines, and red hearts crawling up the sides of the page. And just like at the cemetery, I had no idea what it meant or why Gretchen had thought it was important enough to carry around.

Maybe I was missing something, some pattern or other small clue that Gretchen had left behind. I flipped the paper over, but nothing was written on the back, so I held it up to the light, but I didn’t see anything new. Just feathers and basilisks and vines and flowers. Still, I felt like the answer was right there on the page, hidden in all those lines of ink, so I set the drawing back down on the table, leaned forward, and studied it some more.

A minute passed, then two, then three, and I still didn’t have any brilliant insights. By this point, my head was aching, and the images were swimming before my eyes, so I admitted defeat, at least for tonight. I set the drawing off to the side with the rest of Gretchen’s things. Maybe I would see something new in the doodles in the morning, or maybe one of my friends would spot something I’d missed.

Either way, I was exhausted, so I finally threw my dirty jeans into the laundry hamper and went to bed.

* * *

As soon as my head touched the pillow, I fell into a dark, dreamless sleep, and my alarm went off way too early the next morning. I groaned, rolled over, and pulled the pillow over my ear, trying to block out the blaring alarm. But it was relentless, so I crawled out of bed.

It was a new day at Mythos Academy, which meant that I had to go to my classes like nothing had happened last night. Like the basilisk hadn’t almost killed me. Like I hadn’t seen Gretchen die. But that was the life of a warrior, that was life on Team Midgard, and it was the life that I had chosen, for better or worse.

I threw on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeve T-shirt, grabbed Babs and my bag, and headed into the kitchen.

Aunt Rachel was sitting at the table, sipping coffee. She must have been up for a while, because she’d already made breakfast. And not just any breakfast. Almost a dozen plates covered the table, each one piled high with food. All sorts of delicious scents mingled together, and my stomach rumbled in anticipation.

“What’s all this?” I asked.

She waved her hand over the plates. “Blackberry French toast, scrambled eggs, biscuits and gravy, country-fried ham, bacon, hash browns, and strawberry-kiwi fruit salad. All your favorites.”

“Why did you cook so much? There’s enough here for an army.”

“Oh, no reason.” Her voice was light, but her face was pale and strained.

Cooking was Aunt Rachel’s way of dealing with things. After my parents died, she had spent hours in the kitchen, whipping up elaborate, fantastic meals and desserts, even though neither one of us had felt like eating them. So I knew this was her way of coping with the fact that she had almost lost me last night, and it was also her way of showing me how much she loved me.

“Well, it looks and smells fantastic.” I grinned. “Where’s my plate?”

Aunt Rachel grinned back at me, and we both filled our plates and started eating.

The food was terrific. Decadent French toast. Light, fluffy eggs and biscuits. Rich, hearty gravy and ham. Smoky bacon. Cheesy hash browns. Sweet fruit with a tang of lime. I washed it all down with some orange juice and went back for seconds.

While we ate, we talked about normal things. My classes, Aunt Rachel’s job in the dining hall, the weather. Neither one of us mentioned the Reapers. Neither did Babs, who kept up a steady stream of chatter about how nice and shiny she was looking this morning. Ian had cleaned the sword while I was resting in the infirmary last night.

I finished off my second plate of food and sighed with happiness. “That was terrific. You’re too good to me, Aunt Rachel.”

“I know.” She grinned and started to push back from the table so she could clean the dishes.

“Wait. Before you do that, can I show you something? I found it last night in the cemetery. With…Gretchen.” I hated to ruin the moment, but I needed her help.

Her eyes widened. “Oh. Of course, honey. You can show me anything, anytime. You know that.”

I pulled Gretchen’s drawing out of my pocket and laid it flat on the table where Aunt Rachel and Babs could see it. I couldn’t get it out of my mind, and I didn’t want to wait until this afternoon to show it to everyone in the Bunker.

Babs spoke up first, the way she so often did. “It still looks like a bunch of nonsense to me. Gretchen might have been smart, but she wasn’t very good at drawing. Those basilisks resemble black blobs more than anything else.” The sword sniffed, giving her art critique.

“I don’t think it’s nonsense. Gretchen probably drew the feathers and basilisks because she was going to steal Serket’s Pen,” Aunt Rachel said. “As for the vines and things, maybe she was thinking about the flowers at the Idun Estate, since that’s where the artifact was.”

Her explanation made sense, but I still felt I was missing something important about the drawing, something obvious, something that would make everything that had happened over the last few days make sense.

We stared at the doodles for another minute, but we didn’t come up with any new ideas, so I folded up the drawing and stuffed it back into my jeans pocket.

“Well, thanks for looking at it.”

Babs winked at me, but Aunt Rachel tapped her fingers on the table, still thinking.

“I wonder about something, though,” she said.

“About the drawing? What?”

She shook her head. “Not about the drawing. Not exactly. What I’m wondering is why basilisks?”

“What do you mean?”

Aunt Rachel picked up her fork from her plate and waved it through the air like it was an artifact. “Covington already had Typhon’s Scepter. At least, until he dropped it in the cemetery and Zoe recovered it last night.”

“So?”

“So he could already summon all the chimeras he wanted by using the scepter,” she said. “So why did he want Serket’s Pen too?”

“Because he’s a greedy Reaper who likes to use artifacts to hurt people,” Babs chimed in.

Aunt Rachel nodded. “That is certainly true, but Covington never does anything without a specific goal or reason in mind. So what does he need basilisks for? Why basilisks instead of chimeras?”

Her words made a chill slither down my spine. I had been so focused on trying to stop the artifact from being stolen from the Idun Estate, and then trying to get it back from Gretchen, that I hadn’t thought much about why Covington wanted it. Like Babs, I had assumed it was because he was greedy and was stockpiling artifacts to use against the Protectorate. After all, that was why Daphne Cruz had brought the pen to our attention in the first place.

But what if Aunt Rachel was right, and there was more to it than that? What if Covington wanted Serket’s Pen and its basilisks for a specific reason? But what could that be? What could he do with basilisks that he couldn’t do with chimeras?

My mind spun around, but all I came up with was more questions. Still, Aunt Rachel had given me a place to start, and a renewed sense of determination flowed through me.

“I don’t know why Covington needs basilisks, but I’m going to find out.”

She squeezed my hand. “I know you will. Now, help me clean up, or we’re both going to be late.”

I helped her carry the plates over to the counter so she could put the leftovers in the fridge. While we worked, I had the same thought that I’d had the morning of the field trip.

Today was going to be another long day.

I just hoped it would be the day I finally got some answers.





Chapter Twenty-Three




By the time I finished helping Aunt Rachel, it was almost eight o’clock, and I had to grab Babs and my bag and run across campus.

I thought I was going to be late, but the main quad was still crowded with kids when I got there, so I slowed down to catch my breath. I glanced around, wondering if anyone was missing Gretchen yet, but the students were gossiping, texting, and slurping down their coffees. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, not even the nasty glances many of the kids gave me as I walked past them.

“Rory! Hey, Rory!” a voice called out.

I turned around, and Zoe jogged up to me. “Hey.”

“Hey, yourself.” Her hazel eyes darkened with concern, and she looked me up and down, as if checking for injuries, even though she knew that my magic had healed me last night. “How are you feeling?”

I shrugged. “Fine, for the most part. I just…”

“What?”

“I keep thinking about Gretchen.”

I didn’t have to say anything else. Zoe was a warrior, the same as me, so she knew all about the weird jumble of happiness, relief, guilt, and regret that you felt whenever you survived a battle that someone else didn’t, even if that person had been your enemy.

Zoe’s eyes darkened a little more. “Yeah. Me too.”

We stood there in silence for a moment. Then she hooked her arm through mine.

“Well, I’m glad you’re okay. I can’t have my bestie feeling anything less than fine.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Bestie, huh?”

She rolled her eyes. “Well, yeah.”

“All right, then, bestie. Walk me to class.”

Zoe grinned, and we headed across the quad. I glanced around again, but everyone was still talking, texting, and drinking coffee, and it was a typical Mythos morning, right down to some guys throwing a football back and forth. Mateo was playing with them, and Zoe and I stopped to watch him.

“Hey, Mateo!” one of the guys called out. “Go long!”

The guy flung the football as far as he could. Mateo took off in a dead sprint and easily caught the ball, thanks to his amazing Roman speed. He noticed Zoe and me and jogged over to us.

“Ladies.” Mateo tucked the ball under his arm, then gave an elaborate flourish with his other hand and bowed low to us, like he was an old-fashioned knight greeting two courtly ladies.

Zoe rolled her eyes again. “Show-off.”

He straightened up and grinned. “Anything to impress the lovely Valkyrie.”

The guys called out to him. Mateo winked at Zoe, then jogged back over to the others so that one of them could throw the football again. Zoe watched him go with a smile on her lips, and blue sparks of magic crackled in the air around her.

I nudged her in the side. “Mateo looks cute today. Don’t you think?”

She gave me a sour look. “I know what you’re trying to do, but Mateo and I are not going to hook up. We are just friends. That’s it.”

“Friends who secretly lust after each other,” I teased.

“Whatever,” Zoe muttered. “I don’t want to talk about it. Come on. I need to get to class, and so do you.”

She set off down the path. Her arm was still hooked through mine, and she easily pulled me along. She didn’t know her own Valkyrie strength sometimes.

We were almost to the English-history building when I spotted Ian—and he wasn’t alone.

Kylie was with him, and the two of them were standing off by themselves under one of the maple trees that towered over the quad.

“Wait,” I said. “Slow down for a second.”

Zoe kept going, but I dug my heels into the ground, and she finally stopped and dropped my arm. “What?”

I jerked my head over at Ian and Kylie, and we both looked at them.

Ian was talking to Kylie. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but her face was cold and hard. Every once in a while, a few gold sparks would shoot out of her fingertips.

“She looks pissed,” Zoe whispered.

I nodded. Yes, she did.

Ian noticed the sparks too. He winced, but he kept talking. Finally, about a minute later, he finished speaking and looked at her, waiting for a response.

Kylie stared back at Ian for a moment, then stabbed her finger at him. More gold sparks snapped and hissed in the air between them. “You, Viking, are a complete and total idiot.”

Her voice rang out across the quad, and everyone stared at them. A guilty flush crept up Ian’s neck, but Kylie rolled her eyes, turned on her heel, and stalked away from him. She marched across the quad, right past Zoe and me.

She caught sight of us and veered in our direction. I braced myself, expecting her to give me a venomous glare the way she always did. But instead, Kylie stopped and looked me in the eyes.

“I should have said it before now, but thank you for saving my life the other day.”

Once again, her voice carried across the quad, and people looked from me to her and back again. Everyone started whispering, wondering what she was talking about, and several kids began texting on their phones.

I grimaced. The news that Kylie Midas had actually spoken to me would be all over the academy before first period even started. I didn’t like being the center of everyone’s attention and gossip, but she had been civil to me, and I owed her a response.

“Sure,” I replied. “No problem.”

Kylie nodded at me. I nodded back at her, and she moved past me. Zoe and I watched her walk up the steps to the English-history building.

“What was that about?” Zoe asked. “I thought that she hated you.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

Footsteps scraped on the cobblestones, and Ian walked over to us. He nodded at Zoe, then looked at me.

“I apologized to Kylie for how I treated her, and I told her how sorry I was for lying to her. I wanted you to know that, and I wanted to tell you again that I’m sorry.” His gray eyes gleamed with sincerity, and his voice was soft and full of regret. “I really am sorry, Rory. I never meant to hurt you or Kylie, and I especially never meant to betray your trust.”

I thought about what Zoe had told me about Ian spying on that guy she’d had a crush on at the New York academy. In his own way, Ian had been trying to protect her, and he’d thought he had been protecting me too by asking Kylie about Lance Fuller and the Reapers.

“All right. Apology accepted.” I stabbed my finger at him just like Kylie had, although without the cool gold Valkyrie sparks of magic. “But don’t you ever do anything like that again. I can take care of myself, and I don’t need you or anyone else fighting my battles for me.”

“I promise,” Ian replied in a serious voice. Then his face brightened, and he drew an X over his chest. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

He clearly meant it as a joke, but I couldn’t stop myself from snapping back at him. “Don’t say that. You’ll totally jinx yourself.”

Ian and Zoe both stared at me, wondering at my sharp tone.

I grimaced again. “And now it’s my turn to say I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I’m just a little on edge after everything that happened last night.”

“It’s okay,” Ian said. “I think we’re all a little tense right now.”

That was a total understatement, but this time, I kept my mouth shut and nodded instead.

“Tell you what. Let’s all meet for lunch in the dining hall. You guys, me, Mateo. My treat.” A teasing grin spread across Ian’s face. “I’ll even buy you an apology cupcake, Rory.”

I rolled my eyes. Ian had called me cupcake when we’d first met, and it had become something of a running joke between us. Still, he was trying to lighten the mood, so I decided to play along.

“Just one?” I huffed. “That’s hardly a proper apology.”

“And how many cupcakes constitute a proper apology?” he asked, still teasing me.

“Since cupcakes are my absolute favorite dessert?” I tapped my finger against my lips, as though I were seriously considering the question. “Three. At the very least. All chocolate. With chocolate icing. And sprinkles. Lots of sprinkles.”

“I think that can be arranged.”

He smiled. I grinned back at him and stared up into his gray, gray eyes…

“Oh, just kiss already,” Zoe muttered.

A hot blush exploded in my cheeks, and I dropped my gaze from Ian’s. He cleared his throat and shifted on his feet.

Zoe opened her mouth, probably to make another snarky comment, but a series of bells rang out, signaling that first period was about to start. Saved by the bell, indeed.

“Okay, then. See you guys at lunch!” I chirped in a bright voice, then whirled around and headed toward the English-history building.

I ran up the steps and hurried over to the door. Some other kids were in front of me, and I had to wait for them to move, so I looked back over my shoulder.

Zoe had left to go to her own class, but Ian was still standing on the quad. He lifted his hand and waved at me. Even though my cheeks were still burning with embarrassment, I waved back at him.

As I headed into the building, a very Spartan thought filled my mind. Sometimes I thought it would be easier to face down another basilisk than try to figure out what was going on with Ian and me.

* * *

I slid into my seat in myth-history class a few seconds before Professor Dalaja stepped into the room and shut the door behind her. She put her book-shaped bag on her desk and drew out a thick stack of papers.

“Good morning, students,” Dalaja said in a cheerful voice. “You will be happy to know that I graded the quiz about our field trip to the Idun Estate.”

Several groans rang out.

“Now, now, none of that. You all did quite well, especially given the…power outage.” Her gaze landed on me for a moment. “Anyway, let me pass these out, and you can see for yourselves.”

Professor Dalaja moved up and down the aisles, handing everyone their quizzes. She laid my paper on my desk, and I read the grade and the written comments at the top of the sheet. A+. Excellent analysis of the artifacts’ history, magic, and uses.

“Good work, Rory,” she said. “You had the highest grade.”

I sat up a little straighter in my seat. I might not have stopped Covington from getting away with Serket’s Pen last night, but at least I had done something right this week.

Dalaja moved to the front of the room and started her lecture. She told a great story, the way she always did, but my mind wandered, and I found myself pulling out Gretchen’s drawing and staring at it again, wondering what the doodles meant—

The bell rang, startling me. I glanced up. It seemed like I had just sat down, but class was over, and everyone was leaving. I had totally spaced out on the lecture.

I got to my feet and grabbed Gretchen’s drawing and my bag. I glanced over at Professor Dalaja, who was sitting at her desk in the front of the classroom, writing on a notepad. I looked at the drawing, then over at Dalaja, then back at the drawing. If anyone could help me figure out what Gretchen’s doodles meant—if they even meant anything at all—it was the professor.

Still, I hesitated. Dalaja had been acting weird ever since we’d come back from the estate. I didn’t think she was a Reaper, but I had been wrong before. Either way, Covington had Serket’s Pen, and I was running out of time to figure out what he was planning to do with it. So I decided to take a chance. I just hoped I was trusting the right person this time.

“Excuse me, Professor?”

She looked up at me. “Ah, Miss Forseti. Come to ask more questions about artifacts?”

“Something like that. I was wondering if you could take a look at this and tell me what you think it means.” I laid the drawing on her desk.

Professor Dalaja pushed her glasses a little higher up on her nose, pulled the paper closer, and stared down at the drawing. She studied it for several seconds before looking up at me. “Did you draw this yourself?”

I shook my head. “No, not exactly. I, ah, traced it off a friend’s drawing. It’s…a mythological painting…that she sketched.”

Yeah, it was totally a lame excuse, and I could hear the lie in my voice. So could Dalaja, from the way she arched her eyebrows at me, but she looked at the drawing again.

“Well, obviously, these look like feathers and birds.” She pointed at the images in the center. “A Black roc or something similar, if I had to guess.”

“Yeah, I think so too. I was actually wondering about the other things on the page. All the vines and flowers and hearts. What do you think those mean?”

“I don’t know. They just look like doodles to me. Why don’t you ask your friend what the name of the painting was?” she countered. “Then you can look up some information about it yourself.”

“She, ah, doesn’t remember the name. She just saw the painting online somewhere.” More totally lame excuses.

Professor Dalaja stared at me again, obviously wondering what I was up to, but she turned her attention back to the drawing. “Well, I would say that this looks like ivy or some similar vine. As for the flowers…” She paused, as if considering what to say. “They remind me of winterblooms.”

Winterblooms? I didn’t know much about flowers, but the ones in Gretchen’s drawing were definitely not winterblooms.

“That’s not right. Winterblooms are really pretty. These flowers aren’t pretty at all.”

Dalaja gave me a sharp look, like I’d said something suspicious. I didn’t know what to make of her. One minute, she was treating me like I was her favorite student, and the next, she was acting like I was a Reaper trying to pry some secret out of her. It was confusing, to say the least. Especially since I still didn’t know if she was a Reaper or not.

She handed me the drawing. “I’m sorry, but that’s what I see.”

“Okay. Well, thanks for looking at it.”

“Anytime, Miss Forseti. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get ready for my next class.” She turned her attention back to the other papers on her desk.

I had to get to my next class, so I folded up the drawing, slid it into my jeans pocket, and headed for the door. Just before I stepped out into the hallway, I glanced back over my shoulder.

Professor Dalaja was staring at me with a worried look on her face. Once again, I got the feeling that she was both suspicious of and concerned about me at the same time. Weird. What was going on with her? Was she a Reaper too? I couldn’t tell anymore.

She nodded at me, then started gathering up the papers on her desk. I stayed where I was, but she didn’t glance at me again, so I stepped out into the hallway.

Still, as I headed to my next class, I had a funny feeling that Dalaja had seen something in Gretchen’s drawing that I hadn’t.

Something dangerous.





Chapter Twenty-Four




Despite all the thoughts tumbling through my mind about Gretchen, her drawing, Covington, and everything else, the rest of my morning classes passed by quickly, and lunchtime rolled around.

I was in the math-science building, packing up my things after calculus, when my phone beeped with a message from Ian.

Heading to the dining hall now. We’re still on for lunch, right?

I smiled and texted him back. Absolutely. You still owe me three cupcakes, remember?

I waited, and Ian texted me back less than a minute later. The message? Three cupcake emojis.

I laughed and put my phone away.

A couple of minutes later, I stepped out onto the quad. I had taken my time texting Ian and grabbing my stuff, so the quad was deserted, except for a couple of guys running up the stairs and hurrying into the English-history building. My friends were probably already in the dining hall, so I quickened my pace. For the next hour, I was going to forget all about Gretchen and Covington and hang out and relax with my friends—

I was walking by the English-history building when my phone started ringing. I stopped and pulled it out of my pocket. Mateo was calling. Weird. Why would he call me now when he knew we were meeting for lunch?

“Hey, dude,” I said. “What’s up?”

“Rory!” Mateo shouted. “Where are you?”

“Out on the quad, heading to the dining hall. Why?”

“I got a hit on my facial-recognition app. The Reapers are here!”

“What do you mean, here?” I asked. “Here at the academy?”

“Yes, here at the academy!” Mateo said. “One of the security cameras picked up Covington and Drake heading into the English-history building. I called Takeda, but he’s down in the Bunker, and it will take him a few minutes to get over there. He told us to stay outside and watch the building until he can summon the Protectorate guards to come help capture the Reapers. Ian, Zoe, and I are grabbing our things and leaving the dining hall right now.”

“The English-history building?” I stared up at the structure. “Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure!”

I thought about the two people I’d seen hurrying inside. I hadn’t gotten a good look at them, but they must have been the Reapers. “But Covington is all about stealing artifacts,” I said, thinking out loud. “Why would he go in there instead of the library—”

An image of the books and artifacts in Professor Dalaja’s office popped into my mind. That was where Covington and Drake were headed. I was sure of it.

“They’re after the artifacts in Dalaja’s office!” I yelled into my phone. “I’m right outside the building! I’m going in!”

“No, Rory, wait—” Mateo started to say something else, but I had already stuffed my phone back into my pocket.

I darted over to the English-history building. As I ran, I dropped my messenger bag and yanked Babs free of her scabbard.

“Rory!” she yelled, her lips moving against my palm. “You should wait for the others!”

“If I do that, they might kill the professor!” I yelled back.

Babs kept talking, her lips tickling my palm, but I tuned her out and focused on the building. My gaze snapped left and right, and I scanned the windows on the front, looking for any hint of movement inside, but I didn’t spot Covington or Drake through the glass. They must already have gone to Dalaja’s classroom. My heart squeezed even tighter.

There weren’t that many steps, but it seemed to take me forever to sprint up them, throw open one of the doors, and step inside the building. As much as I wanted to run to the professor’s classroom, I made myself slow down and hug the wall.

I moved quickly and quietly down the hallway, stopping and peering into every single room that I passed. Covington and Drake were skilled warriors, and I couldn’t afford to get taken by surprise by them or any basilisks they might summon.

But the rooms were empty, so I hurried on. I stopped and peered around the corner down the hallway to where Dalaja’s classroom was.

The door was standing wide open.

My heart sank, but I tightened my grip on Babs and tiptoed down the hallway, still looking and listening to everything around me. I sidled up to the doorframe and peered into the classroom.

Empty—it was empty.

I looked out over the desks and chairs, but Dalaja wasn’t in here, and neither were Covington and Drake. My gaze moved past the furniture to the door in the back that led into the professor’s office.

It was also standing wide open.

Of course the Reapers would be in there. That was where the books and artifacts were.

I headed in that direction, hugging the wall again. The last thing I wanted was for the Reapers to see me moving through the classroom and realize that I was creeping up behind them.

The closer I got to the door, the more I realized that it wasn’t standing open so much as it was barely clinging to its hinges. Someone had almost torn the door out of its frame, most likely Drake with his Viking strength.

I kept moving toward the door, still looking and listening, but I didn’t hear any noises coming from inside the office. No yells, no shouts, no screams, nothing.

My heart clenched a little tighter with dread with every silent second that ticked by. If there had been noises or sounds of a struggle, I would have known that Professor Dalaja was still alive.

The silence made me think she was already dead.

Finally, I reached the door. I drew in a breath, readying for myself for whatever might be inside, then peered around the frame.

The office was a disaster area.

The two chairs in front of the desk had been smashed to bits, and the desk itself had been overturned. The wooden legs sticking up into the air reminded me of a giant brown tortoise lying on its side, unable to right itself. Everything that had been on the desk—papers, ink pens, even the professor’s coffee mug—now littered the floor, most of it in pieces, as though it had been trampled.

My gaze flicked left and right to the bookcases against the walls. Many of the swords, daggers, statues, and other artifacts that had lined the shelves were now down on the floor, along with dozens of books. Broken bits of glass littered the ground, and many of the precious stones had been knocked out of their settings and smashed underfoot. The jagged, jeweled splinters looked like colorful snowflakes resting amid the mounds of white paper.

There was so much messy destruction that I couldn’t tell what artifact, if any, might have been stolen from the shelves. But I could see one thing very, very clearly: the blood splattered on the windows at the back of the office.

Normally, I had to be in a fight before my Spartan instincts kicked in, but this time, I could see it all unspooling in my mind. Covington and Drake sneaking into the classroom. Drake using his Viking strength to wrench open the door. The Reapers surging into the office. Professor Dalaja getting up from her desk in surprise. Drake closing the distance between them and swinging his sword at her. Dalaja’s blood flying through the air and spattering all over the windows…

Bile rose in my throat, but I swallowed it down and forced myself to move forward, heading toward the bloody windows. I knew exactly what I was going to find when I went around the overturned desk, but I still had to see it for myself. Dread churned in my stomach, but I crept closer to the desk…and closer…and closer still…until I could look behind it…

Nothing—nothing was behind the desk.

No papers, no smashed artifacts, no body.

I had expected Professor Dalaja to be lying dead on the floor, but she wasn’t here. The professor almost always ate lunch in her office, so I knew she had been in here when the Reapers attacked, and I knew it was her blood on the windows. Covington and Drake certainly hadn’t hurt themselves and left that blood behind. So if Dalaja wasn’t in here, then where was she?

I looked out over the smashed artifacts on the floor, then at the overturned desk again. Given the destruction, it seemed like the Reapers hadn’t cared about anything other than getting to the back of the room as quickly as possible. But why? What had been in this part of the office that was so special? All the artifacts were on the shelves, not back here where Dalaja sat—

This woman is like a walking, talking encyclopedia when it comes to artifacts. Is there anything she doesn’t know? Zoe’s voice murmured in my mind. She had said that about Dalaja during the field trip, and I had thought it myself when I asked the professor about the black jewelry box and Gretchen’s drawing.

Covington and Drake weren’t after a sword or a statue or some other traditional artifact. No, they were after the person who knew more about artifacts than anyone else.

Professor Dalaja.

A dozen questions bubbled up in my mind, most notably why the Reapers would target her, but those weren’t important. Stopping Covington and Drake before they left campus with the professor was the only thing that mattered right now.

I looked out the windows, but I didn’t see anyone outside, so I left the office, hurried through the empty classroom, and stepped back out into the hallway. I turned in the opposite direction from how I had entered the building and started walking along, glancing out every window, as well as scanning the floor, searching for the professor’s blood trail.

My phone started ringing, and I yanked it out of my pocket even as I moved forward.

“Mateo?”

“Yeah. Where are you?” he asked.

“In the English-history building. Covington and Drake aren’t after artifacts. They kidnapped Professor Dalaja. Can you find them on the cameras and tell me where they are?”

“On it. I’m sitting down on one of the quad benches so I can call up the security-camera feeds on my laptop, but Ian and Zoe are heading toward the building.”

Through the phone, I could hear Mateo typing. I kept moving down the hallway, looking out every single window and staring down at the floor. I rounded the corner and entered another hallway. Up ahead, I spotted a stain on one of the doors leading outside, and I sprinted over to get a better look at it. Blood was smeared across the metal handle. Professor Dalaja had definitely come this way.

“Got them!” Mateo said. “They just disappeared behind Styx Hall. It looks like they’re headed for the main gate. I see a couple of black SUVs parked across the street there. That must be how they plan to get away.”

“Got it. I’m headed that way now.”

“You need to wait for Ian and Zoe!” he yelled.

I couldn’t do that. My friends were on the opposite side of the building, and I was closer to Styx Hall than they were. “I can’t wait! The Reapers could kill Professor Dalaja at any second! Tell the others to follow me, and call me back if the Reapers change direction!”

“Rory, wait—”

Mateo yelled at me again, but I ended the call, stuffed my phone back into my pocket, pushed through the doors, and ran out into the afternoon sunshine.

* * *

I was at the back of the English-history building, so instead of leading out to the main quad, this door opened up into a small grassy space where some of the kids liked to sneak cigarettes between classes. But no one was smoking, so I ran across the grass and charged down the hill, heading toward the student dorms in the distance.

As much as I hated to admit it, Covington and Drake had picked the perfect time to kidnap Dalaja. All the students, professors, and staff members were in the dining hall eating lunch, leaving the rest of campus empty and deserted. I didn’t pass a single person as I ran toward the dorms, although I could hear faint shouts behind me. I couldn’t make out the words, but I could have sworn that I heard Ian’s voice, along with Zoe’s.

My phone rang just as Styx Hall came into view. I yanked it out of my pocket as I ran toward the dorm. “Mateo! Talk to me!”

“Ian and Zoe are behind you, and Takeda and I are leaving the quad right now. He’s called in the Protectorate guards. They’re approaching the academy from the town, and they’re going to surround the Reapers’ cars and cut off their escape route.”

“Rory!” Takeda yelled at me through the phone. “Wait for us! Don’t approach the Reapers! Let us surround them!”

“I have to save Dalaja!” I yelled back.

I didn’t know if he heard me or not, but I was rapidly approaching Styx Hall, so I stuffed my phone back into my pocket. I needed to concentrate on finding the Reapers.

I kept running until I reached the front of the dorm. Then I slowed my steps and jogged over to the side of the building, trying to get my breath back. Mateo had said that the Reapers had come this way, so I peeked around the corner in case they were still here. But the grassy space behind the dorm was empty, and I didn’t see any movement in the trees in the distance.

No one was back here.

I started to pull my phone out and ask Mateo to double-check the footage to make sure that the Reapers had come this way, but then I remembered what Aunt Rachel had said at breakfast about Covington never doing anything without a reason. What was so special about Styx Hall? Why would he come back here instead of heading straight down to the main gate and the cars waiting on the other side?

I paced back and forth through the grass, trying to think like the Reaper. Covington had to know that someone would spot him on the security cameras and alert Takeda, and he would be prepared for any tactics that Takeda and the Protectorate guards might use to try to capture him. So if I were Covington, where would I go to dodge the Protectorate and escape from campus?

I stared at the pine trees in the distance. The trees—I would hide in the trees for as long as possible.

No security cameras were mounted in the trees, and the thicket of pines ran from Styx Hall all the way down to the main gate. I didn’t know how Covington thought he was going to reach his SUVs and get away from the Protectorate guards, but I was willing to bet that he was hiding out in the woods for now.

I crossed the grassy clearing and sprinted over to the closest tree. I stopped, peering into the dappled shadows, but I didn’t see or hear anything up ahead. So I stuck Babs point-first into the ground, pulled out my phone, and texted Mateo, telling him that I thought the Reapers had dragged Professor Dalaja into the trees. Then I stuffed my phone back into my pocket.

“Why do you think the Reapers are in there?” Babs asked.

“Because it’s the perfect place to hide. No one ever goes into these woods, not even kids who are looking for a quiet place to make out. The ground is too uneven and rocky. Besides, it’s just about the only place on campus that’s not covered by the security cameras. Trust me. The Reapers are in there.”

“All right, then,” Babs whispered. “Let’s go in and cut them to pieces, aye?”

“Aye,” I whispered back to her.

I grabbed the sword, then got to my feet and headed into the trees.

The sun was shining brightly overhead, but the pines’ green branches were spread out like wings, casting dark, twisted shadows in all directions. The sharp, sticky tang of sap filled the air, and I had to twitch my nose to hold back a sneeze. Everything was quiet, except for the whistle of the wind blowing over the tops of the trees, making them creak and sway from side to side. It might be the middle of the day, but something about the trees, shadows, and wind made the woods seem as ominous as the cemetery last night—

Smack.

Smack-smack.

Smack.

I froze at the sounds. Unless I was mistaken, those were the solid smacks of fists hitting flesh. Someone was getting punched—hard.

A low groan sounded, followed by a coughing fit, confirming my suspicions. I clutched Babs even tighter and moved forward, darting from one tree to the next, following the pain-filled noises.

“Where is it?” Covington’s voice rang out.

I crept up behind another tree and looked around the trunk. A small clearing lay in the middle of the woods. Covington stood in the center of the open space, towering over Professor Dalaja, who was slumped down on her knees.

Dalaja was using her right hand to hold her left arm up against her chest. Her hands and arm were bloody, and so was the torn sleeve of her shirt. One of the Reapers must have cut her arm with a sword, leaving behind that blood in her office. I couldn’t tell how badly she was injured, but I let out a quiet sigh of relief that she was still alive.

I scanned the clearing, but I didn’t see Drake anywhere. Maybe he had headed down to the main gate to make sure the coast was clear for the Reapers’ escape.

Covington didn’t seem in a hurry to leave, so I stuck Babs into the ground again, pulled out my phone, and texted Mateo, telling him what was going on. Then I silenced my phone and slid it back into my pocket.

I stared at Covington. For once, he was wearing a button-up shirt and jeans instead of his red Reaper cloak, and his hands were empty, although he had a sword belted to his waist, along with a couple of daggers. But I wasn’t worried. I had beaten him before in combat, and I was going to do it again right now and finally end this nightmare.

I grabbed Babs again and moved through the woods. Given Covington’s Roman speed, I would only have one chance to take him down, and I needed to get as close to him as possible before I charged out of the trees.

“I’ll ask you again,” he said. “Where is it? Thanks to Gretchen Gondul, I know that you have it.”

He punched Professor Dalaja in the face, making her head snap back. Dalaja toppled over onto her side and let out another low groan. Covington circled around her before stopping and lashing out with a vicious kick, driving his foot into her injured arm. Dalaja let out a sharp yelp of pain and cradled her arm to her chest again.

I frowned. It? What it? He must be talking about some artifact. But what did Gretchen have to do with this? She was dead, thanks to the Reapers.

Covington circled around the professor again, so I darted forward and slipped behind the tree that was the closest to him. Once again, I looked around, but I didn’t see Drake anywhere. However, faint shouts sounded in the distance, although I couldn’t make out exactly what was being said. Maybe the Protectorate guards had captured Drake. That was my hope, but I couldn’t afford to wait any longer for help to arrive, so I lifted Babs up into an attack position, getting ready to strike.

I watched Covington circle around the professor. The next time he came this way and turned his back to me, I surged to my feet, leaped out of the trees, and charged forward, running straight at him.

But he was still too quick for me.

Covington must have heard the crunch of my boots in the leaves, because he whipped around right before I would have sliced my sword across his back. He sidestepped my blow, whirled around, and drew his own sword.

He blinked, as if he were surprised that I was here, but a cold, calculating smile spread across his face. “Why, hello, Rory. I wasn’t expecting to see you again. I thought you died in the cemetery with Gretchen last night. But I guess Takeda used his healing magic to save you from the basilisk poison.”

For a moment, I didn’t understand what he was talking about. Then I realized he still didn’t know about my new healing power. Well, I wasn’t going to correct him.

“Professor?” I called out. “Are you okay?”

Dalaja slowly sat up and cradled her injured arm to her chest, wincing the whole time. “I’m okay, but you need to get out of here, Rory. There’s another Reaper out there.”

“I know. Don’t worry. I’m a Spartan, remember? I’ve got this.”

She nodded and tried to smile at me, but her expression was more of a pain-filled grimace.

I turned my attention back to Covington. “Takeda is on his way here right now with the Protectorate guards to take you down.”

His smile widened, as if he weren’t concerned at all about the fact that he was about to be caught and thrown in prison again. “We’ll see about that. But I’m so glad that you’re here, Rory. We didn’t get to finish our conversation last night.”

I twirled my sword around in my hand, looking for an opening to attack him. “You mean when you told me to choose between being kidnapped and fighting the basilisk? News flash. I would pick basilisk every single time.”

His eyes narrowed at my insult, but he didn’t lower his guard or his weapon. “Actually, something else has been on my mind lately—how you fought off the effects of my Apate ring at the Cormac Museum. The artifact should have made you obey any command I gave you, despite that talking sword in your hand. But yet it didn’t, and you were able to resist the ring’s magic. I need to know why.”

“Just lucky, I guess.”

I kept my gaze steady on his, not letting any trace of emotion show on my face, especially not my worry. I was wearing Freya’s Bracelet like usual, and if Covington realized that it was an artifact, then he would try to take it away from me. Even worse, without the bracelet, I didn’t know if I would be strong enough to resist whatever foul magic and artifacts he might have. Fear churned in my stomach. Babs and the bracelet were the only reasons he hadn’t turned me into a Reaper at the museum, and I couldn’t afford to lose either one of them.

Covington smiled at me again. “Oh, I doubt that you were that lucky. But I’ll find out your secret. I always do. After all, I was the one who discovered that your parents were planning to leave the Reapers. I told the Reaper leaders that your parents wanted to defect, but they didn’t believe me. So I took care of Rebecca and Tyson myself. It was one of the most satisfying things I’ve ever done.”

White-hot rage scorched through me at his cruel, heartless words, but I ground my teeth and held my position. Covington was trying to hurt me, distract me, and get me to do something stupid, like blindly charge at him. So I concentrated on the feel of Babs in my hand and my charm bracelet around my wrist. The reassuring weight of the sword and the cool, light touch of the bracelet helped me focus on something besides my own pain, heartbreak, worry, and rage.

I stared at Covington, analyzing everything about him. How his feet were digging into the leaves, how high his sword was, even the way he was squinting, trying to see into the mix of sun and shadows that dappled the clearing.

I was going to end this—and him—right now.

He opened his mouth, probably to taunt me again, but I whipped up Babs and charged toward him. He used his Roman speed to move to the side the way I knew he would, but I countered and sliced out with my sword, opening up a gash along his left forearm. Covington hissed and whipped back around, but instead of moving in and countering my attack with one of his own, he kept his distance. Coward.

I headed toward him again, but leaves crunched off to my right, and Drake sprinted into the clearing, his sword clutched in his hand.

“The Protectorate guards have surrounded the SUVs!” he yelled. “We’ll have to go with our backup plan!”

Drake stopped short at the sight of me, but his surprise didn’t last long. He let out a loud yell and charged forward. I stepped up to meet him.

Clash-clash-clang!

Clash-clash-clang!

Back and forth, we fought through the clearing, with Drake swinging his sword at me over and over again and me countering his hard, vicious blows. I thought Covington might wade into the fight and try to stab me in the back, like he’d done to my parents, but he hurried over to Dalaja.

The professor had managed to get to her feet and pick up a dead tree branch. She lifted the branch and swung it at Covington, but given her injuries, it was a weak, awkward blow. He easily avoided the attack, then snatched the branch out of her hand and tossed it aside.

I started to head over to help Dalaja, but Drake stepped up and cut me off.

“Rory! Rory!” someone shouted in the distance.

I parried Drake’s latest attack and whirled away from him long enough to answer. “Over here! In the trees!”

Drake growled and lashed out with his sword again, but I ducked the blow, spun around, and kicked him in the knee. His leg buckled, and I raised my own sword up to slice it across his back. Not a killing blow but one I hoped would incapacitate him until the others got here.

I had started to bring my blade down when I spotted a large shadow out of the corner of my eye, along with the glint of talons—

I threw myself down and to the right, rolling, rolling, rolling across the ground as fast as I could.

Caw!

A basilisk landed with a loud cry and dug its talons into the spot where I’d been standing.

I kept rolling, trying to get as far away from the monster as possible. My shoulder hit a large boulder half buried in the leaves, stopping me cold and making me lose my grip on Babs. The sword flew out of my hand and landed somewhere in the trees.

“Rory!” Babs screamed. “Look out! Behind you!”

The basilisk’s shadow fell over me again. This time, the creature snapped out with its beak, trying to spear me to death with the sharp point. I waited until the last possible moment, then lurched away from the rock.

The basilisk’s beak punched into the boulder, shattering it to pieces. But the boulder was a lot stronger and harder than my body, and the monster weakly flapped its wings and staggered around, trying to shake off its unexpected daze.

I came up into a low crouch and looked at Covington. He had sheathed his sword, but he was holding something much, much worse now: Serket’s Pen.

He slashed the black feather pen through the air as though he were writing a large B. He had summoned that first basilisk and was going to conjure more of them, unless I stopped him.

“Rory! Rory!”

I looked toward the trees where Babs had landed. I could hear her calling out, but I couldn’t actually see the sword, and Covington could finish summoning another basilisk, maybe more, before I found her. I would have to battle the Reaper and his monsters without my sword.

I was a Spartan, which meant that I could use anything as a weapon, so I searched the ground around me. Thanks to the basilisk destroying the boulder, several fist-size rocks now littered the clearing. I snatched up one of the rocks, along with the branch Dalaja had dropped. Then I whirled around to face Covington and the basilisk again.

Only there wasn’t just one basilisk now—there were three.

He had conjured two more monsters. Even worse, he was forcing Professor Dalaja to climb up onto one of the basilisks. Dalaja heaved herself onto the creature’s back, and Covington quickly swung up behind her. The basilisk cawed and spread its wings wide.

Covington never does anything without a specific goal or reason in mind. So what does he need basilisks for? Why basilisks instead of chimeras? Aunt Rachel’s voice murmured in my mind. She had asked those questions at breakfast this morning, and now I knew the answer.

Because basilisks could do one thing that chimeras couldn’t: basilisks could fly.

Covington must have realized that the Protectorate guards might cut him off from the vehicles outside the academy gate, so he had decided to use the basilisks as his backup escape plan. He was literally going to fly away as free as a bird.

Unless I stopped him.

Still holding the rock and the branch, I let out a loud yell and charged at Covington, but he waved his hand, and one of the basilisks swung around in my direction, raising its wing high and getting ready to slam it down on top of me—

Thunk!

A Viking battle ax zipped across the clearing and sank into the basilisk’s chest, making it scream with pain and disappear in a cloud of black feathers.

My heart lifted. Ian was here.

He sprinted into the clearing, with Zoe, Mateo, and Takeda right behind him. I turned in their direction.

Ian’s gaze met mine, and his eyes widened. “Rory! Get down!”

I ducked, and a dagger whistled through the air right where my head had been. I whirled around to find Drake standing behind me. Before I could scramble out of the way, he punched me in the face.

Pain exploded in my jaw. My head snapped back, my legs buckled, and I hit the ground hard, losing my makeshift weapons. Before I could move or even think about fighting back, Drake reached down, grabbed the back of my shirt, and yanked me to my feet. Then he spun me around and put another dagger up against my throat.

“Stop!” he hissed. “Or she dies!”

I froze, and so did my friends. For a moment, no one moved or said anything. Then Ian slowly raised his hands and stepped forward. He stared at me, then focused on his treacherous brother.

“Drake,” he said in a low, urgent voice. “Don’t do this. Let Rory go, and we can talk about this.”

“Wow.” Drake sneered. “You’re still trying to save me, aren’t you? Even after everything I’ve done to you and your friends. Pathetic, little brother. Truly pathetic.”

Ian’s fingers clenched into fists, but he kept his hands raised, still trying to reason with his brother. “Come on, man. I know you, and this isn’t you.”

Drake shook his head. “You don’t know me. You never knew me. All you saw was this great hero that you wanted me to be. Well, that’s not me, little brother. It never was. You were just too stupid to realize it.”

Ian flinched, but he tried again. “Please, Drake. You don’t have to do this. Let Rory go.”

“I absolutely have to do this. You’re not going to get the message otherwise. You want to know who I really am?” Drake let out a low, chilling laugh. “Let me show you.”

His muscles tensed, and I could tell that he was getting ready to slice his dagger across my throat. My mind raced, trying to figure out some way to stop him. I’d have to lift my own hand and hope that I could somehow shove it in between the blade and my neck. Better a cut hand than a cut throat.

“Drake!” Covington barked out. “Stop! I want her alive!”

The Viking tensed again, as if he were thinking about ignoring his boss just to teach his brother a cruel, cruel lesson.

“Drake!” Covington barked out again. “Put her on the basilisk, and let’s go!”

The moment passed, and Drake finally lowered his dagger a fraction of an inch. I let out a soft sigh of relief.

“Your girlfriend’s lucky that Covington still wants her alive.” Drake sneered at Ian again, then tightened his grip on me. “Walk, Spartan. And don’t try anything funny, or I will cut your throat, no matter what Covington says.”

He pressed the dagger into my throat, slicing my skin and making a bit of blood trickle down my neck. I hissed at the small, stinging pain, but I did as he asked and let him drag me backward.

Ian slowly lowered his fists to his sides. There was nothing that he or any of my friends could do, since Drake could kill me before they took a single step forward. Ian stared at his brother again, then turned his gaze to me.

So many emotions glinted in his gray eyes. Rage. Sorrow. Resignation. But they quickly melted away and hardened into something much, much stronger: determination.

“Don’t worry, Rory,” he called out. “We’ll save you.”

“Don’t you worry,” I countered. “I’ll save myself.”

Ian grinned a little at my confidence, but we both knew how precarious my situation was. The second Covington didn’t need me anymore, he would kill me or order Drake to do it. This might be the last time I saw my friends, so I focused on each one of them in turn—Zoe, Mateo, and Takeda—smiling and trying to let them see how much I cared about them. Then I looked at Ian again. If this was my final moment with him, then I was going to tell him how I felt.

“Ian, I—”

Before I could get the words out, Drake dug his dagger into my neck again, cutting me off. “Shut up, and get on the basilisk! Now!”

I didn’t have a choice. I climbed up onto the creature, and Drake hopped up behind me. He still had his dagger in one hand, and I couldn’t fight back without him gutting me with the weapon.

Ian, Zoe, Mateo, and Takeda held their positions in the clearing. Anguish filled their faces, and they clearly wanted to charge forward and do something, anything, to try to save me, along with Professor Dalaja. But they couldn’t do that without the Reapers killing us both.

So I looked at each one of my friends again, trying to tell them that it was okay, that I understood, and that I knew they would do everything they could to find and rescue me.

“Better hold on,” Drake hissed. “Or you might fall off, Spartan.”

Even though it was the last thing I wanted to do, I dug my hands and legs into the basilisk’s feathers, getting a tight grip. Covington might want me alive, but I wouldn’t put it past Drake to shove me off the creature while we were in midair.

Drake dug his own hand and legs into the creature’s feathers. “Let’s go!” he yelled.

The basilisk let out another loud caw and flapped its wings. Ian’s worried face was the last thing I saw before the basilisk shot off the ground and soared up into the sky.





Chapter Twenty-Five




Flying on the basilisk was nothing like flying on the Eir gryphons.

I had always felt perfectly safe and secure riding on Balder and Brono, but the basilisk’s black feathers were much slicker than the gryphons’ bronze fur, and its movements were so erratic that I felt like I was going to tumble off at any second. And Drake didn’t help matters, since he kept his dagger pressed up against my side, ready to stab me if I did anything stupid. He probably wanted me to fall off, but I dug my fingers even deeper into the basilisk’s slippery feathers and squeezed tight with my legs. Somehow I managed to hang on.

I had lost Babs in the clearing, but Pan’s Whistle was still attached to my bracelet, and I thought about using the artifact to summon the gryphons the way I had on the ridge the other night. But I didn’t dare let go of the basilisk, not even with one hand, not even for the few seconds it would take me to bring the whistle up to my lips and blow on it.

Up ahead, Covington zipped through the air on his own basilisk, with Professor Dalaja riding in front of him. I held on tight and watched the scenery below, trying to figure out where we were going.

The streets and shops of Snowline Ridge rushed by almost too fast for me to follow, as did the evergreen forests that covered the mountain. I thought we might head away from the mountain and toward some suburb of Denver, or maybe even the city itself, but a few minutes later, the basilisks spiraled down to the ground.

We flew over some trees, and a large gray stone mansion appeared, surrounded by bright, colorful flowers. I recognized it immediately. After all, I had just been here on a field trip two days ago.

The Idun Estate.

Covington already had Serket’s Pen. So what were we doing back here?

I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to stick around to find out. The basilisk dropped closer to the ground…and closer…and closer…

I tensed. The second the creature’s feet touched down, I was going to leap off, whirl around, and attack Drake.

But he must have guessed what I was planning. When we were five feet off the ground, he shoved me off the basilisk. I yelped in surprise and put my arms out, trying to break my fall, but I still hit the ground hard. Pain shot through the left side of my body, and my brain rattled around inside my skull. A moment later, my healing magic flared to life, smoothing out the bumps and bruises, but I was still dazed.

Drake landed the basilisk and hopped down off the creature, still clutching his dagger. “Not so tough now, are you, Spartan?” he hissed. “Let’s go.”

He grabbed my arm and hauled me to my feet. The sudden change in elevation made my head ache even more, although my healing magic eased the worst of the pain.

Covington had already landed his basilisk, and he was pushing Professor Dalaja along in front of him. Drake made me fall in step behind them.

The basilisks had landed at the edge of the lawn that ringed the estate, and the four of us tromped through the grass, heading toward the mansion. I hadn’t gotten to see the gardens during the field trip, but now we walked past bed after bed of wildflowers, each patch brighter, prettier, and more colorful than the last. Maybe it was my imagination, but the flowers seemed to turn their heads and watch us, like they always did whenever I was in the Eir Ruins dreamscape with Sigyn. I shivered. Creepy.

We left the flowers behind and reached a large stone patio at the back of the mansion. I glanced around, expecting to see some guards or staff members come running outside, but the estate seemed quiet and deserted.

Professor Dalaja noticed my confusion. “The Protectorate closed the estate after the field trip. No one else is here.”

My stomach clenched. My hand crept over to my bracelet, and my fingers curled around Pan’s Whistle. Once again, I thought about using the artifact to summon the gryphons, but Covington was still holding Serket’s Pen. Even if I blew on the whistle, he could always conjure up more basilisks to go with the two that were already here.

I needed more than the gryphons. I needed my friends to come here too. But the whistle only summoned creatures, not people, and it wasn’t like I could ask Brono to fetch Ian and the others the way he had run around with Babs in his mouth in the clearing the other night.

Or could I?

An idea popped into my mind. Maybe I could summon the gryphons and my friends at the same time. I didn’t know if it would work, but it was the only chance Professor Dalaja and I had.

The Reapers shoved us toward the mansion doors. I discreetly fluttered my fingers at Dalaja to get her attention, then dropped my hand to my bracelet and tapped my index finger on Pan’s Whistle.

Her eyes narrowed. She knew all about artifacts, so of course she recognized the whistle. She winked at me, telling me she had a plan.

“Keep moving,” Drake growled.

He reached out and shoved the professor, who pretended to trip and stumble. Dalaja hit the ground, and I knew this was my chance to use the whistle.

“Professor!” I cried out.

I hurried forward and crouched down over her. My back was to Covington and Drake, and I ducked my head and brought my right wrist up to my face. Then I put my lips on Pan’s Whistle and blew on it as hard as I could. I pictured Balder and Brono in my mind, but the gryphons weren’t the only ones I pictured. I also thought about Ian. His smile, his laugh, his beautiful gray eyes.

Ian, I thought. Find Ian and my friends, and bring them here. Please. Before it’s too late—

Behind me, I heard the distinctive rasp of a sword sliding free of a scabbard.

“Get up,” Drake growled again. “Both of you. Or you will wish you had.”

I was out of time, so I let the whistle fall free of my lips and dropped my wrist back down to my side. Then I reached out and helped Professor Dalaja to her feet. Together, we faced the Reapers again.

Drake had exchanged his dagger for a sword, and he stabbed the weapon at Dalaja, then over at the alarm box on the side of the mansion. “Disarm the security system. Now.”

I looked at her. “Why would they think you have the alarm codes?”

“You don’t know?” Covington let out a small, amused laugh. “Dalaja isn’t just some doddering old academic. She might prefer to go by her first name, but she comes from a famous mythological family. Isn’t that right, Professor Idun?”

Surprise jolted through me. Idun? She grimaced, letting me know that Covington’s words were true and that her full name was Dalaja Idun.

“Dalaja Idun?” I said. “Then that means…”

Covington finished my thought. “That the professor is actually the owner of the estate and all of its lovely, lovely artifacts.”

I looked at Dalaja, who winced in confirmation.

“So that’s why we always come here on field trips, and that’s why you know so much about the artifacts,” I said. “Because they all belong to you.”

“More or less,” she admitted. “Although the artifacts don’t belong to me. Not really. I’m just their current caretaker, like my ancestors were before me. That’s what the Idun family does. We collect artifacts and safeguard them from Reapers and anyone else who would misuse them.”

Drake barked out a sharp, mocking laugh. “Some caretaker, considering the fact that we’re about to break into your big, shiny mansion and steal the most powerful things you have.”

Dalaja straightened up to her full height, and pride and determination filled her face. “I am not afraid to die to protect the artifacts from you, Reaper.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Drake gave her an evil grin and twirled his sword around in his hand, but the professor lifted her chin and stared right back at him.

“Enough,” Covington said.

He raised Serket’s Pen. Behind him, the basilisks, which had been wandering around the lawn, snapped to attention. Covington looked at them, making sure that they were under his control, then stared at Dalaja again.

“Either disarm the security system and open the doors or I’ll have my new pets rip Rory to pieces,” he said. “Your choice, Professor.”

The basilisks quirked their heads from side to side and hopped forward, their crimson eyes locked onto me. I shuddered, but I forced myself to hold my ground and shake my head.

“No. Don’t do it, Professor. Protecting the artifacts is more important than anything else.”

“And that’s one of the reasons you are my favorite student.” Dalaja gave me a regretful smile. “And that’s also why I can’t let you die. I’m sorry, Rory.”

Before I could tell her to stop, she opened the alarm box and punched in a series of numbers on the keypad inside. The light on the pad flashed from red to green, and a faint buzz sounded as the doors unlocked.

“Excellent,” Covington said. “Now I can finally get what I came here for. Professor, if you will be so kind as to lead the way.”

Dalaja reached out, opened the double doors, and headed inside. Covington followed her. Drake brandished his sword at me again. My hands curled into fists, but I had no choice but to step inside the mansion.

* * *

The doors swung shut behind us. The basilisks stayed outside, although they hopped forward and stared at the closed doors, as if they wanted to peck the glass out of the frames, storm inside, and chase after us. I shuddered again and looked away from the monsters.

“Move,” Drake snapped.

He brandished his sword at me again, and I fell in step behind Covington and Professor Dalaja. We moved through the mansion, going from one room to the next. Covington stopped every now and then to admire something, but he didn’t pick up anything, and we kept going.

Finally, we ended up in the library. Of course. This was where most of the artifacts were.

I glanced around, but the Protectorate guards had cleaned up the mess from the basilisk battle. The broken glass and smashed furniture had been removed, and the books had been put back on their shelves. The only remaining signs of the fight were the chandelier, which was barely clinging to the ceiling, and the empty space in the corner where Serket’s Pen had been stored in its case.

To my surprise, Covington went straight over to that corner. He already had the pen, so what else could he be after?

I got my answer a moment later, when he stopped in front of the artifact case that was right next to where the pen had been. He smashed his elbow into the glass, breaking it, then reached inside and drew out the artifact. He turned around, showing off his prize.

An amulet dangled from his fingers.

It was the same artifact I had noticed during the field trip—a polished jet amulet with thin silver tendrils wrapping around it, all of it attached to a long silver chain. And just like before, I felt like I had seen those shapes and colors somewhere, although I still couldn’t remember when or where.

“The Chloris Amulet,” Covington said in a satisfied voice. “At last. I’ve been searching for this for a long, long time. I didn’t even realize that it was here, until Gretchen Gondul asked if I would pay her to steal it.”

I really…should have gone with…the necklace…instead… Gretchen’s voice whispered in my mind. She had said those words to me in the cemetery last night, and now I knew what she was talking about.

The longer I stared at the amulet, the more I realized that the circle and the chain looked exactly like the shapes on Gretchen’s drawing, the one that was still tucked into my pocket. They hadn’t been random doodles. No, Gretchen had drawn the circles and chains because she was thinking about stealing the amulet, just as she had drawn the feathers and basilisks to represent Serket’s Pen.

But what was so special about the amulet? The identification card said that it could control flowers, vines, and the like. Which was cool but hardly dangerous.

I glanced over at Professor Dalaja, who had a worried look on her face.

She shook her head. “So you have the amulet. So what? It’s useless without the Narcissus Heart. You can see for yourself that the jewel is missing.”

She was right. There was a large hole in the center of the amulet, as if it was missing a piece. But what was the Narcissus Heart? And what did it do?

But the weirdest thing was that this wasn’t the first time I had heard the word narcissus. Sigyn had showed me all those creepy red narcissus flowers in the Eir Ruins dreamscape last night.

Sometimes the simplest things can be the most dangerous. The goddess had told me that, and I had a bad, bad feeling that those flowers were somehow connected to this amulet.

Covington waved his hand, dismissing the professor’s point. “A minor detail. Especially since I know exactly where the Narcissus Heart is.” He draped the silver chain over his neck and settled the black amulet against his chest. Then he looked at Dalaja again. “And now, for the other thing I came here for. Where’s the box?”

At first, I wasn’t sure I had heard him right, but he kept staring at Dalaja, and I knew I hadn’t imagined his words. Shock zipped through me, but it was quickly replaced by cold, cold dread. No. This couldn’t be happening. Not again. But I couldn’t stop myself from asking the inevitable question.

“Box?” I whispered. “What box?”

“Oh, you know what it looks like, Rory.” Covington spread his hands out wide. “It’s about this big, made of solid stone, lots of silver vines running across the top of it.”

He was describing the black jewelry box that we had recovered at the Cormac Museum. Only he wasn’t talking about that box—he was talking about a different one.

There was another box.

More shock zipped through me, stealing my breath, and I actually swayed on my feet. Covington had spent so much time and effort trying to steal the black jewelry box that it had never occurred to me that there could be another box.

Even though my heart was pounding and my stomach was churning, I drew in a deep breath and looked around the library. Swords, shields, even the spear that Ian had tried to grab during the basilisk fight. All those artifacts and more gleamed in their cases, but I didn’t see any boxes. Not a single one. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe the second box wasn’t here.

Covington stared at Dalaja, who kept quiet and lifted her chin in defiance. He smiled at her and waved Serket’s Pen in the air again. What was he doing—

A series of sharp tap-tap-taps sounded on the windows. I glanced in that direction and bit back a shriek. The two basilisks were standing right outside the library, once again looking like they wanted to peck through the glass, come inside, and eat me.

“Don’t make me ask you again, Dalaja,” Covington warned. “Rory won’t like the consequences of your silence.”

She stared at me, a stricken expression on her face. I shook my head, telling her not to give in to him, but she sighed.

“The box is in the solarium.”

“Ah,” he said. “Of course. That makes sense.”

Why did that make sense? I had no idea what was going on.

Covington gestured with his hand, and Professor Dalaja shuffled out of the library and into the solarium. Drake brandished his sword at me, and I had no choice but to follow the professor.

The solarium looked the same as it had during our field trip. An enormous room with a glass ceiling and walls that let in plenty of light for the flowers growing in their pots. I glanced around, but I didn’t see any boxes. Just lots of flowers, pots, and gardening tools.

Like the trowel lying on the table a few feet away from me.

The small silver trowel was half hidden behind a green pot that contained a couple of winterblooms. I glanced at Drake, but he was watching Dalaja. He didn’t see the trowel, so I turned to the side, stepping between him and the table. I had found a makeshift weapon. Now all I had to do was wait for the right time to use it.

Covington walked from one side of the solarium to the other and back again, his gaze scanning over the flowers, pots, and gardening supplies. Something across the room caught his attention, and he headed in that direction.

“Ah, there it is,” he purred. “Hiding in plain sight. Clever, Dalaja. Very clever.”

He went over to the glass shelves that lined one of the walls. He reached up, shoved some seed packets and other supplies out of the way, and plucked something off the top shelf. He turned around, clutching a box in his hands.

He was right. It was exactly the same size and shape as the black jewelry box in the Bunker. It even had the same silver vines and thorns running across the top.

But the similarities ended there. The box in the Bunker was made of polished jet and studded with small heart-shaped rubies, but the box in Covington’s hands was the exact opposite. It was a deep, dark red, as if it had been carved out of a single bloody ruby, and studded with small heart-shaped pieces of jet.

Cold dread shot through my body, and I almost reached for the trowel on the table. But Covington was all the way across the room, and I wouldn’t be able to get close enough to stab him before Drake stepped up and cut me off. So I forced myself to wait.

I held my breath, wondering if Covington might open the box and release whatever magic was inside, but he simply admired the blood-red stone, along with the sparkle and flash of the jet hearts.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” he said in a low, reverent voice. “I can almost feel the power flowing through the stone. So much power.”

No one said anything, but Drake shifted on his feet, as if he were worried that Covington might use the artifact on him. Yeah, I would be worried about that too.

“What is that?” I whispered.

“It’s called a Chloris box. It’s one of several that belonged to the Greek goddess of the same name.” Covington smiled at me. “Would you like to see what’s inside, Rory? You must be curious, especially since you kept me from getting my hands on that black Chloris box.”

I didn’t answer him, but he didn’t want to me to anyway.

He walked over and set the box down on a table in the middle of the room, not too far away from where I was standing. Covington jerked his head at Drake, who shoved Professor Dalaja forward until she was standing next to the table. I started to reach for the trowel, but Drake faced me again, forcing me to drop my hand down to my side.

Dalaja stared at the box with a mixture of awe, horror, and disgust. The artifact might be beautiful, but she knew how dangerous it was.

She shook her head. “I don’t know how to open the box, if that’s what you’re after.”

“Of course you know how to open it,” Covington replied. “You’re the caretaker, remember? You know everything there is to know about every single artifact here, including this one. Especially this one.”

Her lips pressed together into a tight line. Covington was right. She did know how to open the box.

“Oh, come on, Dalaja,” he said. “Do I really have to threaten Rory again?”

He raised the black feather pen. A few seconds later, a series of sharp, familiar tap-tap-taps rang out. I glanced over to my left. The basilisks were right outside the solarium walls, waiting to peck their way through the glass to get to me.

Dalaja stared at me, regret filling her face. Her shoulders straightened, and her chin lifted again. She wasn’t going to give in to Covington’s demands. Not this time. Whatever was in that box was simply too dangerous. She had been stalling for time, like I had been, hoping that Pan’s Whistle had worked and that my friends would show up. But it didn’t seem like the gryphons had gotten my message, which meant the professor and I were on our own.

I gave her a grim smile, telling her that I understood. She couldn’t open that box, not even if it meant sacrificing me to the basilisks.

Dalaja faced Covington again. “Even if you manage to open the box, the Protectorate will still stop you.”

“And that’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “No one can stop me. Not as long as I have Rory on my side.”

He, Dalaja, and Drake all looked at me. A chill slithered down my spine, and a sick, sick feeling filled my stomach. Covington was going to use whatever was in that box on me, just as I’d feared.

“What’s so special about me?” I snapped. “Why are you so determined to make me your Reaper minion?”

Covington’s eyes glittered with a cold, hard light. “Your parents thought that they could walk away from the Reapers. That they could walk away from me. I showed them how wrong they were. Now I’m going to make sure that their precious daughter follows in their footsteps.”

Anger surged through my body. “Isn’t it enough that you murdered them? Why can’t you just leave me alone? What did I ever do to you?”

He arched an eyebrow. “You mean besides beating me to a bloody pulp at the Eir Ruins in front of Gwen Frost and her friends? Or the fact that I rotted in a Protectorate prison for months afterward? Have you forgotten about those things? Because I certainly haven’t, Rory.”

My hands clenched into fists so tight that my fingernails dug into my palms, but I ignored the pain. “You murdered my parents, not to mention all those innocent kids in the Library of Antiquities, just so you could cover up the fact that you were a Reaper. You deserved everything you got and then some. I should have killed you at the ruins when I had the chance, but I was trying to be a good person. I was trying to be a better person than you.”

“Yes, you should have,” Covington agreed. “And that’s what will make this so satisfying. The Spartan girl who could have killed me doing all the horrible things that I order her to do. Enjoy your last few moments of freedom, Rory.”

His words chilled me to the bone, and I knew that I had to act now, so I lunged for the trowel on the table. I didn’t care if Covington sicced the basilisks on me again. I would rather die fighting the monsters than be his pawn.

But once again, I was too slow.

Right before my hand closed over the trowel, strong arms wrapped around me from behind, pinning my own arms down by my sides. I kicked and thrashed, but Drake easily lifted me off my feet with his Viking strength and gave me a vicious shake.

“Stop fighting, or I’ll squish you like a grape,” he warned.

I kept struggling, so he charged over and slammed me into the closest wall. My head snapped against the glass, and pain shot through my skull, stunning me. Despite my best efforts, I went limp in his arms.

“That’s more like it,” Drake said.

He carried me over to where Covington and Dalaja were standing. Covington pulled a dagger out from one of the slots on his belt.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “This won’t hurt…much.”

He waggled the dagger at me, as though he were going to step forward and gut me with it. But he had something else in mind.

Instead of slicing me with the dagger, Covington whirled around and stabbed Professor Dalaja.





Chapter Twenty-Six




“No!” I screamed. “No! Don’t! Stop!”

But it was too late. Covington ripped the blade out of Dalaja’s chest, and she crumpled to the ground, groaning with pain. Blood spattered onto the floor around her, and I couldn’t tell how badly she was hurt.

“Don’t worry, Rory,” Covington murmured. “I didn’t hit anything vital. Besides, I don’t know exactly how much blood I need, so I can’t kill her. Not yet, anyway.”

He turned and held the dagger over the box on the table. Professor Dalaja’s blood dripped off the blade and spattered onto the red stone.

At first, nothing happened, and the drops of blood were just sitting there on top of the box. But then the drops slowly dissolved into the stone, like rain soaking into the ground. The black hearts on the box gleamed with a soft, sinister light, and the silver vines and thorns twisted and writhed, almost as if they were rearranging themselves. Several soft click-click-clicks rang out, as though some sort of mechanism were turning inside the box.

A moment later, the clicks stopped, and the top of the box popped open.

Covington’s triumphant smile made my blood run cold. “Let’s see what’s inside.”

He set his bloody dagger down on the table, picked up the box, and opened it the rest of the way. Despite the dread swirling through my body, I leaned forward, trying to see what was inside. Drake leaned forward with me, as curious as I was. Seemed his boss hadn’t told him what was in the box either.

The answer? Rubies.

Lots and lots of rubies.

Dozens of small rubies filled the box. Covington dug his hand into the pile and let them trickle through his fingers. One of the gems hit the side of the box and bounced off, landing on the table.

“Whoops,” he said, grabbing it. “Wouldn’t want to lose a single one of these.”

“Rubies?” I snarked. “You went to all this trouble for some lousy rubies?”

“Oh, they might sparkle like rubies, but they’re not jewels. They’re something far rarer and much more special. They’re seeds.”

I frowned. Seeds? What was he talking about? Why would he want seeds, of all things?

Covington held out the object clutched in his fingers so that I could see it. At first glance, it looked like a small ruby, complete with facets that winked in the light streaming in through the glass walls. But I took another, closer look at it, and I realized he was right.

It was a seed.

The seed was shaped like a blood-red heart, with a hard black point on the bottom that looked like a tiny thorn. I glanced at the red box on the table. The seed was the same size and shape as the jet hearts that glittered on top of the box, and I was willing to bet that it also matched the ruby hearts on the black Chloris box in the Bunker.

I also thought about taking a keepsake box, but I think it’s in storage. It wasn’t in the library with everything else. Gretchen’s voice whispered in my mind again.

In addition to circles and chains, she had also sketched vines, flowers, and red hearts on her drawing. Now I knew exactly what those symbols represented. Gretchen had researched all the estate artifacts. She must have realized that the red Chloris box was here somewhere and what it contained. Maybe she had even mentioned it to Covington when she offered to steal and sell Serket’s Pen to him. Either way, he had set all of this in motion, and now he finally had the box and its seeds.

“What kind of seed is that?” I asked, even though I had a sinking feeling that I already knew the answer. “What’s so special about it?”

“Each one of these seeds will grow into a red narcissus,” Covington said.

That sick, sick feeling in my stomach intensified, and I almost vomited. Sigyn had shown me the red narcissus flowers in the Eir Ruins last night. I had thought that the poisonous flowers had just been a metaphor for my fight against Covington. I hadn’t realized that the goddess was showing me exactly what he was after.

He turned the seed this way and that, examining it the way he had examined the box. “Such a unique specimen. Unlike some flowers that choke other vegetation to death with their leaves and roots, the red narcissus does something far more sinister. Its venom actually transforms other flowers and changes them into red narcissi as well.”

I thought back to all the times Covington had tried to recruit me to become a Reaper over the past few weeks. All the times I had refused. And all the times he had told me that I was going to become a Reaper, whether I wanted to or not.

“This is it,” I whispered. “This is your plan. You want to poison the Protectorate members with red narcissus venom and turn them into Reapers, into your puppets.”

It sounded crazy, especially since I had no idea how the seeds would turn people into Reapers, much less how Covington would control them afterward. Then my gaze fell to the black amulet around his neck, and I knew the answer.

“The amulet,” I whispered. “It lets you control the red narcissi, doesn’t it? And anyone infected with their venom.”

I stared at Covington, and for once, I actually wished he would throw his head back, laugh, and tell me how stupid I was. That this wasn’t his plan. That he was going to do something far more normal and harmless with the seeds.

But of course, I wasn’t that lucky.

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do with them,” he confirmed. “Yours is a simplified explanation, but I’m not going to bore you with the details.”

Professor Dalaja was still sprawled across the floor, but she looked up at Covington. “It will…never work… You’ll never…get away…with it…”

“I already have.” He tilted his head to the side, studying her the same way the basilisks studied their prey. “You know, I was going to test one of the seeds on you, Dalaja, to make sure they work, but you’re of no further use to me.”

She stared up at him, pain shimmering in her eyes.

“But thanks to you, Dalaja, I have the perfect test subject right here.” Covington turned to me. “Wouldn’t you agree, Rory?”

Horror filled every single part of my body, blotting out everything else. It was my worst nightmare come to life, the thing I had been fearing and dreading above all others ever since he had first tried to turn me into a Reaper at the Cormac Museum.

“I was planning to use the seeds on your parents, so they would be bound to me forever, but I’m quite happy that you’re here to take their place.” Covington smiled, and my blood ran cold again. “You’re more talented than both of them put together, especially when it comes to your fighting skills. So let’s make you mine like you should have been all along.”

“No!” I screamed. “No, no, no!”

Drake was still holding on to me. I kicked and thrashed with all my might, but he was a Viking and much, much stronger. The more I struggled, the more he tightened his grip on my arms. His fingers dug into my muscles and then bruised the bones underneath, but I kept struggling.

But Drake was too strong, and Covington was too quick.

The Reaper leader crossed the distance between us. Before I could react, he grabbed my left hand, forced my fingers open, and pressed the seed into the center of my palm.

“There,” he said. “That should do it. Let her go.”

Drake dropped his arms from around me and stepped back.

I swayed on my feet, staring down at the ruby seed glittering in my palm. I didn’t feel anything. No sting of pain, no burn of venom, nothing. Just the slight weight of the seed resting against my skin. Maybe Covington was wrong. Maybe it didn’t have any power. Maybe it was just a seed and nothing more—

The seed started beating and pulsing, like I was holding a living heart in my hand. I shrieked and tried to fling it away, but the seed stuck to my skin. Then, as soon as it had begun, the pulsing stopped, and the seed was still again.

I let out a breath. Maybe something was wrong with it. Maybe it didn’t have the magic that Covington thought it had—

The tiny black thorn on the end of the seed started vibrating. The motion reminded me of the basilisk’s spiked tail whipping back and forth. Before I could react, the thorn rose up and then stabbed deep into my hand.

* * *

I screamed as the thorn ripped into my skin.

It wasn’t that the thorn just stabbed me and that was the end of things. Oh, no. I could actually feel it burrowing deeper and deeper into my body, tearing through my muscles, and I could actually see it wriggling through my hand, like a thin black worm burrowing under my skin. The ruby seed remained where it was, though, looking like a bloody heart that had been tattooed onto my palm.

Covington and Drake backed away from me, but I didn’t try to run. Even though I was still screaming, I knew that I had to get rid of the seed before I did anything else. I didn’t have Babs to help me this time, so I focused on the one other thing that might save me.

Freya’s Bracelet.

It was still hanging off my right wrist, and the silver chain felt as cold as ice against my feverish skin. Maybe it was my imagination, but the bracelet seemed to be glowing a faint silver, along with the heart locket and the winterbloom charm hanging off it.

The black thorn slowly snaked up my arm, tearing through more of my flesh, and a burning sensation flooded my veins, growing stronger and hotter with every passing second. The basilisk poison had been painful, but the red narcissus venom was worse—so much worse.

My legs shook, and I stumbled over and hit the table. I almost fell to my knees, but I forced myself to focus on the bracelet, on that ring of hard frost around my wrist. I needed to be hard and cold and strong right now. That was the only way I was going to survive this.

Concentrating on the bracelet didn’t stop the pain of the thorn crawling up my arm or the venom pumping through my body, but it at least kept me from screaming.

“You shouldn’t try to fight it,” Covington said. “From what I’ve read, that will only make the transformation process more painful.”

Drake stared at me with open curiosity. “What is that thorn doing?”

“Infecting her with red narcissus venom as it travels through her body,” Covington said. “Once the thorn reaches her chest, it will burrow into her heart, and nothing will be able to save her then.”

“But how will that thorn, that seed, let you control her?” Drake asked.

“That’s where the amulet comes in,” Covington said. “Chloris is the Greek goddess associated with vegetation. She can control all sorts of flowers, even something as deadly as the red narcissus, and her amulet has that same power. It might be missing a piece, but there’s still enough magic in it to let me control Rory once she’s fully infected.”

I wanted to snap back and tell him that I would destroy that amulet just like I had destroyed the Apate jewel that he’d used on me at the Cormac Museum, but the black thorn kept crawling up my arm, and it hurt too much to talk. Even though my entire body was shaking, I brought my right hand up and dug my fingernails into my left palm, trying to tear out the ruby seed. I managed to draw a bit of blood, but the seed was too deeply embedded in my skin, and I couldn’t pry it out—

I spotted a gleam of metal out of the corner of my eye. The dagger that Covington had used to stab Professor Dalaja was lying on the table a few feet away. I couldn’t pry the seed out of my palm with my nails, which meant that I needed something stronger, something sharper.

This was going to hurt.

By this point, I was slumped over the table, and it was the only thing holding me upright. Somehow I forced myself to stand up straight, even though my legs were shaking, and I was wobbling like crazy.

Drake started forward to latch onto me again and hold me still while the thorn finished its foul work, but Covington waved him off, amused by my suffering. On the floor, Professor Dalaja had her hand clamped down over the stab wound in her chest, but she was too weak to help me. Up to me, then.

So I shuffled forward, one slow step at a time, my gaze locked onto the dagger. No one tried to stop me, not even when I grabbed the blade off the table.

Another amused smile lifted Covington’s lips. “Do you really think you can kill me before the thorn and the red narcissus venom take hold of you for good? Oh, Rory. You should know better than that.”

“I know…that I can’t…kill you…right now,” I rasped between waves of pain. “But I’m…pretty sure…that I can kill…this thing.”

I lifted the dagger high. Too late, Covington realized what I was going to do. He tried to stop me, but for once, I was quicker than he was.

I stabbed the dagger into my own hand.





Chapter Twenty-Seven




I punched the dagger deep into my palm, right beside the ruby seed, and then I started slicing, cutting the foul thing out of my own skin, one slow, sawing motion at a time.

Blood spurted out of the jagged wound, and more pain blossomed in my body. On the bright side, this fresh misery distracted me from the thorn still crawling around under my skin. Even better, the thorn stopped moving up my arm and actually retreated, sliding back down. Okay, I didn’t know if that was really better or not, since it hurt even more than it had before, but at least it wasn’t creeping closer to my heart now. At this point, I would take whatever small victory I could get.

I didn’t care how much it hurt. I was not going to be Covington’s puppet. I’d cut off my own hand if I had to. Anything to escape that horrible, horrible fate.

“Drake!” Covington hissed. “Stop her!”

The Viking stepped forward, but Dalaja kicked out with her foot and caught him in the ankle. He tumbled to the ground and landed right on top of her. I didn’t know where Dalaja found the strength, given her injuries, but she locked her arm around Drake’s neck, trying to choke him out.

“Run, Rory!” she shouted. “Run!”

Covington drew his sword and headed toward me, but Dalaja kicked out with her foot again. She managed to trip Covington, who fell to his knees. He snarled and started to get back up.

I couldn’t fight him and cut the seed out of my hand at the same time, so I decided to take Dalaja’s advice. I hated to leave her behind, but I couldn’t help her if I was Covington’s pawn. I had to get the seed out of my skin first. Then I would come back and save the professor.

So I whirled around and sprinted out of the solarium.

* * *

I ran past all the exhibit rooms we had toured during the field trip. Well, ran was an overstatement. All I really did was stumble forward, plow into furniture, and bounce off, but I managed to stay on my feet and keep going.

I didn’t have a plan, other than getting away from Covington and getting this seed out of my hand. Somehow I ended up back outside on the patio where we had first entered the mansion. I staggered forward toward the lawn—

Caw. Caw-caw. Caw.

I had forgotten that the two basilisks were still outside. They were hopping around and seemed to be chasing after a butterfly.

I didn’t want them to notice me, so I ducked behind a large gryphon-shaped planter that was filled with winterblooms on the edge of the patio. It wasn’t much of a hiding spot, but if I didn’t get the seed out of my hand in the next minute, then I was betting that it wouldn’t come out at all.

My entire body was trembling and shaking, but I tightened my grip on the dagger and went to work with the blade, sawing it into my hand again with awkward, jerky motions. The pain was almost unbearable, and I had to grind my teeth to keep from screaming. Even then, little hisses and snarls spewed out of my lips, and tears streaked down my cheeks in a steady stream.

The seed must have sensed what I was doing, because it fought back. The thorn lashed around under my skin, stinging me over and over again, sending wave after wave of burning venom shooting out through my veins.

Both of my hands were slippery with blood and sweat, and every single nerve ending in my left palm felt like it was on fire, but I kept cutting and cutting. Finally, I managed to dig down deep enough to slide the tip of the dagger underneath the seed, which was still stuck to my palm like glue.

“Where is she?” Covington’s voice boomed out through the open doors.

“I see blood on the floor!” Drake yelled. “I think she went outside!”

Footsteps sounded, heading in this direction. It was now or never. So I braced myself against the agony that I knew was coming, then punched the dagger even deeper into my own skin, trying to use the tip to pry the seed out of my hand.

The dagger slipped, causing even more blood to spurt out of the wound. I almost passed out from the hot, searing pain, but I kept sawing and sawing, sliding more and more of the dagger underneath the seed, even as I kept trying to cut it out of my skin at the same time.

Somehow it worked.

The seed finally—finally—peeled away from my palm. Even through all the blood, I could see that tiny black thorn on the bottom wiggling around and rising up like it was going to stab right back into my palm again. I bit back a shriek, snapped my hand down, and flung the seed off before it could reattach itself to me.

The seed landed on the stone at my feet. My blood must have somehow further triggered its magic, because it was now glowing a bright, sickening Reaper red. Disgust rolled through me, along with another wave of pain, and I raised my foot up, then stepped down on the seed. The blood made it slippery, and it spurted out from underneath my boot unharmed, so I chased it down and stomped on it again. But once more, it skittered away, like a spider trying to keep from being squished to death.

Determination surged through me, even stronger than the pain. I was killing this thing right here and now. My boot didn’t seem to be having any effect, so I dropped to my knees, turned the bloody dagger around so that I was holding it by the blade, and slammed the hilt onto the seed.

This time, when I hit the seed, it let out a small squeak, as if I had finally succeeded in injuring it. I gritted my teeth, raised the dagger, and slammed the hilt onto the seed again.

And I didn’t stop.

Over and over, I slammed the dagger hilt onto the seed. Finally—finally—the seed started to crack. So I raised the dagger up a final time, then brought it down as hard as I could.

CRACK!

The seed shattered into a dozen sharp ruby splinters. Each splinter still burned with that bright, eerie Reaper red light, but the glows quickly faded, and the splinters turned black and shriveled up, before dissolving into black ash that was blown away by the wind.

Tears and sweat were still streaming down my face, but I fell back against the stone planter and concentrated on breathing. In and out, in and out, in and out. My head spun around, more blood dripped out of my hand, and that hot, fiery venom still burned through my veins.

I didn’t know how long I huddled there, trying not to scream from all the pain surging through my body. But slowly, very, very slowly, my head stopped spinning, and I felt like myself again. Well, as much as I could feel like myself with a mangled hand. I kept staring at my palm, waiting, hoping that my healing magic would kick in and take away the worst of the pain.

And it did.

The fiery burn of the red narcissus venom slowly subsided, replaced by that cool, soothing rush of power, and the jagged flaps of my skin sealed themselves shut, as my healing magic stitched my hand back to the way it was supposed to be.

I might have gotten rid of the seed, but I still had another problem: the Reapers.

Drake stormed out of the mansion and darted out onto the lawn, followed by Covington. The basilisks were still chasing that butterfly, but they turned their heads to study the Reapers.

Blood glistened on Drake’s sword, but he didn’t seem to be injured. My heart squeezed tight. He had probably hurt Dalaja, but I couldn’t help her right now. I was going to be lucky if I could help myself.

Even though I was still weak from the blood loss, I scrambled to my feet and grabbed the dagger from the ground, along with a small pot filled with winterblooms. Not the best weapons I’d ever had, but they would have to do.

Drake must have seen me move, because he whipped around. “There she is!”

He ran at me, and the basilisks charged along behind him. I didn’t know if the monsters were chasing Drake or if Covington had finally ordered them to kill me. I eyed the creatures, focused on the one closest to me, and then threw the flowerpot.

Bull’s-eye.

The pot hit the basilisk right between its eyes. The clay exploded on impact, and the basilisk shrieked and stumbled into the monster next to it. Both creatures fell to the ground in a tangle of black wings.

I might have taken the basilisks out of the fight, at least for a few minutes, but Drake swung his sword at my head.

I ducked the blow, spun toward him, and lashed out with my dagger. He jerked to the side, but I still managed to open up a long gash on his right cheek. He growled and swung his sword again, forcing me back.

Drake raised his hand to his cheek, then brought it down, staring at the blood on his fingers. Anger sparked in his blue eyes. “You’re going to pay for that, Spartan!”

“Bring it on!” I snarled back.

He yelled and charged at me, and I did the same to him.

Clash-clash-clang!

Clash-clash-clang!

Back and forth, we fought across the patio. Drake’s Viking magic made him far stronger than me, but my Spartan instincts let me anticipate his attacks and avoid them. I struck back with a series of quick counterstrikes and managed to open up a few gashes on his arms, but his sword gave him a much longer reach than my dagger, and I couldn’t move in for a debilitating strike without him slicing me to pieces.

Neither one of us could get a clear advantage, but I was still going to lose. The basilisks were still down on the ground, squawking at each other, but Covington was creeping up on me.

“Alive!” he called out. “I want her alive!”

Drake snarled, but he quit trying to chop off my head. Instead, he swung his sword back and forth, driving me across the patio. He was trying to pin me up against the wall so that he and Covington could force me to surrender, but there was nothing I could do to stop him—

Screech!

Screech-screech!

Screech!

Those familiar cries sounded, and three large shapes appeared in the sky in the distance. Fresh hope surged through me. The gryphons were here.

And they weren’t alone.

The gryphons zoomed toward the mansion. Ian was riding on Balder’s back, with Brono, the baby, and a third adult male gryphon flying on either side of their leader.

A roar also sounded, growing closer and closer. At first, I thought one of the gryphons was making the noise, but then a white van careened around the side of the mansion and slid to a stop on the lawn, churning up grass and dirt. The doors opened, and Takeda, Zoe, Mateo, and Aunt Rachel jumped out of the vehicle, all clutching weapons.

Covington realized that he was in danger of being overrun and captured, and he cursed and slashed Serket’s Pen through the air. The two basilisks immediately got back up onto their feet, flexed their wings, and hopped toward my friends.

“Watch out for their spikes!” Takeda yelled. “Don’t let them poison you!”

He and Aunt Rachel swung their swords at one of the basilisks, while Zoe attacked the other with her electrodagger, protecting Mateo while he fired a crossbow at that monster.

Covington growled and slashed the feather pen through the air, summoning three more basilisks. One of the monsters stayed on the ground, but the other two flapped their wings and launched themselves into the air, heading for the gryphons. The basilisks crashed into Brono and the third gryphon, although Balder avoided the creatures and spiraled down to the ground.

“Rory! Rory!” Ian yelled from the top of Balder’s back.

I waved, telling him that I was okay, then turned my attention to Covington. I had to stop him before he conjured up more basilisks, so the next time Drake swung his sword at me, I ducked the blow, spun to my right, and leaped over one of the stone planters. I stopped long enough to grab another small flowerpot off the patio, then sprinted at the evil librarian.

“Covington!” Drake yelled. “Behind you!”

Covington turned at the warning, but for once, he was too slow, even with his Roman speed, and I smashed the flowerpot into the side of his head. The clay pot shattered on impact, spewing shards, dirt, and winterblooms everywhere.

He yelped and lurched backward. He kept his grip on Serket’s Pen, but I’d ruined his concentration, and no more basilisks appeared.

I twirled my dagger around in my hand and advanced on him. “You’re not getting away this time. You’re going back to prison where you belong.”

He smirked at me. “We’ll see about that.”

Covington snapped up Serket’s Pen again, and the third basilisk still on the ground shrieked and launched itself at me. But I had been expecting the move, and I dove forward and rolled across the grass, getting clear of the monster. I hit another one of the stone planters and bounced off. Pain rippled through my shoulder, but I scrambled to my feet.

On the lawn in front of me, Balder finally landed. Ian slid off the gryphon’s back and ran toward me, his battle ax clutched in his hand.

“Rory!” Ian yelled. “Behind you!”

I ducked just in time to keep Drake from running me through with his sword. I whirled around to attack him again, but Drake drove his boot into my knee, making my leg buckle. I yelped and hit the ground hard. My dagger slipped out of my hand and tumbled away into the grass, leaving me without a weapon, but I forced myself to get back up onto my feet. More pain shot through my knee, and I was barely able to stand.

“Die, Spartan!” Drake drew his sword back for one final, fatal strike. He was going to kill me, despite the fact that Covington had told him not to.

I couldn’t get out of the way, so I grimaced and stuck my arm out, trying to block the brutal blow—

“Rory!” Ian yelled, his voice getting louder and closer. “Rory!”

A shadow appeared to my right. At the last second, just before Drake was going to skewer me, Ian stepped in front of me, and Drake plunged his sword into his brother’s stomach instead of mine.

Ian’s ax slipped from his fingers and hit the ground. He opened his mouth to say something, but only a thin trickle of blood came out instead.

“Ian!” I screamed. “No!”

Drake stared at Ian. For a moment, surprise filled the Reaper’s face, but then he smiled. “Good-bye, little brother,” he said with a sneer.

He yanked his sword out of Ian’s stomach, then shoved his brother into me. Despite the pain in my leg, I managed to reach out and catch him.

“Ian?” I whispered.

His gray eyes brightened, and he reached up and cupped my face with his hand. “There’s no need to shout, Rory. I’m right here. I’ve always been right here.”

His voice dropped to a whisper, and he leaned forward, as if he was going to kiss me. Then his body sagged, his knees buckled, and he slipped through my fingers and collapsed.





Chapter Twenty-Eight




“Ian!” I screamed. “Ian!”

Instead of answering me, he coughed again, and more blood trickled out of his mouth and ran down the side of his face.

“Drake!” Covington yelled. “Let’s go! Now!”

My head snapped up, and my gaze darted around the lawn. My friends were still fighting the two basilisks by the van, while the gryphons were battling the other two creatures that had attacked them. Covington was sitting on top of the final basilisk, getting ready to fly away.

Drake raced over and climbed onto the basilisk’s back behind his boss. My friends were on the far side of the lawn, along with the gryphons, which meant that I was the closest to the Reapers. I had two choices. I could run after Covington and Drake and stop them from escaping, or I could save Ian.

I chose Ian.

I dropped to my knees beside him. The yells, screeches, and shrieks of the various fights rang through the air, but I tuned them out and focused on Ian. Pain filled his eyes, but he still smiled at me.

“Rory…” he rasped. “It’s not your fault… I just wanted…to save you…”

His eyes started to flutter shut, and I grabbed his shoulders and shook him.

“Stay awake! Ian! Stay awake!” I yelled, but it was no use.

His eyes slid shut, and his head lolled to the side. Desperate, I shook him again, but he didn’t respond. So I let go of his shoulders, reached down, and yanked his shirt up so I could see how bad his wound was.

It was bad—very, very bad.

Drake had shoved his sword deep into Ian’s stomach, and the dark, almost black blood pouring out of the wound told me it was a mortal one. Tears cascaded down my face, and a sob got stuck in my throat. Why Ian? I was the one Covington and Drake had kidnapped, so I should have been the one to get hurt. Not Ian.

But my tears and regrets wouldn’t do Ian any good, so I wiped them both away, leaned down, and pressed my hands on his stomach, trying to slow the blood loss.

“Takeda!” I screamed. “I need you! I need your healing magic!”

But he was still fighting that basilisk with Aunt Rachel, and he wouldn’t reach Ian in time. Even if Takeda did manage to come over here, I didn’t know if his magic was strong enough to heal the wound before…

Before Ian died.

Another sob rose in my throat at the horrible thought, but I swallowed it and pressed down even harder on his wound.

Ian sucked in a breath, and his eyes fluttered open. For a moment, I worried that I had only added to his pain, but then his face relaxed, and he smiled at me again.

“Cold…” he rasped. “Your hands are cold…”

“I’m sorry!”

I started to remove my hands, but he laid one of his hands on top of both of mine.

“No…” he rasped. “Feels good…feels better…”

I bit my lip, wondering if I should let go anyway. I didn’t want to cause him any more pain. I had started to slip my hands out from under his when the strangest thought occurred to me.

Ian wasn’t the only person who had said that my hands were cold over the past few days.

Ugh! Get your cold hand off me. What did you do? Dip it in ice water? Kylie Midas’s voice echoed in my ears. She had said that when I put my hand on her arm, trying to see how badly she had been injured by the basilisk in the library.

Your hands…are cold… This time, Gretchen Gondul’s voice whispered in my mind. I had pressed down on her wound in the cemetery, trying to stop her from bleeding out. And just like with Ian, I had started to let go of Gretchen, but she had told me not to.

No…her voice whispered in my mind again. Feels good…feels better…

My mind raced, thinking back over everything that had happened. Kylie had had some nasty gashes in her arm—until I had touched her. But then, when she had wiped the blood away, her wounds had faded to small scratches. Gretchen had died from her injuries, but her pain had eased when I had put pressure on her wound. It was almost as if the mere touch of my hands had made her feel better.

I frowned and stared at my hands, which were still clamped down on top of Ian’s stomach. But how could I have possibly made Gretchen feel better when she was dying? And what did my cold hands have to do with anything—

My healing magic.

Whenever I was hurt, even if it was just a scratch, that cool, soothing rush of power kicked in and healed my injuries. What if that wasn’t the only thing my magic could do? What if my power was stronger and more complex than I’d realized? What if I could heal other people?

What if I could save Ian with it right now?

I thought of Gwen. Her psychometry magic let her know an object’s history, but it also let her pull emotions, feelings, and even power out of people—as well as pour emotions, feelings, and memories right back into them. All she had to do was touch someone.

What if I could do the same thing with my healing magic?

Gwen was a Champion, just like I was, and she was my cousin. Maybe our goddesses had gifted us with similar powers. Maybe our magic worked in similar ways since we were related. Or maybe my healing magic had more in common with her psychometry power than I’d realized.

A breeze gusted across the lawn, and a couple of white winterblooms from the pots I had broken twirled across the grass and landed on the ground next to me.

Winterblooms have remarkable healing properties. Sigyn’s voice murmured in my mind, and I knew what I had to do. I’d only had my magic for a few weeks, and I’d never tried to heal anyone else with it before, but I was going to give it everything I had.

I couldn’t bear to lose Ian the same way I had lost my parents.

I pressed down even harder on Ian’s wound, making him groan with pain. I grimaced at the fact that I was hurting him, but I closed my eyes and concentrated on the cool rush of healing magic deep within my own body.

Maybe it was the horrible memory of the red narcissus seed worming its way into my body, but I imagined my power as a flower—a beautiful white winterbloom that was rooted deep within my heart. I pictured that winterbloom growing and growing, the white petals flowing out of my heart and up to the surface of my skin and sticking there like small snowflakes. I drew in a breath, then imagined all those snowflakes slowly sliding down my arms and pooling in my palms, as though I were holding handfuls of white winterbloom petals.

And then I pictured pushing all of those petals, all of that cool, soothing power, out of my body and into Ian’s. The blood loss would stop, and the jagged edges of the wound would slowly pull themselves together, then seamlessly heal. Once the wound was healed, his heart would fall back into its usual strong, steady rhythm, and his breathing would become smooth and even.

Push my power into his body. Stop the blood loss. Seal the wound. Ease his pain.

I pictured it all in my mind. Every single step. Over and over again, until it became like a mantra that I was silently repeating.

My friends’ shouts, the gryphons’ screeches, the basilisks’ shrieks. Even the sun on my face and the wind tangling my hair. It all faded away, until all I could feel was my hands on Ian’s stomach and the cold power flowing from me to him like a winterbloom blossoming over and over again. My entire focus was on giving Ian all of my magic, all of my healing energy, all of my strength to bring him back from the brink of death.

And slowly, it started to work—but not without a price.

A sharp pain stabbed into my own stomach, in the exact same spot where Ian’s wound was. I hissed and doubled over, but I kept my hands pressed against his wound. I looked down, but there was no blood on my shirt, so I kept going.

The harder I concentrated on Ian, the more the pain in my own stomach increased. I let go of my magic, just for a second, and the hurt immediately lessened. I thought back, and I realized that the same things had happened with Kylie and Gretchen. I had put my hand on Kylie’s injured arm, and my own arm had started itching. I had pressed down on Gretchen’s wound, and I had felt a pang in my own stomach. The same thing must be happening here.

Ian’s wound was a mortal one, just like Gretchen’s had been. Maybe my magic couldn’t heal it. Maybe I wasn’t strong enough. Maybe I couldn’t save him.

For the third time, a sob rose in my throat, but I forced it down. No. I wasn’t giving up. In the cemetery, I had wished that I could take away his pain, and that was exactly what I was going to do right now. I was Spartan strong, and I could be strong enough for both of us. I was going to save him, no matter how much it hurt, and even if it cost me my own life in the process.

Tears and sweat dripped down my face and stung my eyes, but I gritted my teeth against the pain and kept going.

The blood gushing out of his stomach slowed to a trickle, then stopped altogether.

Push my power into his body. Stop the blood loss. Seal the wound. Ease his pain.

I had managed the first two, so I concentrated on the final two steps. I imagined Ian’s skin drawing together, sealing shut, and smoothing out, as if he had never been injured.

And that was exactly what happened.

His wound healed, his heart beat steady and strong, and his breathing evened out.

But even as Ian healed, my own pain grew worse and worse.

The more magic I poured into him, the more pain I felt in return. I had to grind my teeth to keep from screaming, but I kept going. All that mattered was saving him.

Sometime later, I realized that my friends were gathered around me. Takeda, Aunt Rachel, Zoe, Mateo, the three gryphons. They were all staring at me with a mixture of horror and fascination. Tears and sweat were still sliding down my cheeks, and my face was twisted into a gruesome, pain-filled expression. Combined with the blood all over my hands, I looked like I had stepped out of a horror movie.

“Rory?” Aunt Rachel whispered. “What have you done?”

I ignored her and the rest of my friends and poured even more healing magic into Ian. I needed to know that he was going to be okay. I couldn’t stop—I wouldn’t stop—until I knew that he was going to be okay.

Finally, just when I thought I couldn’t stand the agony anymore, Ian’s eyes slowly fluttered open, and his gray gaze focused on me.

“Rory?” he whispered. “Are you all right?”

That was when I knew that I could finally let go.

It took me a moment, and I had to concentrate, but I finally managed to peel my bloody hands off Ian’s stomach and release my hold on my healing magic.

The pain hit me a second later, even stronger than before.

I fell onto the ground beside Ian, screaming and clutching at my own side as though I had been run through with a sword instead of him.

“Takeda!” Aunt Rachel yelled. “What’s wrong with her?”

If he answered her, I didn’t hear it. The pain swept over me again, and I tumbled down into the blackness.

* * *

For the second time in as many days, I woke up in the grass at the Eir Ruins.

For a long time, I just lay there, focusing on the big, white, puffy clouds that drifted across the cerulean-blue sky. The shapes reminded me of winterblooms. I smiled, and my eyes drifted shut again…

“Hello, Rory,” a familiar voice called out.

My eyes snapped open, and I sat upright. I looked over to find Sigyn sitting on the rim of the broken fountain, holding a bouquet of wildflowers, like she had when I’d been here before. Had that only been last night? It seemed like a lifetime ago.

The goddess got to her feet, walked over, and held out her hand. I took it, and she helped me up and onto my feet. Sigyn smiled, then handed me the flowers. Her bouquet last night had been a mix of wildflowers, but this one was made entirely of winterblooms.

I turned the bouquet this way and that, admiring the snow-white petals and the emerald-green hearts glittering in the center of each blossom. The bouquet was one of the loveliest things I had ever seen. And the scent… I held it up to my nose and drew in a deep breath. Fragrant flowers mixed with fresh, clean snow. Ah.

“Will you walk with me, Rory?” Sigyn asked.

I nodded, and we set off through the main courtyard. The sun was shining brightly overhead, and a steady breeze pushed the marshmallow clouds across the sky. The wildflowers sparkled like a carpet of jewels underfoot, and their scent tickled my nose. It was a beautiful fall day, and I looked around, trying to soak it all up at once.

But staring at the wildflowers reminded me of all the ugliness that had happened at the estate. I held my left hand up where I could see it. No blood covered my hand, and my palm was smooth and whole, as if I had never cut the red narcissus seed out of my skin. I shuddered and dropped my hand down to my side.

“How are you feeling?” Sigyn asked, as if she could read my thoughts.

“Tired. Really, really tired. But other than that, I’m okay—” Another thought occurred to me, and I whirled around to face her. “Ian! What happened to Ian? Is he okay?”

“You don’t remember?” she asked.

“I remember Drake stabbing him in the stomach and trying to use my magic to heal him. But it seemed like the more I tried to do that, the more I felt the pain of his wound myself…”

My voice trailed off, and my hand fell to my stomach, but I didn’t feel any pain now. Just this bone-deep weariness, like I needed to crawl into bed and sleep for a week. The sensation was so intense that my steps slowed, and I swayed on my feet and almost sat down in the courtyard. I drew in a breath, and I got another whiff of the winterblooms’ scent. Somehow the fresh aroma made me feel better, stronger. The worst of my weariness faded away but not my worry.

“Is Ian okay?” I whispered. “Did I…save him?”

Sigyn nodded, and my breath escaped in a relieved rush. “Yes, you healed him, Rory. The Viking boy will live, thanks to you and your Spartan strength.”

I frowned. “My Spartan strength? What are you talking about? I thought you gave me healing magic.”

She nodded again. “I did give you healing magic, but that power is yours to wield however you choose. Do you remember what’s written on Babs’s blade?”

“Devotion is strength,” I said, quoting the runes. “But what does that have to do with my healing magic?”

“Your healing magic, your inner strength, comes from your devotion to others.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

“You locked yourself in a room full of chimeras at the Cormac Museum to save your friends from being killed. And today you used your magic to heal the Viking boy, despite the fact that it hurt you, despite the fact that you felt the pain of his wound as if it were your own, despite the fact that you thought you might die in his place.”

Sigyn stared at me, her black gaze focused on mine. “Your magic, your power, your strength, come from your willingness to sacrifice to protect the people you love, no matter what pain you have to endure yourself. That’s one of the many reasons I chose you to be my Champion, Rory.”

I frowned again, trying to understand her words. “So you’re saying that not only can I heal myself, but I can also heal other people?”

“If you are devoted enough, strong enough. Then yes, you can heal other people, just as you healed the Viking boy. But it’s not simply about healing. You are sharing your strength, and you can do that in any way you see fit.”

But how would I know if I was devoted enough? Strong enough? Would it hurt so much every time I healed someone? And how could I possibly share my strength with someone other than by healing them? Those questions and a dozen more crowded into my mind, but before I could ask them, Sigyn swept her hand out.

“Here we are again.”

I looked around. I had been so focused on her words that I hadn’t realized we were back in the same courtyard she had shown me last night.

The one that was full of red narcissus flowers.

The flowers looked the same as before, each one with two red heart-shaped petals with thorny black centers that led down to matching stems. The red narcissi stood in the center of the courtyard, still surrounded by that ring of white winterblooms.

I stared at first one winterbloom, then another. Despite their small size, they stood straight and tall and faced the red narcissi without flinching. I wished I could be that brave, but looking at the flowers filled me with dread, and I couldn’t help but think of how that ruby seed had tried to take control of me.

I looked at Sigyn. “You knew that Covington was after the red narcissus seeds.”

“I suspected.”

“What is he planning to do with them?”

“What do you think?”

My stomach churned. “Create more flowers, more seeds.” My voice dropped to a whisper. “More Reapers.”

She nodded, confirming my worst fears. “If he gets enough seeds, enough flowers, enough Reapers, then he will quickly become unstoppable. He will enslave the entire mythological world.”

“So how do I stop him?” I asked. “Can’t I just destroy the seeds? I was able to crush the one he tried to use on me.”

The goddess shook her head, making her black hair ripple around her shoulders. “Red narcissi aren’t like other flowers. They are artifacts, and their seeds have more in common with Apate jewels than they do with other seeds. It often takes magic or an artifact of equal or even greater power to destroy them. You were able to crush that seed today because you were determined to destroy it, and you used your magic, your strength, to help you do it.”

“Then I’ll destroy them all,” I said in a stubborn voice. “I’ll find every last narcissus seed and crush them all to bits. And when I get done with the seeds, I’ll do the same thing to those creepy Chloris boxes they come in. And that Chloris Amulet that Covington stole.”

“No matter what the cost is to yourself?” Sigyn asked in a serious voice. “Because the price will be quite high, Rory. It will cost you everything you love.”

For a moment, I wavered. But then I remembered the horrible sensation of that black thorn stabbing into my palm and burrowing under my skin, trying to take control of me. I didn’t want anyone else to suffer that pain, that agony, especially not my friends. If I could stop that, I would.

I squared my shoulders, lifted my chin, and looked the goddess in the eyes. “I don’t care what the cost is. I’ll find a way to stop Covington. No matter what I have to do.”

No matter what I have to do. The words were quickly becoming my mantra. I just hoped I was strong enough to keep my Spartan promise to Sigyn—and myself.

The goddess smiled. “And that is why I chose you to be my Champion.”

Seeing the belief shining in her eyes made me feel like I could do it. Like I really could stop Covington for good. I nodded at her, and she nodded back at me.

Sigyn stepped back. “Until we meet again, Rory.”

She bowed her head, and that familiar bright silvery light flared. I closed my eyes against the intense glare, and when I opened them again, she was gone, and I was all alone in the courtyard.

Except for the flowers.

I looked at the red narcissi, then at the winterblooms, then finally at the bouquet in my hands. I dropped to my knees, untied the green ribbon that held the bouquet together, and slid the stem of each one of the winterblooms down into the ground, planting them as best I could.

It didn’t take long, and when I was finished, I sat back on my heels. “I thought you guys could use some reinforcements.”

The winterblooms bobbed their heads, as if they understood my words. I smiled back at them.

But the longer I looked at them, the more I realized exactly how tired I still felt. This time, I couldn’t stop myself from lying down next to the winterblooms. That bone-deep weariness swept over me again, stronger than before, and the flowers’ white petals and emerald-green hearts were the last things I saw before my eyes slid shut.





Chapter Twenty-Nine




For the third time, I woke up in the grass.

My eyes snapped open, and I sucked in a breath. For a moment, I didn’t remember where I was or what was going on, but then Ian leaned over me, his face full of concern.

“Rory! Are you okay?”

I looked up at him, staring into his beautiful eyes. I lifted my hand and cupped his cheek, even though my fingers left bloody streaks on his face.

“Ian, I—”

Someone cleared his throat, and I realized we weren’t alone.

“Here,” Ian said. “Let me help you.”

He put his hand behind my back and helped me sit up. I was still lying on the estate lawn, with my friends gathered around me. Zoe, Mateo, Aunt Rachel, the three gryphons. They were all here, along with Takeda, who was kneeling on the ground next to me.

I looked down at Takeda’s hand on my arm, and I realized I could feel his warm healing magic flowing into me. Takeda must have used his power to help me after I had absorbed Ian’s pain…or whatever I had done. I still wasn’t a hundred percent clear on what had actually happened.

“How are you feeling?” Takeda asked.

“Okay. A little tired.”

He gave me a weary smile. “You’re not the only one.”

Takeda let out a breath, then sat back on his heels. He looked as tired as I felt. Aunt Rachel crouched down beside him, making sure that he was all right. She glanced at me, and I reached out and squeezed her hand, telling her that I was okay.

I glanced around the lawn, but I didn’t see Covington, Drake, or the basilisk. My heart sank. “The Reapers?”

“Gone,” Zoe growled. “They took off on that stupid basilisk and flew away.”

I bit back a curse. Of course they had escaped. I opened my mouth, but someone answered my question before I could ask it.

“They’re not the only ones who escaped.”

My head snapped around. Professor Dalaja was sitting on the ground a few feet away, looking bloody and exhausted.

“Professor!”

I started to crawl over to her, but she waved me off. “We can hug it out later,” she said. “After we’re all not on the verge of collapsing from exhaustion.”

I looked at her a moment, then crawled over and hugged her anyway.

“That’s enough of that,” she grumbled, but her arm came up, and she hugged me back.

I drew back, and another thought popped into my mind. “What about the Chloris box? Did you check to see if it’s still in the solarium?”

“Box?” Takeda asked in a sharp voice. “What box?”

Regret twisted Dalaja’s face, and she shook her head. “I looked for it, but the box is gone, and so are all the seeds. Covington must have taken them with him.” Sympathy filled her eyes. “I’m sorry, Rory. I wish I could have stopped him.”

Dread filled my stomach, but I forced myself to smile back at her. “It’s not your fault.”

“Yes, it is,” she replied. “I thought that I was protecting the box by keeping it here at the mansion and that I was being so clever by hiding it in the solarium like it wasn’t an artifact, but all I did was make it easier for the Reapers to steal.”

“No,” I said. “You hid it, you protected it for years. You did your job, and your ancestors would be proud of you, Professor.”

Dalaja reached out and hugged me again. I hugged her back.

A breeze blew over the lawn, and something soft tickled my hand. I glanced down. One of the winterblooms had landed in the grass next to me. I grabbed the flower, brought it up to my nose, and drew in a breath, enjoying its fresh, clean scent.

“What box?” Ian asked. “What are you two talking about?”

I twirled the winterbloom around in my hand, then gently planted the stem in the ground. The petals quivered, almost as if the flower were thanking me. I stroked its petals a moment, then looked at Ian again.

“Let’s get back to the Bunker, and I’ll tell you guys everything.”

* * *

Takeda called in Protectorate reinforcements to guard the mansion and see if the Reapers had stolen any other artifacts. I petted the gryphons and thanked them for coming. They flew off, and my friends and I got into the van and went back to the academy.

Three hours later, everyone was healed and cleaned up, and we were in the Bunker. Ian, Zoe, Mateo, Aunt Rachel, and Takeda were sitting around the briefing table, along with Babs, who had been rescued from the woods, but I was standing in front of the shelves in the back of the room with the newest member of Team Midgard: Professor Dalaja.

An excited light filled Dalaja’s eyes as she looked around. “I can’t believe the Protectorate has stockpiled all these artifacts. Incredible. Just incredible!”

“You can fangirl over everything later. Right now, we have work to do.” I took her arm and gently steered her over to the briefing table.

We sat down, and everyone looked at Takeda.

“I’m still getting updates from the Protectorate guards at the mansion, but Dalaja was right,” he said. “The Chloris box is gone, along with the red narcissus seeds.”

Takeda picked up the remote and clicked some buttons. Photos of the mansion appeared on the monitors, showing the debris and destruction that the Reapers and the basilisks had left behind. He hit another button, and a picture of the Chloris box appeared. Red stone, silver vines, black flowers. It made me just as sick to stare at it now as it had at the mansion.

Everyone gave me a sympathetic look. I had told them about the red narcissus seed and what it had done to me.

“Dalaja has agreed to tell us everything she knows about the box, the seeds, and how Covington might use them to turn people into Reapers,” Takeda said. “It’s not what we had hoped for, but at least it’s a place to start. I’ve also ordered the Protectorate guards to redouble their efforts to find the Reapers.”

“We still have time to stop Covington,” Professor Dalaja said. “He might have the seeds, but the Chloris Amulet is largely useless without the Narcissus Heart.”

“What’s that?” Aunt Rachel asked.

Dalaja pointed to a photo of a red narcissus seed on one of the monitors. “It looks like a regular seed, only much larger. Some legends say it’s the first red narcissus seed, the one that all the others came from. All I know is that it’s powerful, and we can’t let Covington find it.”

“He already found it,” I muttered. “We’re all sitting here with it right now.”

Everyone fell silent and looked at the object perched in the center of the table: the black jewelry box.

No, not a jewelry box, a Chloris box. Black stone, silver vines, ruby narcissus flowers. The box was exactly the same as before, although now I could see how its black stone and silver vines matched the colors and shapes of the Chloris Amulet.

Takeda had taken the box out of its glass case on the storage shelf so that we could examine it again, and the sight of it filled me with more dread than ever before, now that I knew what Covington’s plan was.

“Well,” Takeda said, “I guess we should finally see what’s inside this Chloris box. If it only contains more seeds or something…else.”

He reached for a dagger lying on the table, but I waved him off.

“No,” I said. “I’ll do it.”

I got to my feet, picked up Babs from her chair, and used the sword to slice a gash in my hand. Blood welled up from the wound, but it felt as mild as a paper cut, compared with how deeply I’d sawed into my skin at the estate earlier. My healing magic flared to life, but I held my hand over the box and squeezed my fingers into a fist, forcing my blood out of the wound before it sealed itself shut.

Several drops of my blood spattered onto the box. For a moment, the drops just sat there, glistening like liquid ruby flowers, but then they slowly dissolved into the black stone. The silver vines began twisting and writhing, rearranging themselves just like the ones on the red box, and several soft click-click-clicks sounded. A moment later, the top of the box popped open.

Even though I had told them how the box worked, my friends still let out startled gasps. I reached out and lifted the lid. Everyone sucked in a breath, then leaned forward to get a better look at what was inside the box.

The answer? A single large heart-shaped ruby nestled in a bed of gray velvet.

Several tendrils of silver wrapped around the ruby before tapering to a sharp, thornlike point made of black jet. It looked the same as the other red narcissus seeds, so I knew exactly what it was.

The Narcissus Heart.

This was the jewel, the seed, the piece that was missing from the Chloris Amulet. This was the last thing Covington needed in order to start turning people into Reapers. Seeing it filled me with cold dread and stomach-churning fear, but I pushed my emotions aside and started thinking about what to do with the artifact—and how best to protect my friends from it and Covington.

“That thing is supercreepy,” Zoe whispered.

Mateo shivered. “No kidding.”

“That’s it,” Professor Dalaja said, her voice both awed and disgusted at the same time. “That’s the Narcissus Heart.”

Everyone stared at the artifact. I held my breath, wondering if this seed would start beating like the one Covington had pressed into my palm, but the Heart remained still and frozen. Maybe it actually needed to touch someone’s skin in order to release its magic. I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to find out.

Dalaja broke the tense, heavy silence that had descended over the room. “Close it,” she said. “Close the box.”

“Why?” Aunt Rachel asked. “Shouldn’t we try to destroy it?”

Dalaja shook her head. “Believe me, I want to, but we can’t just smash it to bits. Not with a regular sword or dagger. You have a lot of impressive artifacts here, but I didn’t see anything on the shelves that would so much as scratch the Heart. That’s how powerful it is. The safest thing to do right now is to shut the box and put it back on the shelf until we can find some way to either neutralize or destroy it.”

Sigyn had told me that the narcissus seeds would be tough to destroy. Of course, the Narcissus Heart would be even more difficult.

I looked at Takeda, who nodded. I reached out and shut the lid, careful not to touch the Heart itself. Those faints click-click-clicks sounded again, and the vines rearranged themselves, locking the box.

Out of sight but definitely not out of mind.

After several seconds, Takeda cleared his throat and pressed another button on his remote. To my surprise, the photos vanished, and the wall monitors went black.

“Covington and the Narcissus Heart are tomorrow’s problems,” he said. “We’ve all been through a lot, and I want everyone to go home and get some rest. That’s an order.”

As much as I wanted to stay in the Bunker and keep working, Takeda was right. We were all exhausted, so we packed up our things.

Everyone else left the briefing room and headed toward the elevator, but I followed Takeda to the storage shelves and watched him put the black Chloris box back into its case. He shut the glass lid, and we both stood there, staring at the artifact.

“I almost wish I didn’t know what was inside it now,” he murmured.

“You’re not the only one,” I muttered.

Takeda laid his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Rory. We’ll keep the Chloris box and the Narcissus Heart safe. Covington won’t get his hands on either one of them.”

I forced myself to smile at him. “You’re right. Thanks for making me feel better.”

He smiled back at me and headed toward the briefing table. I looked at the box a moment longer, then followed him.

As I walked away, I silently repeated the Spartan promise I had made to Sigyn and myself in the Eir Ruins. I would protect my friends from Covington, the Chloris box, and the Narcissus Heart.

No matter what I have to do.

* * *

I grabbed Babs and rode the elevator up to the library with everyone else. Aunt Rachel insisted on taking me home and tucking me into bed. I was so tired that I didn’t argue, and I fell into a dark, dreamless sleep. A light knock on my door woke me several hours later.

“Rory?” Aunt Rachel opened my bedroom door. “Ian is here. He wants to see you, if you’re up for it.”

I yawned and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. I had been hoping he would come by.

I got out of bed, grabbed Babs and my jacket, and went outside. It was after nine o’clock now, and the sun had set long ago, although the moon had risen to take its place and paint the landscape in that delicate, frosty silver that I loved so much.

Ian was waiting on the front porch, and he straightened up and smiled. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself.” I smiled back at him. “Feel like taking a walk?”

“With you?” He grinned. “Always.”

I shrugged into my jacket, and we stepped onto the path leading up to the ridge that overlooked the academy. While Ian explored the clearing, I lifted Pan’s Whistle to my lips and blew on it. Balder and Brono swooped down from the sky a few minutes later, and Ian and I petted the gryphons.

“Thank you,” I whispered to the gryphons. “Thank you so much for helping us today. For helping me.”

My plan to use Pan’s Whistle to get the gryphons to bring my friends to the estate had worked. According to Ian, the gryphons had flown to the academy and found him fishing Babs out of the pine trees. He had realized that they knew where I was, so he had gotten onto Balder’s back while everyone else had followed in Takeda’s van. The gryphons had led my friends to the Idun Estate, and then we had all fought the Reapers together.

Balder and Brono both nodded, accepting my thanks. Balder head-butted me, wanting me to pet him some more. I laughed and happily obliged him. But Brono had his eyes on something else. Or, rather, someone else.

I had stuck Babs point-first into the ground so she could admire the view, and the sword’s eye widened as she realized that Brono was down on his haunches and slowly creeping toward her.

“Oh, no,” she muttered. “Not again. Stop right there! Don’t you even think about grabbing me—”

Brono ignored her words, bounded forward, and snatched the sword out of the ground with his beak. Then he started squeaking and shaking her back and forth.

“No!” Babs wailed. “How many times do I have to tell you that I am not a chew toy? Put me down! Put me down!”

Her chatter only made Brono more excited, and he ran around the clearing with the sword clutched in his beak. Balder shook his head, amused by his son’s antics, and started eating wildflowers.

Ian and I both laughed. We watched the gryphons for a moment, and then I turned to Ian.

“Ian, I—” But for the third time, I didn’t get the words out.

He put his hands on my waist, pulled me close, and lowered his lips to mine.

For a moment, I was so shocked that I just stood there. Part of me wondered if this was really—finally—happening. If Ian was actually kissing me or if I was just imagining it. But it wasn’t a dream.

It was so much better than that.

The kiss didn’t last long, no more than a few seconds, but I still felt so much. His strong arms wrapped around me. His clean, soapy scent tickling my nose. The rapid beat of his heart under my fingertips. And especially the warmth of his lips against mine.

That last sensation made an answering warmth explode in my own heart, like green sparks shooting everywhere. The warmth, the sparks, filled me with this dizzying sensation, like I was flying and falling at the same time.

As soon as it started, the kiss ended, and Ian dropped his arms and stepped back.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I didn’t mean to scare you. It’s just… I’ve been wanting to do that for weeks now.”

I stared up at him, still too shocked to say anything.

He frowned and took another step back. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I know that we’re both on the Midgard and that we should probably be teammates and nothing else, but every time I look at you, I think about how amazing you are. How strong and smart, and I just sort of melt inside. And seeing you here with the gryphons, and knowing that I almost lost you today, that we both almost died, well, I wanted you to know how I felt about you…”

I smiled. He was babbling. The Viking was actually babbling, and it made him even more adorable. Ian sucked in a breath like he was going to keep going, but I’d had enough talking for right now. It was time to take Babs’s, Sigyn’s, and Zoe’s advice.

“Ian.”

“Yeah?”

“Shut up and kiss me.”

This time, he was the one who looked shocked. “Really?”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, come here.”

I grabbed his jacket in my hands, stood on my tiptoes, and pressed my lips to his. More warmth, more sparks, more of that dizzying feeling filling every single part of me.

A minute later, I drew back, staring up into his face. His gray eyes were gleaming as brightly as polished silver, and his lips slowly curved up into this big, goofy grin. He stepped up and wrapped one arm around my waist. I lifted my hand and cupped his cheek.

Then, together, with one thought, we both leaned in. Our lips met again, and the rest of the world faded away.





Chapter Thirty




Despite everything that had happened, it was business as usual at Mythos Academy the next morning, with one small notable difference.

Ian held my hand as we walked to our first classes of the day.

Kylie Midas stared at us, pain and longing flashing in her eyes. I grimaced. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I wasn’t going to pretend that Ian and I weren’t together either. I thought Kylie might make some snarky comment, but she nodded at me instead. It seemed she was honoring this weird truce between us. I didn’t know how long it might last, but I nodded back at her.

Ian kissed me good-bye in front of the English-history building, then headed to his own class.

Zoe had been walking with us, and she rolled her eyes. “Please don’t tell me the two of you are going to be sucking face all the time now. Because that is going to get real old, real fast.”

“Maybe,” I replied. “Although you could be doing the same thing with Mateo, you know.”

Her gaze darted over to the Roman, who was once again playing football with some other guys. “Maybe.”

I laughed and headed inside the building. Professor Dalaja was already sitting at her desk when I stepped into the classroom.

“Hello, Rory.” She smiled. “I have those books you wanted. I’ll give them to you after class.”

Covington and Drake might have escaped with the red Chloris box and the narcissus seeds, but that didn’t mean we were going to sit around and wait for them to strike again. According to Dalaja, there were more Chloris boxes out there, and she had agreed to help the Midgard locate them, as well as figure out how we might counteract the seeds or, better yet, find some artifacts that were capable of destroying them—and the Narcissus Heart.

I nodded. “Thanks, Professor.”

I walked past her and took my seat. I was worried about the Reapers, but for right now, I was going to enjoy this moment of relative peace and quiet.

So I opened my myth-history book and got out my notebook and pen, ready to listen to the professor’s latest lecture.

* * *

After class, Professor Dalaja gave me those research books, and I carried them around the rest of the morning. The bell rang for lunch, but instead of meeting Ian, Zoe, and Mateo in the dining hall, I headed into the Library of Antiquities and rode the secret elevator down to the Bunker.

I needed to take care of something first.

Babs was still sleeping, as was her custom during the day, so I propped her up in her chair at the briefing table. Then I fished the research books out of my bag and laid them on my desk. Dalaja had already gone through the books and marked several passages that she thought might be useful. I would look at them later. Right now, I had something more important to do.

I made sure that Babs was still sleeping, then went over to Zoe’s desk and grabbed one of her electrodaggers, along with two clear plastic boxes. One of the boxes was empty, but the other was filled with the red heart-shaped crystals that the Valkyrie used in her weapon and clothing designs. I stared at the gems for a moment, then headed toward the shelves in the back.

I stopped in front of the black Chloris box, which was sitting on its usual shelf. The box looked the same as it had last night and all the other times I’d examined it. But today I wasn’t just going to stare at it. No, today I was going to take action to keep my friends safe.

I cut my hand with Zoe’s electrodagger and then used my blood to open the box. The top popped open, and I lifted the lid to reveal the Narcissus Heart.

Disgust rolled through me as I stared at the ruby. I had felt what a single red narcissus seed could do, and I could feel the power emanating from the much larger Narcissus Heart. No matter what Takeda and Professor Dalaja said, the artifact was far too dangerous to just leave sitting here in the Bunker. The red Chloris box and seeds were supposed to have been safe at the Idun Estate, but Covington had still gotten his hands on them. I wasn’t going to risk him stealing the Narcissus Heart too, so I had decided to do what everyone in detective stories always did with treasure.

Hide it.

I waited for the cut in my hand to heal. Then I reached into my jacket pocket, pulled out a pair of fleece gloves, and put them on. Once my hands were covered, I carefully reached out and picked up the Narcissus Heart. I held my breath, wondering if I might activate the artifact’s magic by touching it, but it remained still and frozen. I didn’t want to hold it a second longer than necessary, so I quickly placed it in the empty box I’d taken from Zoe’s desk. The second the artifact was inside, I closed the top on the plastic box and set it aside.

Next, I opened the box of red crystals, also from Zoe’s desk, and poured them into the empty space where the Narcissus Heart had been inside the Chloris box. Professor Dalaja had said there were more boxes and more seeds out there, so that was exactly what I was going to give whoever opened this black box.

Oh, the crystals weren’t exactly the same blood-red as the real narcissus seeds, and they were missing the black thorns on the bottoms, but they were roughly the same size and shape, and I thought they looked good enough to fool most people on first glance.

Once that was done, I closed the lid on the black Chloris box and shut the glass case over it again. Then I grabbed the plastic box with the Narcissus Heart, left the briefing room, walked to the back of the Bunker, and opened the bookcase door that led into the tunnels.

The lights clicked on overhead, and I went to the junction where the five main tunnels met. I glanced around, making sure I was alone, then crouched in front of the spot where Zoe had tripped when we were exploring here a few days ago.

I used the Valkyrie’s electrodagger to pry those loose stones out of the wall, revealing that small hiding space. Then I slid the plastic box with the Narcissus Heart into the opening. Once that was done, I stacked the stones back where they had been before, hiding the opening from sight.

I got to my feet and examined the wall, but the stones looked the same as all the others, and you would never find the hiding spot unless you knew it was there. My friends might think the black Chloris box was safe in the Bunker, but I had my doubts. Covington had proven that he could get to any artifact, anytime, anywhere, and I wasn’t going to take the chance that he could break into the Bunker and steal the Narcissus Heart too. So this was the plan I’d come up with to hide the artifact from everyone, including my friends.

Once I was satisfied with my work, I returned to the Bunker. I grabbed Babs, who was still sleeping, along with the rest of my things, and rode the elevator back up to the second floor of the library. I started to head toward the steps, but then I walked over to Sigyn’s statue instead.

I stared up at her white marble face, soaking up the calm, quiet strength I felt whenever I was in her presence. “I hope I’m doing the right thing,” I whispered. “I just want to protect everyone.”

Sigyn bowed her head, as though she was nodding her approval at my Spartan promise. I nodded back at her.

My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my pocket to check the message.

It was from Ian. I’ve got three chocolate cupcakes here with your name on them.

I smiled and texted him back. On my way.

I had hidden the Narcissus Heart the best I could. My mission was complete, at least for now, so I nodded at the goddess a final time, then left the library to meet Ian and my friends for lunch.

* * *
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Chapter One




“This is going to be a piece of cake.”

My friend Mateo Solis cheerfully said those horrible words. I looked at him a moment, then glanced at Zoe Wayland and Ian Hunter, two other friends. Zoe shook her head, Ian groaned, and I sighed, sharing their opinions.

“What?” Mateo asked. “What’s wrong?”

Zoe threw her hands up into the air. Pale blue sparks of magic shot out of her fingertips before winking out. Valkyries always gave off more magic whenever they were upset or emotional about something.

“Are you kidding?” she said. “You just totally jinxed us.”

“Yeah, dude,” Ian chimed in. “Never, ever say that anything is going to be a piece of cake. That’s when bad things happen.”

“Superbad things,” I agreed.

Mateo looked at all three of us in turn. “I didn’t realize you guys were so superstitious.”

“Um, hello, we go to Mythos Academy,” Zoe said. “We deal with mythological monsters, creepy artifacts, and killer Reapers all the time. Being superstitious is right in our wheelhouse. And after all the bad stuff we’ve seen over the past few months, we’d be silly not to be superstitious.”

“Totally,” Ian chimed in.

“Absolutely,” I agreed.

Mateo rolled his eyes, not sharing our dire and pessimistic opinions. “Whatever. But right now, we have a mission, so let me get to work.”

He didn’t wait for a response before opening his laptop. The screen’s soft white glow highlighted his dark brown hair and eyes and made his skin gleam like polished bronze. Mateo cracked his knuckles and stretched his arms out in front of him like a runner preparing for a race. Then he hunched over his laptop and started typing, his fingers flying over the keyboard almost too fast to follow, thanks to his amazing Roman speed.

Mateo, Zoe, Ian, and I were members of Team Midgard, a supersecret group that was trying to stop the evil Reapers of Chaos from taking over the mythological world. Tonight, Hiro Takeda, the adult leader of the Midgard, had tasked us with breaking into a building and watching over a mythological artifact that Covington, the Reaper leader, might want to steal.

Mateo was sitting cross-legged on the ground, his laptop perched on his knees, with Zoe, Ian, and me crouched down all around him. The four of us were hiding in the shadows behind a row of dense bushes, which also helped to block the gusty wind. It was just after ten o’clock, and the November night was absolutely frigid. The coldest frost I had ever seen had already coated the grass, as well as the bushes, adding a silvery sheen to the evergreen leaves.

Mateo was wearing his usual clothes—a dark blue Bigtime Barracudas long-sleeve T-shirt, along with a jacket, khakis, and blue running shoes—but Zoe, Ian, and I were dressed all in black, from our long-sleeve shirts and jackets to our jeans and boots. The three of us looked like cat burglars straight out of some heist movie. In a way, that’s exactly what we were tonight.

“And…done!” Mateo hit a final key, then looked up from his screen. “I’ve hacked into the building’s alarm system and put the security cameras on a continuous loop, so all anyone staring at the feeds will see is books, artifacts, and furniture, instead of you guys sneaking around. I also don’t see any guards or Reapers either outside or inside the building.”

I nodded at him, then glanced at Zoe and Ian. “You guys ready?”

They both nodded back.

“Then let’s go,” I said.

Mateo stayed behind in our hiding spot, so that he could monitor the alarm system and the security-camera footage, but Zoe, Ian, and I crept out from behind the bushes, which ran along the wall of a dark gray stone building.

In the distance, several hundred feet away, another, larger building, also made of dark gray stone, rose up out of the grass. That was our target. I peered into the shadows that blanketed the landscape, but everything was still and quiet. There was no sign of the Reapers or anyone else, and I didn’t even hear so much as an owl softly hooting in one of the trees. I nodded at Zoe and Ian again, and together, the three of us stepped away from the wall and headed toward the other building.

We moved quickly and quietly, keeping low and staying away from the golden glows of the streetlamps that lined the nearby walkways. I glanced around, expecting Reapers to rush out of the shadows and attack us, but everything remained still and quiet. We made it over to the target building and plastered ourselves up against the wall, hiding in the shadows again.

“Okay, guys.” Mateo’s voice crackled through my earbud, since that was how we communicated during missions. “Still no sign of any guards or Reapers, so you are clear to proceed.”

“Thanks,” I whispered back to him. “Zoe, you’re up.”

She crouched down, slipped a black backpack off her shoulders, and unzipped it. Then she reached inside and pulled out a crossbow. Unlike the large, heavy wooden ones that the Mythos students trained with in gym class, this crossbow was made of lightweight black plastic and was barely bigger than my hand. Round blue crystals ran down the barrel, giving the weapon a bit of sparkly bling.

Zoe grinned and showed off the crossbow for Ian and me. “Something new that I’ve been working on. Small but mighty, just like me.”

Everyone on Team Midgard had a specific role that best suited their interests, talents, magic, and skills. Mateo was the computer guru, Ian and I were the fighters, and Zoe was our genius inventor. She struck a pose with the crossbow, showing it off a moment longer, then reached into her backpack and fished out a small silver grappling hook attached to a long length of rope. Zoe slid the barrel of the grappling hook into the end of the crossbow where the bolt would normally go and fed the attached rope through a small loop on the side of the weapon. Then she dropped the rest of the rope onto the ground.

“Mateo,” she whispered. “Are we still clear?”

His voice sounded in my ear. “All clear. Go.”

Zoe stood up. Then she raised her gadget, took aim, and squeezed the trigger. The silver grappling hook shot out of the end of the crossbow and zoomed upward, along with the attached rope.

Clang!

The grappling hook arced over a balcony on the second floor and caught on the stone railing. Zoe unhooked the remaining rope from the crossbow, slid the gadget into her backpack, and hoisted the bag onto her shoulders. She tugged on the rope to make sure that the grappling hook was securely anchored, then gestured at Ian.

“Vikings first,” she said.

Ian grinned, took hold of the rope, and started climbing. Thanks to his Viking strength, he quickly scaled it up to the second floor, swung his leg over the railing, and climbed onto the balcony.

“Spartans next,” Zoe said.

I wasn’t superstrong like Ian, but I had scaled more than one rope in Takeda’s gym class, so I started climbing. Several seconds later, I reached the second floor, and Ian helped me over the railing and onto the balcony. Instead of letting go, his hands dropped to my waist, and he stepped even closer to me. The warmth of his body mixed with my own, driving away the chilly night air.

With his perfect cheekbones, straight nose, and strong jaw, Ian Hunter was one of the handsomest guys I had ever seen, and the moonlight only enhanced his features, as though he were a beautiful statue that had somehow come to life. The soft, silvery glow also made his gray eyes glimmer like stars and brought out the honey-colored strands in his dark blond hair, which was always slightly, adorably rumpled.

“Too bad we’re on a mission,” Ian murmured. “This would be the perfect spot for a kiss. Or two. Or three.”

He was right. The secluded, shadowy balcony was the perfect spot for a kiss. Or two. Or three. Then again, Ian and I hadn’t exactly been picky about our surroundings. After several false starts, we had finally gotten together a few weeks ago, and we had been sneaking kisses whenever and wherever we could.

“Mission first,” I teased. “Kissing later.”

“How about just one?” Ian whispered. “For luck?”

“We don’t need luck,” I said, but I grinned and wrapped my arms around his neck anyway.

He grinned back and lowered his head. My breath caught in my throat, and a dizzying sensation exploded in my heart. I parted my lips and stood on my tiptoes—

“You guys are alone for, like, five seconds, and you’re already making out? Ugh.” Zoe’s voice sounded from below on the ground, as well as echoing in my earbud.

I sighed, dropped my arms from Ian’s neck, and stepped back. “Rain check?”

He grinned at me again. “Rain check.”

The two of us looked over the railing at Zoe. Her arms were crossed over her chest, her foot was tapping on the grass, and blue sparks of magic were streaking out of her fingertips, all obvious signs of her annoyance.

“Anytime you guys want to stop mooning at each other and pull me up, feel free,” she sniped. “We’re on a mission, remember?”

Ian gestured for Zoe to grab the rope. She took hold, and he used his Viking strength to pull the rope and her up to the second floor. I helped her over the railing. Then, together, the three of us hurried over to the double doors on the opposite side of the balcony.

Zoe slung her backpack off her shoulders and set it on the ground again. This time, she pulled out what looked like a small gun with three metal prongs sticking out of the end of the barrel.

“Mateo?” she asked. “Are we still good?”

“Yep.” His voice sounded through my earbud. “I’ve shut off all the alarms. Still no sign of any guards or Reapers either outside or inside the building. All you have to do is unlock that door, and you guys are in. Piece of cake.”

Even though he couldn’t see her, Zoe still rolled her eyes. “You just had to say that again, didn’t you?”

“I live to annoy you,” he replied in a smug voice.

She snorted, but her hazel eyes softened, and her lips curved up into a smile. She and Mateo had been friends for a long time, and they were always teasing and snarking at each other, but the vibe between them had slowly changed from friendly to flirty over the past few weeks. Except for me, no one else seemed to have noticed the shift, though, not even the two of them.

I waggled my eyebrows at Zoe, who scowled and turned toward the doors. Despite my encouragement, so far she hadn’t acted on whatever feelings she might have for Mateo.

“Okay,” she said. “Just give me a few seconds to open all these locks.”

Three separate locks ran down the double doors, anchoring them together. Zoe leaned forward and pressed her lockpick gun, another one of her inventions, into the first lock near the bottom of the doors. Several click-click-clicks rang out, as the gun did the work of picking open the lock instead of the Valkyrie having to do it herself.

“Isn’t this exciting?” a light, lilting feminine voice sounded. “I just love black-ops missions!”

Zoe finished opening the first lock and gave me a pointed look. So did Ian, who was keeping an eye on the grounds below, making sure that no one was sneaking up behind us. They both stared at me a moment longer, then Zoe moved on to the second lock in the center of the doors, while Ian studied the landscape again.

I winced, then reached down and pulled a sword out of the black leather scabbard that was attached to my belt. I grabbed the sword by the blade and lifted the weapon up where I could see it.

A woman’s face was inlaid in the silver hilt. A delicate arched eyebrow, a pointed cheekbone, a sharp hooked nose, heart-shaped lips, and a curved chin. The hilt featured half of a woman’s face, including a deep, dark, emerald-green eye that was focused on me.

Babs, my talking sword, liked to, well, talk. A lot. Especially at inappropriate moments like this one. Although I supposed I couldn’t be too hard on her, since I had gotten distracted and almost kissed Ian a few minutes ago.

“Um, Babs?”

“Aye?” the sword asked in her lovely Irish accent.

“You do realize that black-ops missions are supposed to be supersecret, right?”

She sniffed. “Of course I realize that they’re supposed to be supersecret. I’ve gone on tons of black-ops missions over the centuries. You aren’t my first warrior, you know.”

“Then you should know that in addition to being supersecret, black-ops missions are also supposed to be superquiet.”

Babs opened her mouth to argue, but I raised my eyebrows. She winced, and an embarrassed blush stained her metal cheek a dull pink.

“Right,” she murmured in a much quieter voice. “Sorry about that. From now on, consider my lips sealed.”

She made a big show of opening her mouth wide and then snapping it shut. I imagined that if she’d had a hand, she would have pantomimed locking her lips together and throwing away the key.

“Thank you, Babs,” I whispered.

Her green eye brightened, and she smiled, although she didn’t say anything else. I lowered the sword to my side.

Zoe made quick work of the second lock and then the third one at the top of the doors. She slid her lockpick gun into her backpack and drew out two final items: a silver dagger with a blue jewel set into the hilt and a wide blue leather band with a light in the center.

Zoe pressed in on the blue jewel, making electricity sizzle along the dagger’s blade. Satisfied, she slid her electrodagger—another one of her inventions—into a black scabbard on her belt. Then she secured the blue leather band on top of her head over her wavy black hair and turned on the light in the center. The headlamp’s soft blue glow brought out the lovely color of her mocha skin, and small white crystal hearts spelled out the words Valkyrie Power on either side of the light.

Ian gave her an amused look. So did I.

“What?” Zoe asked.

“You know that Rory and I will take care of the fighting and that there are plenty of lights on inside,” Ian said.

She sniffed. “Well, it never hurts to be prepared. Besides, I plan to defend myself against any Reapers we might run into, as well as actually being able to see where I’m going. Now, come on.”

Zoe opened one of the doors and slipped inside. Ian grabbed the battle ax hooked to his belt and headed after her, leaving me alone on the balcony.

Instead of following them, I looked out over the grounds below again. Towering trees with bare, skeletal branches that scraped together in the steady breeze. Dense evergreen bushes that quivered in that same wind. Black wrought-iron benches perched here and there. Streetlamps lining cobblestone paths that snaked across the grass. More buildings in the distance, each one dark and deserted for the night. And all of it covered by that hard frost that tinted everything a soft, sinister silver, even the edges of the deepest, darkest shadows.

Everything was still, cold, and quiet, just as it had been thirty minutes ago when we’d arrived. Nothing was out of place, and nothing was out of the ordinary, but I still felt like something was wrong. Like we were missing something obvious and our mission was about to go sideways. But try as I might, I couldn’t figure out what we had overlooked—

Something moved at the edge of the grass, not too far away from the bushes where Mateo was still hiding.

My eyes narrowed, and I peered in that direction, trying to see into the black shadows that blanketed that part of the grounds. As a Spartan, my instincts were pretty good when it came to picking up on potential danger, but I saw the exact same things as before: trees, bushes, benches, lights, paths, buildings, frost. Nothing unusual, and absolutely nothing to be worried about, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong and that my friends and I were walking straight into another Reaper trap—

Babs cleared her throat, interrupting my thoughts. “Isn’t this exciting?” she whispered again.

I kept scanning the grounds, but I still didn’t see anything. “Yeah. Exciting.”

“Well?” she asked. “What are you waiting for?”

She was right. Zoe and Ian were already inside, and it was my job to watch their backs. So I pushed my unease aside and changed my grip on Babs so that I was holding the sword by her hilt.

I looked out over the grounds a final time, but everything was the same as before, so I moved away from the balcony, raised Babs into an attack position, and stepped through the door.

* * *

Zoe and Ian were waiting for me. The doors opened onto the building’s second floor, which was shaped like an enormous square. A balcony with a stone railing wrapped all the way around this level and overlooked the first floor below.

The lights were turned down low on this level, and my friends were crouching in the shadows at the end of a large bookcase, making them almost invisible except for the gleam of their weapons. Zoe had set her backpack on the floor and was clutching her electrodagger, while Ian was still holding his battle ax. Worry pinched their faces.

“What took you so long?” Zoe asked.

“Is something wrong?” Ian whispered.

I shook my head. “Nope, nothing except for me being paranoid like usual. Let’s get into position and see if the Reapers show up. Mateo, where is Aphrodite’s Cuff?”

That was the artifact we thought the Reapers were going to try to steal.

Mateo’s voice sounded in my ear. “It’s on the first floor, at the end of aisle nine, the same as when we did our initial recon here earlier today. I can see the cuff on the security cameras. It’s sitting in its case. No sign of the Reapers yet.”

“Roger that.” I looked at my friends. “You guys go down to the first floor and get into position around the artifact. I’ll stay up here on the second floor and keep an eye on everything below. I’ll let you know if I see anything suspicious. When the Reapers show up and try to steal the cuff, we’ll move in, surround them, and force them to surrender.”

Zoe and Ian both nodded, then got to their feet and moved around the bookcase. They sidled along the wall, pushed through a door, and slipped into a stairwell, disappearing from sight. I waited until the faint echoes of their footsteps had vanished before stepping away from the bookcase, crossing the open floor, and hunkering down next to the balcony railing. I looked around, but nothing was moving on this level, so I peered through the spaces in the railing at the first floor below, keeping watch until my friends could creep down the stairs.

The building’s lights had been dimmed for the night, although the ones on the first floor were still bright enough to let me easily see everything below. A long counter surrounded by several tables and chairs and a silver cart clustered together in the middle of the first floor. Several more cushioned chairs and couches were sitting off to one side, arranged around an enormous freestanding fireplace that was made of the same blackish stone as the rest of the building. Colorful rugs covered much of the floor, while thick wooden beams supported many of the walls and the upper levels.

Bookcases ringed that center section and spiraled out through the rest of the first floor, the tall shelves looking like rows of soldiers standing at attention and guarding the furniture in their midst. The shadows were particularly deep and ominous in those sections, and blackness cloaked many of the aisles. But even in the darkest spots, bits of glass winked like sly eyes, inviting people to brave the shadows and come look at the artifacts on display.

I studied every single part of the first floor, from the furniture in the center, to the fireplace off to one side, to the far ends of the bookcases, and back again, but I didn’t see anyone. No guards, no Reapers, no one. Maybe Mateo was right. Maybe this would be a piece of cake. Either way, the mission was an important test, one to mark how far the Midgard had come as a team in the last two months, and I wanted to complete it successfully. Spartans were rather competitive that way.

Since the first floor seemed to be clear, I studied the second level again, making sure that I was still alone up here. And I was—except for the statues.

White marble statues ringed the balcony. Most of the figures were towering, imposing creations, and they clutched everything from stone weapons to food to even a few small animals that were frozen in place, just like the main figures themselves were. I examined each one of them, in case someone was hiding in plain sight, but they were all just cold, quiet stone.

Finally, I glanced up at the statue that was closest to me, a woman with long hair that trailed past her shoulders. She was quite beautiful, despite the serious look on her face and the old, faded scars that crisscrossed her hands and crawled up her arms. Still, the longer I stared at her, the more frigid worry trickled down my spine.

“What do you see that I don’t?” I whispered.

Of course, the statue didn’t respond, but her lips seemed to press together, as if she were even more worried than before. I looked at her a moment longer, but she wasn’t going to give me any answers, so I turned my attention back to the first floor.

A door creaked open, and Zoe and Ian crept along the main aisle that led from the double doors over to the cluster of furniture. They both had their weapons up and at the ready, and their heads swiveled back and forth, scanning everything around them.

I looked over the first floor again, but everything was the same as before. Ian glanced up at me, and I nodded, telling them the coast was clear. He gestured to Zoe, and the two of them headed toward the artifact case that contained Aphrodite’s Cuff.

As they crept along, I got to my feet and moved from one statue and shadow to the next, tracking their progress and keeping an eye out for guards, Reapers, or anything else that might threaten my friends—

Click-click-click-click.

I froze. For a moment, I wondered if I had only imagined the sound, but then it came again, a little louder and closer than before.

Click-click-click-click.

I frowned, trying to place the familiar noise. If it had been a little louder and heavier, I would have thought it was footsteps, but those faint whispers sounded like…toenails softly hitting the floor.

Click-click-click-click.

The sound came for a third time, and I realized it wasn’t toenails. It was something far, far worse.

Claws.

And in my experience, the only things that came with claws were mythological monsters.

Since I had joined the Midgard, I had dealt with more than my fair share of monsters, including Typhon chimeras and Serket basilisks. The chimeras and basilisks were horrible, deadly creatures in their own right, and I had no idea what other monsters the Reapers might be able to summon.

But I had a bad, bad feeling that I was about to find out.

My gaze snapped from one section of the first floor to the next, but I didn’t see any monsters or anything else suspicious. Still, I knew that someone—or something—else was in here with us.

I crouched down and peered through the gaps in the railing again. Down below, my friends had found the appropriate artifact case at the end of one of the aisles, and Zoe pulled a small padlock out of her pocket and attached it to the case. Like her dagger, the Valkyrie’s electrolock would shock anyone who dared to touch the case, making it another layer of protection for Aphrodite’s Cuff, which was housed inside the glass.

Once that was finished, Zoe and Ian looked around, debating where they could hide and still see the case at the same time, since our mission was to keep a watch on the artifact, then surround and capture the Reapers when they tried to steal it.

Ian gave me a thumbs-up, telling me that everything was going according to plan. I nodded back, although my own worry kept increasing. I didn’t hear those claws hitting the floor anymore, which meant that whatever monster they were attached to had most likely hunkered down somewhere.

We needed to get out of here before it decided to strike.

Ian must have sensed my worry, because he stared at me, a questioning look on his face. I held up a clenched fist, telling him and Zoe to hold their positions. I still didn’t see anything on the first floor, but I couldn’t shake the uneasy dread that had curled up in my stomach, so I decided to check in with the final member of our team.

“Mateo?” I whispered. “Are we still clear? Mateo?”

Static crackled in my ear, but he didn’t answer me. Mateo wouldn’t abandon his position, and he certainly wouldn’t take out his comms device unless…

Something was wrong.

Ian and Zoe both frowned. They had heard the crackling static through their own earbuds. He hefted his ax a little higher, and she did the same with her electrodagger.

“Guys,” I whispered. “Head back toward the stairs, but walk, don’t run. Someone else is in here with us, and we don’t want to tip them off that we know they’re here.”

They both nodded, then headed back the way they’d come.

Once again, I crept along the second-floor balcony, following their progress and keeping an eye on everything below. Ian and Zoe made it back to the center aisle. They both looked left and right, but they didn’t see anything, and neither did I. My friends glanced around a final time, then stepped into the aisle to head back toward the stairs.

And that’s when the Reapers finally showed themselves.

A shadow detached itself from the fireplace and slithered onto the floor. I blinked, wondering where it had come from, but then I realized that a second shadow was right behind that first one—and they had both just crawled out of the cold fireplace.

That’s why I hadn’t spotted them. I had been looking in the wrong place. I had expected the Reapers to hide in the shadowy stacks or behind the long counter. Not to be holed up in the freaking fireplace. But the Reapers were sneaky, and I should have been expecting the unexpected. That was my mistake, and I was going to pay for it.

And so were my friends.

The two shadows straightened up. They were both wearing long black Reaper cloaks with the hoods pulled up, along with creepy black harlequin masks with red diamond-shaped patterns over the eyes. And worst of all, they were both carrying swords, which they drew the second they were on their feet.

Ian heard the soft rasps of the weapons sliding free of their scabbards, and he whirled around. “Zoe!” he yelled. “Watch out!”

Zoe whirled around as well, brandishing her electrodagger at the two Reapers. For a moment, the four of them studied one another, waiting for someone to make the first move. Then one of the Reapers let out a loud battle cry and charged forward, and the fight was on.

Ian stepped up to engage one of the Reapers, while Zoe battled the second one.

“Rory!” Babs yelled, her lips moving under my palm. “You have to help them!”

“I know!” I yelled back. “I’m working on it!”

I abandoned all pretense of stealth, surged to my feet, and ran along the balcony. My gaze darted around, searching for more enemies, but I didn’t see anyone else, and I made it back to the bookcase that my friends had been crouching beside earlier.

Zoe had left her backpack sitting on the floor, and I ripped open the top, searching through the items inside. Heavy-duty tape, scissors, a plastic case full of extra earbuds. The Valkyrie had stuffed all sorts of odds and ends inside her bag, but I quickly found what I wanted.

Another small grappling hook attached to a long length of rope.

I pulled out the hook and the rope and hurried over to the balcony. I set Babs on the floor and then wrapped the hook and the rope around the railing and tugged on them to make sure they were secure. I grabbed Babs again, took hold of the rope in my other hand, and climbed up onto the railing.

As a Spartan, I had the innate ability to pick up any object and automatically know how to kill someone with it. My Spartan instincts also let me see every single move a person was going to make a split second before he made it, especially when it came to a fight like the one raging below. I focused on the Reaper who was battling Zoe, studying everything about him, from the way he was holding his sword, to how high he lifted the weapon, to how his boots shuffled along on the floor right before he lashed out with another strike.

My Spartan instincts kicked in, and the next few seconds of the fight unspooled in my mind like a movie that I was fast-forwarding through to get to the next scene. Zoe would brandish her electrodagger at the Reaper again, and he would whirl out of the way. Then he would come right back at her, and this time, he would force his way past her defenses and slice his sword across her stomach—unless I stopped him.

And I was going to stop him. All I had to do was wait for the right moment.

The fight went exactly the way I’d expected it to. Zoe lashed out with her dagger, and the Reaper spun out of the way. The second he turned his back to her, I tightened my grip on the rope and stepped off the balcony.

The rope burned my left palm as I slid down it, but that pain didn’t matter. Saving Zoe was the only thing I cared about right now.

And I did it.

I slid down the rope, and I timed my descent just right, so that I landed between Zoe and the Reaper. Even before my boots touched the floor, I snapped up Babs, blocking the Reaper’s attack.

“Help Ian!” I screamed at Zoe.

She scrambled back out of my way and hurried over to where Ian was still fighting the second Reaper.

The Reaper in front of me jerked back in surprise, but I wasn’t letting him get away that easily. I darted forward, slipped under the Reaper’s defenses, and looped the rope that I was still holding around his neck. Then I whirled back around, tightening the rope. The Reaper yelped in surprise. He lashed out with his sword, but it was an awkward blow, and I smashed Babs into his blade, knocking his sword out of his hand. His weapon skittered across the floor and spun to a stop beside one of the tables.

I turned back to the Reaper. He was trying to untangle the rope from around his neck, so I stepped up and kicked his leg out from under him. The Reaper let out a strangled cry and grabbed hold of the rope to try to keep himself from choking, but he wasn’t successful, and his body went slack and still. He was out of the fight, so I turned toward the second Reaper, who was still battling Ian and Zoe.

That Reaper swung his sword at Ian, driving the Viking back. The Reaper also spotted Zoe sneaking up on him, and he kicked out with his foot, sending a chair skittering in her direction.

Zoe stumbled over the chair, growled, and raised her dagger, but it was too late. The Reaper stepped up and sliced his sword across her stomach. She dropped to the floor without a sound.

“Zoe!” Ian yelled.

He hefted his ax and charged forward, but the Reaper coolly spun to the side and sliced his sword across Ian’s back. He also dropped to the floor without a sound.

Dead—my friends were dead.

The Reaper whirled around to me, since we were the last two fighters standing. He stared at me, his blue eyes bright behind his creepy harlequin mask. He performed a low, mocking bow, then straightened up and crooked his finger in a clear challenge. He had killed my friends, and now he wanted to do the same to me.

I let out a primal scream of rage, lifted Babs high, and charged at the Reaper.
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Elemental Assassin: The books focus on Gin Blanco, an assassin code-named the Spider, who can control the elements of Ice and Stone. When she’s not busy battling bad guys and righting wrongs, Gin runs a barbecue restaurant called the Pork Pit in the fictional Southern metropolis of Ashland. The city is also home to giants, dwarves, vampires, and elementals—Air, Fire, Ice, and Stone.




Crown of Shards: The books focus on Everleigh Blair, who is seventeenth in line for the throne of Bellona, a kingdom steeped in gladiator tradition. But when the unthinkable happens, Evie finds herself fighting for her life—both inside and outside the gladiator arena.




Black Blade: The books focus on Lila Merriweather, a seventeen-year-old thief who lives in Cloudburst Falls, West Virginia, a town dubbed “the most magical place in America.” Lila does her best to stay off the grid and avoid the Families—or mobs—who control the town. But when she saves a member of the Sinclair Family during an attack, Lila finds herself caught in the middle of a brewing war between the Sinclairs and the Draconis, the two most powerful Families in town.




Bigtime: The books take place in Bigtime, New York, a city that’s full of heroic superheroes, evil ubervillains, and other fun, zany, larger-than-life characters. Each book focuses on a different heroine as she navigates among the city’s heroes and villains and their various battles.




For more information on Jennifer and her books, visit her website at www.JenniferEstep.com. You can also follow her on Facebook, Goodreads, BookBub, and Twitter, and sign up for her newsletter.




Happy reading, everyone!
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