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Chapter One
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You can spot an idiot from a mile away. And this guy with thinning hair and a suit three sizes too big was definitely an idiot. He might as well have had the word “sucker” written on his crappy dollar store tie. 

“So how does this game work?” he asked. 

I was in a quiet little alley in Brooklyn sitting behind a cardboard box that I was using as a makeshift table. On top of the box were three playing cards—that was all I needed to earn some quick cash. Over the course of a day, I’d call over any easy marks I saw walking down the street, asking if they were the “gambling type” or “feelin’ lucky.” Once I had their attention, I’d be guaranteed to make at least a few bucks off of them. 

“It’s really simple,” I said. “As you can see, we’ve got three cards here: the queen of hearts, the jack of spades, and the jack of clubs. What I’m gonna do is flip these cards face down and quickly rearrange them. After that, all you have to do is pick out which one is the queen of hearts.”

He scratched his head. “That’s it?”

Of course that wasn’t it. But that was all I was going to tell him.

“That’s it,” I said sweetly. “It’s fun.”

“How much do I have to bet?”

“Ten bucks minimum. If you choose correctly, you’ll get twenty bucks back.” I looked back up at him and batted my eyelashes. Literally batted them. “Something tells me you’ll be good at this, big guy.”

That much wasn’t a lie. Something always tells me when people are going to be good for me. Call it women’s intuition—barf—or call it a knack for cold-reading honed through a childhood of foster homes and a teenagehood weaving my way through Brooklyn, but I knew people. And this guy was going to be a winner.

For me.

“Here,” I said. “First one’s on the house.” I held up the queen, Vanna White-ed my hand over it, and dropped it back on the box. One, two, three quick whirls with the other cards, and I gestured for him to pick.

“Uh...the left?” he said.

Would you look at that—he was right. I held up the card with a smile. “Nice work.” I started to take a ten-dollar bill out of my pocket—my last goddamn ten-dollar bill—then paused. “Tell you what. Want to buy in for round two? Double or nothing. Just another ten.”

“Sounds reasonable,” the guy said, in the fake tone of voice of someone pretending to consider. He fished around for his wallet, and I treated him to another eyelash bat. I wasn’t going to pretend that being a nineteen-year-old girl with a decent collection of shoplifted Sephora didn’t help my enterprise. Shameless, maybe. But I could afford shame later.

My latest mark produced a ten that I could tell without touching was going to feel sweaty, and I placed it beside the card set-up. That was the first part of the scam: keep the money out as long as possible. If people could still see the bills, they thought they still had a chance to get them back.

Suckers.

A breeze blew through the alleyway, pushing my hair back from my neck and washing us in the smell of Chinese food and dumpster. I really needed to find a better alley. I used to have a setup down by the Barclays Center, but then the cops got too aggressive, and no amount of eyelash-batting would get me off the hook. 

So I’d relocated.

Tonight was a chilly night for early September, and I was trying not to let the cold freak me out. When you’re broke in New York City, cold can be killer. Literally. And all I had for insulation was my thrift-store leather jacket and my fiery personality (thanks, Foster Dad #3, for that clever neg). 

No. I shook my head. Focus. Another ten, twenty bucks and I’d be fine.

“So, you...live around here?”

Oh, great. We’d reached the question-and-answer portion of the evening. It wouldn’t be the first time a mark had tried to transition my three-card monte setup into something even more illegal. But I wasn’t a whore, and there were at least six guys in downtown Brooklyn with the pepper-spray burns across their eyes to prove it.

Still, I didn’t get that vibe from Mr. Sucker here. And, like I said, I get vibes. A prickle at the back of the neck, a kind of third-eye feeling, what Foster Mom #2 would’ve called mal ojo right before she called me a devil child and kicked me out her front door while brandishing holy water at me. 

Anyway. As woo-woo as it sounds, I’m grateful for my vibe-getting. It’s probably what’s kept me alive for so long.

“Nearby,” I demurred. “My boyfriend and I rent a place. He’s big into MMA—you know, mixed martial arts? So he wanted to be near the, uh...dojo.”

Shit. Of course I didn’t have a boyfriend—physical relationships were something for girls with stable incomes. But I had a fake one. Tough guy. Usually enough to end that line of conversation. And usually one of the many lies that rolled off my tongue with ease. I was off my game for some reason. I shook my head.

Focus, Nova.

“Oh,” Mr. Sucker said, clearly trying not to sound disappointed. I gave him another quick glance. Yeah, there was no way this guy would be a match for my imaginary MMA-fighter boyfriend. Or even my trusty can of pepper spray. “Yeah, my girlfriend’s really into, uh, yoga and stuff.”

Liar. Besides the fact that it was plainly obvious Mr. Sucker would never have a yoga-doing girlfriend, I could feel it—just the way I felt everything. The vibe. The only thing I was better at than spotting idiots was spotting liars.

I’d never been wrong. It was the only thing I was actually good at.

“All right,” I said, moving the conversation back to the matter at hand—making me some fucking money. “See this lovely lady?” I held up the queen card. “Just keep your eye on her. Easy peasy.”

Who the hell said things like easy peasy? Me, I guessed, when I was super out of practice. 

Mr. Sucker glanced at the card, then glanced at me. 

“What’s your name?”

Shit. His voice was timid, kind of high-pitched. And I didn’t feel anything—not the way I usually can when something’s up. But I knew better than to let down my guard. And I couldn’t look frustrated, because that’d break the illusion of this magical fun game we were about to play and win him the untold riches I was obviously hiding under this cardboard box.

Yeah, right.

I blew a strand of hair out of my face. “Nova.”

Mr. Sucker looked taken aback. “Really?”

Yes, really. That was the name on my birth certificate—not that I knew where my birth certificate was, of course. The name that my mother had picked for me. The one thing she gave me that I’d been able to keep. In my memory, she’d told me it was because when I was born, it was like a new light had come into her world. Hokey as hell, I know. But that was my mom for you.

Is. Is my mom. 

Because there was one thing that I was absolutely certain of, even with no birth certificate or permanent residence or money in my back pocket. My mom was still out there somewhere.

“Yep,” I said to the mark. “Like the birth of a star.” I held up the card again. “Ready to follow?”

He hesitated. “Yeah,” he said, a little too eagerly. “I’m Mark.”

I choked back a laugh. It was too perfect. Mark the mark. I managed to swallow my reaction and throw him my coyest not-a-whore-but-still-gonna-make-you-feel-good smile.

“Nice to meet you.” I dropped the queen onto the box, face-down. “Let’s play.”

Three-card monte is a classic scam for a reason: it’s simple, it’s cheap, and it’s portable. All I needed was a deck of cards and the choicest cardboard box in the alley. As I arranged the cards in my hand, I slipped my fingers just slightly, so that the bottommost cards swapped places. That part took practice, but it was the only real skill involved. Now the “queen” Mark had his eyes fixed on was the jack of spades, and he had no idea.

“Follow the lady,” I said, lifting and dropping the cards over and under, back and forth. Corny, but marks—and Marks, I guess—ate it up. “Follow the lady.”

Heat prickled at the back of my neck as I flicked the cards around. Had I set up under an exhaust valve again? That would explain the Chinese-food smell. But I didn’t feel the breeze anymore.

No time to check. I kept shuffling.

A few more flourishes and it was time for the big reveal.

“All right,” I said, lifting my hands with fingers spread wide. “Where is she?”

Mark studied the cards—sucker move, trying to psych me into thinking he was a clueless sucker, as if I hadn’t had that pegged from the beginning—and I clenched my fists just out of his view. This heat was spreading from my neck down to my chest. Maybe my trusty leather jacket was making me too hot. But the air around us was still cold. I didn’t feel stuffy; I felt like I was burning on the inside.

Jesus, Nova. Keep it together. 

The last thing I needed was for Mark the mark to mistake me for a junkie and call me an ambulance. Because he would, this nice guy. Totally the type with a white-knight fantasy, rescuing the poor urchin with a weird name from her life on the streets. And I’d swoon with gratitude and move into his Mom’s Staten Island basement with him and we’d live happily ever after.

“Middle one,” Mark said at last, pointing a stubby finger at the box. I raised an eyebrow, feigning alarm—oh no, did he get one over on me again?

Then I flipped the card.

“Jack of spades,” I said. “So close!” I started to slide the bills towards my jacket pocket as the heat went from prickling to pulsing. Shit. Maybe it was low blood sugar. When was the last time I’d eaten something? I swallowed and focused. “Tell you what—one more round? Double or nothing again?”

Mark the mark didn’t seem to like that. I quickly tucked the cash away as the pins-and-needles feeling taking over me turned into knife-points. 

Maybe this was a new kind of vibe, trying to tell me...I didn’t know what. 

“Now, wait...” Mark said. “You...you at least...give me back the...”

I should have been afraid. That had to be what this feeling was—fear. I’d known fear pretty well my whole life, and I thought my threshold was pretty high. But maybe not. Maybe there was something about Mark the mark that I’d missed. 

Maybe he really was bad news. 

Maybe I should run.

Mark looked into my eyes with his watery blue ones, and it hit me. The feeling. The vibe. I wasn’t afraid.

He was.

The heat was overwhelming now, pulsing through me. It was almost like I was electric, crackling with some kind of power, like fifty cups of coffee without the heart palpitations.

“Don’t hurt me,” he said, then shook his head as if he realized how lame that sounded. “I mean...I don’t want trouble. Just...this is all I have. Take it.” He fumbled around for his wallet, producing more sweaty-looking bills, then stopped. His flabby jaw fell open. “Y-you’re...”

I followed his gaze to where it was unfortunately trained on my boobs. An amber-colored light was glowing through my T-shirt, right in the center of my chest. 

“Oh my God,” I said. But my voice didn’t sound like mine. It was deep, and echoing, like there were three of me speaking at once. From inside a cave.

Mark looked just about ready to piss his pants.

“Go,” I said.

The light grew brighter, illuminating everything in the alley: the brick walls, the dumpsters, the cardboard box, the tiny white face of the queen of hearts—and Mark, running for his life, his entire wallet spilled on the ground.

Something was wrong. Very wrong. Every fiber of my body screamed danger. 

So I reacted the most normal way I could figure to something this goddamn weird.

I passed the fuck out.
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Chapter Two
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What was that smell?

I sniffed a bit as my eyes slowly began to open. The first thing I saw when I came to was some strange man’s hand holding a meatball sub just below my nose. And—of course—my next thought wasn’t who the hell is this or what just happened or even is that Mark guy okay, but rather holy shit, that sandwich looks delicious. 

Yeah. Some girls need those old-timey smelling salts; I need marinara and provolone.

“I thought that might do the trick,” the man said. 

I looked up at him. Middle-aged, a little portly, gold eyeglasses, dark black hair, and a swanky grey suit with a red silk tie that I’d guess cost at least, I don’t know, 1000 times more than the one Mark wore.

“What the—get away from me!” I tried to get to my feet, but the ground was wobbling under my Doc Martens, and I plopped back on my ass. “Are you a cop?”

The man smiled, and not even in a mean way. “Let’s just say I’m the person offering you a sandwich. Here, take it. You’re all skin and bones.”

My stomach contracted. I wasn’t going to make it far without food—I couldn’t even stand up. So without even bothering to chew him out for immediately commenting on my appearance, I grabbed that meatball sub and went to town. Putting food in my belly was—at least for now—much more pressing than getting worked up over some light casual sexism. And if a cop was going to take me, I at least wanted a sandwich out of the deal.

Not that I didn’t have about a million questions. For one thing, I was seated against a tree in some unfamiliar park. It could’ve been any park: chain-link fences, basketball court, trees, and a “no smoking” sign above a mountain of cigarette butts. Only the whoosh of the train with an illuminated “G” in the window confirmed I was still in the city. Which, in turn, begged the question of how this man could’ve carried an unconscious girl through Brooklyn without getting some serious accusations thrown his way. 

Then again, it was New York. People saw strange shit a hundred times a day.

“All done?” he asked as I took my last bite. 

I stared him directly in the eyes and took my time to chew down every little bit of meatball. I was grateful for the sandwich—half the reason I was even running scams was because I was starving—but you don’t get anything for free. I knew that much.

“Are you gonna take me in now?” I said. “Because, look, there’s some stuff on my record, but I can—”

“I know you must be a bit disoriented,” he interrupted as he took a seat on the ground in front of me. “But I’m not a police officer.”

“You look like one,” I shot back. Getting my blood sugar up was clearing my head. And the guy did look like a cop, or at least wildly out of place. No one dressed like that in this neighborhood unless they had a badge or were cruising for an ass-kicking.

“I can assure you, I’m not.” His smile was tight, sending kindly-looking wrinkles up the sides of his face, but didn’t fade. “You have questions, no doubt. Where shall we start?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Hmm, well I guess my first question is what the fuck happened back there and who are you and what are we doing here?” I paused for a breath. “I guess that’s...three questions.” 

He laughed. And it felt genuine, like he was just as aware of the absurdity of this situation as I was. “Well, Nova, I would be happy to answer all of those questions for you.”

I interrupted him. “Fourth question: how do you know my name?” 

“Before I answer—and I will answer,” he said, as if he could tell I was losing patience, “first, a question for you: I am about to provide a great deal of information, much of which you will undoubtedly find shocking, and I would like to know which way you would find best to do this. Shall we rip the bandaid off now or would you like me to deliver this information a bit more...gradually?” 

Hell, I wasn’t about to have this whole thing dragged out. My butt was freezing, and if I had to catch a bus back to my place, I wanted to hit the road sooner rather than later. “Give it to me straight, doc.” 

He cleared his throat. “Well, Nova, my name is Professor Lattimore, and I teach at a school that you are compelled to attend. As you surely noticed back there in the alley, you possess great powers. Powers which, at our academy, we will teach you to hone. You see, Nova, there is no way to put this that won’t sound ridiculous to you, but...” He looked me dead in the eye.

“You are a half-demon, Nova.” 

The bad vibes hit instantly. And to think I’d kinda trusted the guy. 

“Bullshit,” I said without hesitation. “Half-demon? Is this how you guys try to force confessions out of people these days?” 

He laughed. “As I said, I’m not a police officer. You truly think I could be one?”

“Are you kidding? Anybody could be a cop. That’s one of the first things you learn if you’re trying to run scams.” 

“Ahh, so you were running a scam back there?” 

Shit. Not your finest moment, Nova.

“Walked right into that one, didn’t I?” I muttered.

Lattimore—if that was really his name—took a deep breath and looked into my eyes. “I swear to you that I speak nothing but the truth. And I believe you know this in your heart. Do you have any explanation for what happened back there in the alley that is more plausible than what I’m telling you?” 

I stood up, ready to walk away from this nonsense and catch that bus back to the hovel I’d call home for the night. “It was probably just an empty stomach getting to my head and making me see things.” And hear things. “Thanks for the sandwich. I’m feeling much better now.” 

Just as quickly, he was on his feet and grabbed my arm. He gently pulled me back to the ground, and although every neuron in my brain was firing off and telling me to run, I just couldn’t. 

“You are a stubborn one,” Lattimore said. “But perhaps I was foolish to assume this would be easy. Demons, after all...”

He trailed off as if that was all the explanation needed.

“Not as easy as just buying a girl a sandwich,” I shot back. “You show up telling me I’m half-devil or something without any proof and expect me to just nod and agree.” I tried to tug my arm away again. “And I know way better than to let a strange guy take me to a second location, cop or not.”

“Maybe this will help, then,” he said, pulling three playing cards out of his pocket. My playing cards. “Here. Attempt the same thing with me that you attempted to do with that man in the ghastly suit earlier.” 

I grabbed the cards and took a look: queen of hearts, jack of spades, jack of clubs. “I really don’t see what the point of this is.” 

Lattimore glanced over his shoulder. I followed his gaze. Through the chain-link fence, red-and-blue lights flashed against the side of a brownstone.

Shit. More cops. Or any cops, period.

“I promise you, you have nothing to fear so long as you’re with me,” Lattimore said, and chuckled. “No, no fear at all. Please, if you would?”

I sucked in a breath and held the cards. What’d I have to lose? Either I got jacked by the cops past the fence or I got jacked by this one. And this one had already given me a sandwich. Besides, at this point, I was actually pretty curious about what kind of trick this dude was hoping to pull over on me. I’ve never not copped to a scam when I see one, but whatever was happening now was flying right over my head. 

I placed the cards on the ground face up, giving Lattimore a moment to examine each one before I flipped them back over. As usual, when arranging the cards, I covertly swapped the two bottommost cards in such a way that the naked eye could never notice. Placing them facedown on the ground, I knew the queen of hearts was the card sitting furthest to my left. 

“Found the lady, sir?”

“That one,” Lattimore said with an embarrassing amount of confidence for a guy pointing to the card furthest to my right. 

Wrong.

“Tough luck,” I said out of habit, flipping over the card he chose to reveal the...

Queen of hearts?

But that’s impossible. That is not possible.

“Surprised?” he asked.

I was already rearranging the cards on the ground like some kind of maniac. “One more time. I must’ve fucked something up.” 

Lattimore proceeded to pick the queen of hearts again. And again...and again. The thing is, I knew I was good. I didn’t mess up, certainly not four times in a row. You couldn’t afford to screw up like that when you were a girl like me, just barely scraping by. For him to screw me up that bad...well, I didn’t know what the hell was going on, but there was something going on. 

“Okay, uh, Professor,” I said, leaning back against the tree and stretching out my legs. A light whoop of a siren sounded from the direction of the lights, and I nodded at the end of the block. “You’ve got about five minutes until those guys pick me up and haul me in for the night. Gimme your pitch.” 

“Thank you, kindly,” Lattimore said. “Somebody should have told me the only way to earn your trust would be to beat you at one of your own tricks. You see, at the Hades Academy—”

“Wait, wait, wait,” I said, jumping in. “Hades Academy? Your school for demons is literally called the Hades Academy? A little on the nose there, huh, professor?” 

“That has been the institution’s name for millennia. Now may I finish?”

His voice was chilly, and I felt weirdly embarrassed. “Sorry. Go right ahead.” 

“Very well, then. At the Hades Academy we teach young demons and half-demons such as yourself not only about your powers, but also about the ways in which we create fear in the world for the sake of all existence itself. You will learn more about that upon your arrival at the school. Attendance is absolutely compulsory for all young adults of demon heritage. It is a place at which you will thrive and grow, and upon completion of your education, you will be prepared for a life fulfilling your ultimate purpose. Again, much more will be explained in short order. Questions?” 

“What if I don’t wanna go?”

“Why shouldn’t you want to go, Nova?” His voice softened. “You’ve been told your whole life you’re nothing, haven’t you? That you have no future?”

My heart twisted in my chest. “Yeah.”

“But you aren’t nothing. That’s what I’m here to tell you. You’re special, Nova.” 

I peered up at him. I’d been playing with the end of my hair—bad habit. I’d always hated my hair, anyway. It was gigantic—Jersey girl trash hair, to quote one of my former foster sisters. I’d socked her in the face, then locked myself in the bathroom and cried for hours. Of course, I got in all the trouble.

“Yeah,” I said, my voice cracking. “See, that just shows you how full of shit you are. Because if you knew anything about me, anything at all, you’d know that’s not true.”

“It’s absolutely true, Nova. You, and I, and all of your classmates at Hades Academy are some of the rarest creatures that walk this earth.” His eyes flashed. “And even below it.”

I looked at my hands in my lap. Flexed my fingers a bit. I didn’t want to admit it, but I’d always wanted magic powers. I mean, who wouldn’t? Everyone’s life is crappy in some way or another, and magic is literally an instant solution. 

Maybe I wasn’t nothing, but there was nothing for me here. Not in Brooklyn. Not anymore.

“That, and...” Lattimore gave a theatrical sigh. “If you choose not to attend, I fear you will end up in a place much worse than the jail you will end up in should you continue your life of crime on the streets.” 

As if it had heard him, the cop car crawled alongside the park fence, slowing when it spotted us.

“Oh,” I muttered.

That vibe. I was feeling it. The guy was telling the truth.

“Fine,” I said. “Get me out of here.”
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Boy, had my night taken a turn for the weird.

An hour ago I was hoping to make a quick buck off a loser in a bad suit.

Now I was sitting in the middle of the sky.

Yeah, Lattimore and I were literally riding a carriage through the sky, dragged by flying horses with jet black hair and fiery red eyes that could most kindly be described as the stuff of nightmares. The horses didn’t have wings, leaving me unclear about the mechanics of the whole flying deal, but I was sure if I asked Lattimore about it he’d wave my question away with some vague answer that mostly amounted to “demon magic.”

Like I said: weird.

The time for questions was over for now anyway—no sooner had I finished saying “get me out of here,” than the carriage had landed right smack in front of us, nearly squashing a squirrel who managed to jump out of the way just in the nick of time. For me, the choice between a demonic carriage and the back of a police car proved to be pretty damn easy.

In spite of myself, my stomach lurched a little. I’d never been in an airplane, let alone a horse-drawn carriage, and the overall effect was more than a little dizzying. Not that the inside wasn’t comfortable: the seats were a plush velvet that sank underneath me, and the sides were some kind of smooth, polished material that was way nicer than the only carriages I’d ever seen before in Central Park.

And also, because it really could not be emphasized enough, this carriage was flying with demon magic.

I dug my nails into the velvet. Lattimore must have noticed, because his expression softened from his seat opposite me.

“I can assure you, it’s quite safe,” he said. “No need to be nervous.”

“I’m not nervous,” I shot back.

Lattimore pursed his lips. “Of course not,” he said, then muttered “demons.”

Every time I heard that word it sounded weirder. Not weirder than my chest going all Iron Man and my voice going all The Exorcist, but still. How could I be half-demon, or any part demon?

Now it was my heart that lurched. Mom? She’d disappeared, but I’d been so little that it barely registered, and by the time I was properly aware of my surroundings, I was tucked up in Foster Home #1. Still, I think I would’ve noticed if my own mother was a demon. If my experience in the alleyway was any indication, it wasn’t the sort of thing that you could hide very easily. 

And she’d always kept my dad a secret. Or just never talked about him. Same diff. Which maybe told me more than I’d realized as a kid.

Who am I, really?

Shaking my head, I dared to peek through the carriage window at the dark blanket of fields and pinpricks of light as it swooped past beneath us, and I realized I had no idea where we were going.

“So, where is this place?” I asked, speaking with my aggressively loud New Yorker voice turned up to full volume so Lattimore could hear me over the whoosh of the wind sweeping past us. 

“This will no doubt sound silly to you, but...” Lattimore gulped. “Not far. Hades Academy is located in upstate New York.” 

Of course. Hell is upstate. 

“You’re telling me demons from all around the world come to learn at a school in upstate New York? Like, really?” 

That one got a laugh out of him. Maybe the old guy had a sense of humor in there somewhere. 

“Yes, really.” 

After that, I tried my best to keep my mouth shut and just enjoy the ride, so to speak. The experience of seeing New York City and all the little towns outside of it whirring by was thrilling. Even a girl like me had a hard time being sarcastic about something as amazing as that. 

It was the happiest I’d ever felt. 

Don’t get too comfortable, Nova, I chastised myself immediately. Remember anything good can go to shit at the drop of a hat. 

“Nearly there,” said Lattimore.

I felt a tinge of disappointment. Sure, I was curious to see what exactly a boarding school for living, breathing demons was like—even though I hadn’t even believed in magical mumbo jumbo like demons until about an hour before—but I was shocked by how at peace simply being in the sky far from all my problems made me feel. 

Yeah, but once you’re back on solid ground, all that peace might vanish. Keep your guard up.

As the carriage descended, I felt it in my stomach. Lattimore looked to the window, and I followed suit, unable to contain my curiosity.

Hades Academy was unmistakable. Nestled into the side of a tree-covered hill stood a gothic castle with beautiful towers and spires that looked straight out of medieval Europe, or at least the cliché version of medieval Europe that lives in the brains of those who’ve read too many books or watched too many movies. 

“Shit,” I whispered.

Even in the darkness of night—it had to be close to midnight by now—the school was basked in a mysterious orange glow that made it visible from way up in the sky. I thought about asking Lattimore how non-demon-y types have somehow failed to notice a giant gothic castle just sitting there, but, again, I knew all I’d get was an unsatisfying “demon magic” answer. 

Our carriage navigated the rest of the way to the ground and, aside from feeling like I might vomit my meatball sandwich on to one of those scary-looking horses, it was a smooth landing. 

Lattimore gave me a fatherly smile. “Welcome to Hades Academy,” he said with pride.

I looked up at the castle, admiring all the beautiful stained-glass windows and freaky-looking gargoyles. In front of us rose a giant pair of spindly iron gates between two massive stone pillars—I guess as extra protection against any non-demons who got lost on a hike or something—lit by nothing but the blaze of twin braziers on either side.

Oh, and the flames were bright blue. Of course.

“Home sweet home,” I whispered, astonished in spite of myself. 

Lattimore led me through the gates that surrounded the school grounds, across an honest-to-God drawbridge, and through a pair of huge wooden doors into what must have been the school’s main hall. My eyes were immediately drawn to the giant staircase. With marble handrails and gorgeous red carpeting, it was possibly the single most decadent thing I’d ever seen in my life, like something out of one of those swanky New York City hotels that rich assholes spend a thousand bucks a night to stay in.

“This way,” Lattimore said, and ushered me down a corridor to one side.

Something about having my feet on solid ground made reality come rushing back. Demons or no, this school was Fancy with a capital F, and I had exactly ten bucks in my pocket and the clothes on my back. Did demons take out student loans? My palms started to sweat. Scamming regular suckers out of a few bucks at a time was one thing, but conning my way through a private school where everyone had death-dealing powers was entirely different.

I might be totally screwed.

As we wound through the corridor through the slivers of moonlight shining through the narrow windows, the sound of voices echoed against the stone walls. Male voices. The voices got closer, and as Lattimore rounded a corner and I followed suit, I saw them.

I’d run into my fair share of attractive guys in my life. Having a decently pretty face and figure meant that I got attention—sometimes whether I wanted it or not. But the truth was, I was still pretty inexperienced. After all, I didn’t have a permanent “my place” to go back to, and like hell would I follow a strange guy back to his apartment. Still, I wasn’t one for clichés, and I always thought that crap about “taking my breath away” was total fiction.

But then I saw these guys.

There were three of them: tall, broad-shouldered, wearing the sweaters and ties that must have been the uniform, and...God, Nova, get a grip. The one on the right caught my eye first: auburn hair, green eyes, and a dimpled smile that actually made my knees wobble on the flagstone floor. Walking beside him was a guy slightly taller, with wickedly blonde hair and the ice-blue eyes to match. When he spoke, his voice was low, and I caught a bit of an accent. Then, on the left, the side closest to me and Lattimore, was a guy with messy, dark hair, some kind of pendant around his neck, and—holy shit—

Red eyes.

No sooner had I caught his gaze than he blinked, and his eyes went golden. Still bright, but definitely not red. Was I officially losing it?

“Nova?”

Lattimore’s voice brought me back to reality. I snapped my gaze back to where he’d gained a couple steps on him. The guys passed us by, just their footsteps and voices lingering, but my heart was pounding. I could feel someone’s eyes on me, clichés be damned. 

Someone’s red eyes.

I gave my head a little shake and followed Lattimore through a wooden door he was holding open. Inside was a spiraling staircase that looked way too narrow to be navigated by a regular human...but then again, I guess no one here was a regular human. I followed him up to a huge, circular room—a tower, I guess—lined with bookshelves and headed up by a massive desk that gleamed black in the moonlight, like it was made of polished stone. Which, I realized, it probably was.

“Ah, you’ve returned.” A smartly-dressed woman with her iron-gray hair in a tight bun rose from behind the desk. She looked totally no-bullshit from head to toe, her skirt suit in a pure, almost shimmering black, and her heels dagger-thin against the flagstones (which, having struggled up the stairs in the relative comfort of my Doc Martens, I had to admit was a total power move). “Nova Donovan, I presume?”

“Uh...present.” I briefly wondered if I needed to produce some kind of ID, which I totally didn’t have on me in case I did get picked up during my three-card monte.

God, that feels like a lifetime ago.

“Pleasure to meet you at last. I trust your journey was smooth?”

I glanced at Lattimore, as I needed backup for this. He gave his fatherly smile. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Excellent.” The corners of her mouth flickered. “I am Dean Harlowe, and let me be the first—well, after my colleague here—to officially welcome you to our grounds.”

“Thanks,” I said. “They’re, um...they’re really something.”

What was it about being in the presence of actual demons that turned me into a blabbering idiot? I shook my head. Red Eyes in the hallway had really thrown me for a loop.

“Have a seat,” Dean Harlowe said, and before I could respond, a chair materialized by my side, crawling into shape like a cluster of black vines forming themselves into a place to sit. “Professor Lattimore, thank you. You are dismissed.”

Lattimore nodded at her, then at me. “I’ll see you in class, Nova. Welcome again.”

“Professor Lattimore teaches our Human History survey course,” Dean Harlowe explained. “Which...you may find a bit repetitive. But all in due time.” She waved a hand.

I shifted in my vine-chair. All these new people were overwhelming, and I was, I realized, totally exhausted. 

Dean Harlowe settled behind her desk again. “Now, I’m sure you have lots of questions, Nova.”

“You’re damn right,” I said before I could stop myself. Dean Harlowe’s mouth twitched again, but not in an angry way—I didn’t think. “Sorry. I just mean, uh...” I could feel my folded-up bills, in all their slimness, pressing against the pocket of my jeans as I sat. “Look, I don’t know what the deal is here financially, but I’m broke. Like, ramen and ketchup soup broke. So if I can’t stay—”

Dean Harlowe laughed a rich laugh. “Oh, Nova, there’s nothing to worry about. All our students attend Hades Academy free of charge. We demons have little use for human money. Who can keep up with all those currency changes?” She shook her head. “Somewhere we still have a giant vault of Greek drachmae from the old days...utter waste of space if you ask me. No,” she went on, “your tuition, room and board, and other needs will be met in toto by the Academy. It’s the least we can do in return for the services you’ll eventually render to demonkind—and the whole world.”

“Yeah,” I said. “So about that...can you explain, like, what this is all about?” I waved vaguely around me. 

“Of course,” Dean Harlowe said smoothly. “Naturally, much of this will be covered more in-depth in your classes, and those students here who were raised in full-demon households will have a bit of a head start on understanding, I’m afraid. But, in short, Hades Academy exists to train and foster the powers of demons so that we can stand our ground against the forces of Chaos.

“You see, ever since the ancient times, and even before—that is, before the advent of written human record—this world has been in constant battle for balance. Almost every human creed and natural law has its version of this balance: good and evil, light and darkness, yin and yang, and so on. But the key principle behind this natural law is that every positive must have a negative. Every energy must be met with equal and opposite energy to sustain existence. Otherwise, Chaos takes over.”

Somehow I could tell that she meant Chaos with a capital C. Even the sound of her voice saying the word sent a shiver down my spine.

“And so, as you might expect, our role as demons is to create what some might term that ‘negative’ energy. Specifically, fear, although it takes many forms and manifestations in non-supernaturals. And our so-called supernatural powers are in fact some of the most natural forces on earth. We, along with our”—her voice lowered a few ticks—”colleagues at Elysium Academy are responsible for using our powers to their greatest potential, thereby keeping the forces of Chaos from overwhelming all of existence.”

Oh, so no big deal. My eyes felt wide as saucers. How could this possibly be real?

Then again, given what I’d seen so far, how could it not be?

“I understand this is a lot to take in,” Dean Harlowe cut into my thoughts, “and you’ve had quite an eventful day already. Besides, as I said, the purpose of your time at Hades Academy is to gain the full understanding of what this all means. You’ll soon learn—well, over the next three years—what your place is in this, ah, very grand scheme of things.” She folded her hands on the polished surface of her desk, her nails gleaming an impressively rich red.

I blew out a breath. “Okay,” I said. “Got it. I mean...okay, I think I’ve gotten it. So this place, the Academy...it’s like demon college? Because, in the interest of full disclosure, I didn’t graduate from high school. I don’t even have a GED.”

I was deadly serious, but Dean Harlowe just chuckled. “Ah, I do so enjoy you human-born. No, the only requirement for entering our Academy is demon blood, which, as your powers demonstrated, you clearly possess. We were able to home in on you quite efficiently after that little incident—and just in the nick of time, since the semester begins imminently. But yes, in terms of analogs to your human educational system, you could say that this is the equivalent of college. Many of our students attend human schools at some point in their upbringing, to gain a deeper understanding of how the human mind—the human soul—works.”

“Ah,” I said. “Well, my reading and writing is top-notch, I can assure you.”

Of all things, my actual intentional joke was the one thing that she didn’t laugh at. But honestly, I was too exhausted to mind. 

“I can sense that you’re tired.” Dean Harlowe rose. “There’s just one more matter to tie up, and then I’ll dismiss you to the dormitories.” She walked to one of the bookshelves, one with a bunch of drawers at the bottom, and waved a hand. A drawer flew open, and out of it emerged a long sheaf of what I had to assume was parchment. Which I had to admit was pretty cool.

“You’ll need to sign your scilicet—essentially our enrollment agreement.” Another wave of the hand and the parchment flew into my lap. The letters were small and curling, and, I couldn’t help but notice, not in English.

“Uh...what does this say?”

Dean Harlowe blinked. “Oh. I suppose you haven’t received Latin instruction, then?”

“Oh yeah, Latin was a huge priority at ol’ PS 316.” My sleep deprivation was clearly getting the better of me. Dean Harlowe smiled, her first genuine smile.

“So your reading and writing isn’t truly up to par, now is it?”

Demons, I thought. Guess backing me into a corner was what gave her the ultimate joy. I stared her down right back.

“Is that gonna be an issue?”

“Not at all.” She looked at the whatever it was—scilicet. “As long as you sign.”

I glanced down at the paper again. “Got a pen? Or a quill, or whatever?”

Her smile widened. “I’m afraid ordinary ink is insufficient for our purposes.”

“So what am I supposed to do, sign in blood?”

A few moments of silence.

“Oh, shit,” I said softly. “I have to sign in blood.”

“Indeed.” Dean Harlowe waved her hand a third time, and a thin-bladed silver dagger appeared on the arm of my vine-chair. 

My heart pounded. “Seriously?”

“Serious as the grave,” she said, and she sounded it.

I swallowed hard. I wasn’t a wuss. I’d been through worse. Besides, the dagger was a relatively small dagger.

At that, I almost had to laugh. I was bargaining with myself to sign a demon-contract in my own blood. My life was really off the deep end.

With a deep breath, I picked up the dagger in my left hand, wrapping my fingers around the slim handle.

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

And then I jabbed myself.

The pain never came. I could feel the blood, but none of the sting I’d been expecting. With my eyes narrowed to a squint, I did my best to sign a full Nova Donovan on the bottom line. When I’d finished, Dean Harlowe hand-waved the parchment to her desk and hand-waved my stab-wound back to whole.

“What the hell?” I stared at the tip of my finger. No blood, no nothing.

“You can say that again,” Dean Harlowe said drily. She produced some kind of official-looking seal and chunked it against the parchment.

“Nova Donovan, welcome to Hades Academy.
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Chapter Four
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Dean Harlowe instructed me to go back the way I came, then climb the “Grand Stairway” in the “Great Hall”—because the name of everything had to be preceded by some descriptor saying how awesome it was, apparently—and then take a left. That would put me in the common room—actually, I guess that was kind of a boring name for a room—in which I “couldn’t miss” the entrance to the girls’ dormitory. “Simple,” she said as she shook my hand and sent me back off. 

Unfortunately, that whole “going back the way I came” thing wasn’t exactly “simple.” And judging by the little twinkle in Dean Harlowe’s eye when she said that, I couldn’t help but think she knew finding my way back wouldn’t exactly be easy. Even without the three absurdly attractive guys who’d distracted me on my way to Harlowe’s office, a giant gothic manor was—can you believe it—not the most straightforward place to navigate.

Not to mention the creepy portraits that covered the walls. The stares from paintings of demons long-dead felt almost as real and penetrating as the looks I’d gotten from the hot guy with the red eyes. And yet, unlike him, they were kind of comforting to see. I didn’t grow up with family photo albums or anything, and even if I had, it’s not like I knew I was half-demon as a kid, so even seeing a trace of where I might’ve come from was oddly reassuring. 

That painting of a lady in an imposing black corset hanging on the wall was, for all I knew, my great-great-great-great grandmother or something. She at least had killer fashion sense.

But on your mother’s side or your father’s side? Where’d that demon heritage come from?

I shook my head and I continued my quest down the winding hallways. At this point, I was totally exhausted, and I had no idea what time it was, thanks to a phone that was both dead and out of prepaid minutes. Occasionally I’d end up back in front of a painting that I’d already seen a few minutes before, which seemed impossible, but given the events of the previous few hours, “impossible” was a word I should probably just toss out of my vocabulary forever. 

After what felt like twenty minutes of aimless walking, I entered a section of the corridor that looked familiar—something about the way the moonlight was shining directly through the window creating a little patch of light stuck in my mind. If I was remembering correctly, all I had to do was turn left there and I’d be back on my way to the Great Hall. 

Or so I thought, anyway.

I shook my head again, my trashy Jersey girl waves clouding my vision until I swept them out of my eyes. Nothing I thought made sense anymore. Yesterday I was, if not a master criminal, at least smooth enough to earn a kind of hand-to-mouth living without selling anything shady (or myself). 

Now I was...

I looked at another portrait, this one of a guy in a full Jane Austen getup, his pupil-less eyes boring into me.

...I didn’t know who I was. 

I was about to give up and just sleep on the floor when an overpowering, well, instinct took over, and a single thought filled my mind.

Just trust your intuition.

Well, why the hell not? I followed the patch of light, and sure enough, I soon found myself back in the Great Hall. I breathed a sigh of relief. Still would’ve been nice for somebody to hand me a map of the damn place before shuffling me off on my own, if maps were something that demons actually used. 

Clearly, I had a lot left to learn. 

I stared up at the staircase as it rose imposingly in front of me. “Well, here we go,” I mumbled, though my words echoed louder than expected in the otherwise empty hall. 

And with that, I climbed the stairs and turned left, as instructed, to enter the common room. 

I felt like I was the last one to arrive at a party that, until a few hours ago, I didn’t even know I was invited to. It was late by now, but I guess that didn’t matter as much to demons. The common room was a huge, arched atrium, and boasting giant windows and bookcases spaced in between. It was bright, but not from regular lamps (of course) or even torches, but from brass braziers dangling from the rafters and crackling with blue flames. Lots of students were already lounging about and socializing, all spread out on cushy leather couches and the kind of big, puffy armchairs that you’d just pleasantly sink into if you sat in them. Others were playing a game that looked an awful lot like ping-pong except the ball was literally a small ball of fire. One of the walls was lined with, I swear to God, glass-fronted wooden cases filled with delicious-looking snacks and drinks on shelves—many of which were unrecognizable to me—and better yet, it seemed all you had to do to get your item was press a button. Demon vending machines, no money required.

Fuck yeah, free snacks, I thought. I could get used to this. 

As I stepped fully in through the archway, I could feel a few eyes turn on me, and I quickly took in the relative position of the crowds—force of habit. Other than the three specimens I’d (almost) run into earlier, these were the first fellow Hades Academy students I was laying eyes upon. And while the common room itself was a sight to behold, I realized I was more curious to know what the attendees of a prestigious school for demons looked like. I couldn’t help but be just a little bit disappointed by the answer: they just looked like regular rich private school kids, right down to the blazers and pleated skirts. The same kinds of jerkwads who’d scoff at my ratty-ass clothes when I’d pass them on the streets of New York. 

Figures, I thought. Was it really so wrong of me to assume that demon kids might be a little edgier? This was looking more like the kind of crowd you’d see at a Mumford and Sons concert and not at—oh, I don’t know—a school for hellspawn. 

And God, I was already getting stares from all directions. 

Maybe demons just don’t have a single shred of shame.

I’m sure they were making comments to each other like the 1950s called, they want their leather jacket back or a whole family of birds could nest in that gigantic hair or...never mind, no, they didn’t look like the types who could come up with insults that were actually clever.

I scanned the room, hoping to find at least one other student who looked out of place. Again, force of habit: find the wounded gazelle, and band together for survival. No dice. Everybody was happily chatting with big dumb smiles on their faces, as if they hadn’t just stabbed themselves in the finger for some ink-blood and signed away everything they’d known about their own existence.

But maybe that was the case. I had no idea how long the other students had known they were demons. Dean Harlowe mentioned something about how some of them were raised in “full-demon households.” Was this some long-awaited day that little demon children looked forward to? Maybe going off to Hades Academy was a big part of the pop-culture they grew up with. Stupid comedies about going off to school and getting into all sorts of hijinx. Animal House for supernaturals.

I snorted at my own stupid joke, which drew more stares. Great.

I needed sleep, and I needed it six hours ago. And as pleasant as the common room looked, aside from the looks being thrown my way, finding my room and achieving at least some semblance of “getting settled” was sounding like just what the doctor ordered. 

On one end of the common room, I could make out two doors, each with gold lettering just above them. Unfortunately, the lettering did not appear to be in English. Dormitorium—that much I could figure out. So these were the dorms. But there were two of them, and presumably whatever the other words were indicated which was for dudes and which was for ladies.

Just trust your intuition.

I strode briskly toward the entrance for the dormitory, working my hardest “I’m walkin’ here!” attitude, and, thank God—or whoever demons thanked—a slim girl with a pixie cut slipped into one of the doors just before I got there, definitively showing me which one was which.

Of course, once I stepped on through to what I now knew was the chick side, finding my room was another story entirely. I was in a long-ass hallway that seemed to stretch into forever. Door after door along the hall was marked with a shiny platinum nameplate. Those, at least, were in English. But each one had two names.

Damn. Even at a magic school, you had to have a roommate. Guess using their powers for something so mundane as everybody getting their own damn room is frowned upon. 

Not that it mattered. I was positive the digs at Hades Academy would be worlds better than my normal living situation. I spent most of my nights squatting at apartments I knew were empty. The kinds of places where somebody had just moved out and nobody new had moved in yet. Or a spot some slumlord had snapped up to renovate into an AirBnB before running out of cash. I’d gotten pretty good at picking those little door-hanger lockboxes, and I could fall asleep even on a solid concrete floor. But while my accommodations were often short-lived, I did get the benefit of having entire empty apartments to myself. No roommates necessary. 

As I probably could have predicted, I didn’t find my name until the very end of the hallway. The last to arrive, the last to get a room. Listed below Nova Donovan on the nameplate was Morgan St. Germain. 

I crossed my fingers she wouldn’t be too much of a bitch. 

I didn’t have a key, I realized, or even anything to pick the lock with, but I heard the thud of a deadbolt releasing as soon as I placed my hand on the knob—presumably the result of some sort of fancy spell that kept the room inaccessible to anybody other than this Morgan girl or me. 

“Oh, hell yeah,” I couldn’t help but say aloud when I stepped in. 

The place was legit: two queen-size beds with dark red linens that I could tell from sight alone would be incredibly soft to the touch. Two beautiful golden vanities to match the two golden wardrobes. At the foot of each bed was a chest that looked straight out of a fantasy novel. An ensuite bathroom with an enameled clawfoot tub. A view of the trees and spires out the bedroom window—like a fucking postcard. And as indicated by a placard with my name on the headboard, I could see that the bed facing that window was mine. That was my view to wake up to.

All that alone would’ve been enough. Hell, a mattress and a quilt would’ve been heaven. But the wardrobe, the chest, the vanity—they were all absolutely loaded with stuff. There were several school uniforms exactly my size, as I guess was to be expected, but also so much more: some leggings and athletic shirts, presumably for whatever demon exercising we had to do, a leather schoolbag, stacks of blank parchment books and—thank God—pens, fancy soaps, and shampoos that smelled tantalizingly like leather and smoke, and even a midnight-blue silk bathrobe with the Hades Academy crest. The kinds of girly things that I always kind of secretly wanted, but usually scoffed at because I thought I’d never have them. 

God, I love free shit.

On my bed was a small stack of parchment paper. A whole Welcome to Hades Academy packet with lots of information about the history of the school and such that I’d save for when I actually needed to put myself to sleep. I settled on the bed and flipped through to see if there was anything particularly interesting, or at least a map, and on the third page, I found a sheet labeled Nova Donovan: First Semester Schedule.

That was definitely interesting. I scanned down my list of classes.

Survey of Human History with Professor J. Lattimore

At least I might be ahead of the curve there.

Remedial Latin with Professor Z. Stultior

Ugh, well that one should be thrilling.

Beginning Pyromancy with Professor T. Lamoureux

Pyromancy like fire? Now we’re talkin’.

Introduction to Combat Skills with Professor N. Kawasaki

Badass.

Theories of Demonological Philosophy with Professor W. Frost

No idea what that’ll entail, but I’m so here for it.

I couldn’t help it. Perhaps a little embarrassingly, I was extremely jazzed about these classes. Sure, as a high-school dropout, it was exciting to see any fancy class list with my name on it. But it was more than that. There had always been a part of me that felt different, like I wasn’t entirely of this world. Professor Lattimore had been right about that—not that I’d ever come even close to imagining the real truth. But seeing my name on that list of classes gave me hope, for the first time ever, that I might be able to figure out my place in the universe. That I could actually learn something and do something useful with my life.

At that, my exhaustion crashed over me like a wave, and I fell dead asleep, still in my leather jacket. 
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Chapter Five
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Morning light streamed through the window—my window—and I blinked to waking. Then I sat up, panicked, heart pounding, until I remembered where I was. Who I was, now.

My room was still empty, so I guess Morgan, whoever she was, wasn’t here yet. So I treated myself to my amazing new bathroom and every last one of my fancy bath products—why the hell not? After blotting my hair dry, I put on the plaid skirt, white button-down, and blue blazer that made up the uniform for girls at Hades Academy. Looking in the bathroom mirror as I freshened up a bit, I couldn’t help but admire myself. 

Okay, so you look a little less edgy and a little more preppy, I thought. But damn, you look hot. It was all I could do not to give myself the finger-guns in the mirror.

My good mood didn’t last, though. Because I knew I had to leave my room. And when I finally mustered up the courage to do that, I spent every second walking down that long dormitory corridor trying to psych myself up and maintain my composure. What was I going to do when I got to the common room? Unclear. But the first step was to look like I belonged, because it would not be at all surprising to learn that a big group of demons might see a girl who looks unsure of herself as an easy target. And if I got a reputation for being an easy target—well, I doubted that would be easy to shed. I was not going to be the wounded gazelle.

For some reason, I half-expected every head in the room to turn toward me when I stepped back into the common room sporting my spiffy new Hades Academy Approved look—time slowing down like something out of a movie as everybody looked at the girl who looked like a mess only a few hours earlier.

But nope.

Nobody cared. They were far too preoccupied doing their own thing to pay any mind to a girl walking in wearing the exact same uniform the rest of them had on. 

Okay, fine. No attention was better than bad attention. I knew that better than anyone. I plopped down on one of the cozy leather couches and tried my best to look chill. Chill and not too hungry—I was starving, I realized, and I wasn’t about to ask how the demon vending machines worked. No, somebody else was going to have to start a conversation with me, because, despite being confident in my bullshitting skills, I wasn’t feeling great about my ability to start small-talking with fellow students any way other than awkwardly. If my time in foster homes had taught me anything, it was that the less people talked to me, the more they liked me, and vice versa.

So I sat there in relative anonymity, observing, taking in details, just like I did back in the city. After all, anonymity was much better than being the focus of attention. And once I was feeling a little settled, I started to see the crowd in a different light—they were nervous, too. Most of the conversations I was overhearing sounded relatively boring and innocuous. 

“Well, my family is originally from Pittsburgh...”

“It’s been so freaking cold this summer...”

“Oh yeah, that place has the best cheeseburgers...” 

“I’ve been so bored lately just waiting to come to school...”

It was all, shockingly, mundane. But Dean Harlowe had mentioned that many demons do attend human school for some period of time growing up. Maybe small talk was just as stilted across species. 

But then I got that feeling again. There were eyes on me. I already knew whose, but I quickly stole a glance to the side. 

Yep, Mr. Red Eyes and his two friends were off in a corner quietly talking to one another, but very obviously looking my way. I might have done a decent job blending in as far as the rest of the students were concerned, but these three knew there was something different about me. I mean, granted, I looked pretty good in my uniform, and my waves were probably extra-voluminous thanks to the demon shampoo, but this was more than that. I felt as if they somehow knew that all of this was still very new for me. But how? 

“Hey, pervert, watch where you’re going!” a catty female voice yelled out. 

Every conversation in the room ground to a halt. All eyes were trained on a boy standing in the doorway to, as I now knew, the girls’ dormitory. With a moppy head of brown hair and a pair of big black eyeglasses, he fit the description of your classic stereotypical nerd. He wore the same uniform the other boys were wearing, but it was obvious he didn’t quite know how to put on a tie.

The poor bastard. He looked very confused. 

“Trying to sneak into the girls’ dorm, huh?” the same bitchy voice called out. It belonged to a pretty blonde sitting in a lounge chair, surrounded by a gaggle of other girls who looked equally snotty. 

She had the kind of face that could only be described as elfin, with pale skin and dainty features, and her hair wasn’t so much blonde as it was an unearthly silver-white, falling all the way to her waist with nary a coil of frizz. She was hot shit and she knew it. But more importantly, the vibes I was getting from her were off-the-charts bad. 

“I’m so so so so sorry,” said the boy as he pulled the door shut. His face was red with embarrassment. “I didn’t—I was just trying to get into the b-boys’ dormitory! My apologies!”

He began walking back across the common room to the correct dorm, his gaze fixed on the ground. But that vile girl over in the Ye Olde La-Z-Boy wasn’t about to let him get away that easily. 

“What’s your name?” she asked. The whole room stayed deathly silent. 

“Th-Theodore,” he stuttered. He was frozen in his tracks, still looking down. “Theodore Dewberry. But everybody calls me Teddy.” 

The girl rose from her chair and strolled slowly over to him so that they stood toe to toe, though she towered over him.

“Do you like going places you don’t belong, Teddy?” she asked. 

“No,” he said meekly. He was still looking down, with the embarrassment that was previously on his face replaced with a look of resigned shame. You had to feel for him. “That was an accident. I’m sorry. I’m in Remedial Latin, you see—”

“An accident? Look at me and tell the truth.” She pulled his chin up with her hand until their eyes were locked. “Let me ask again: do you like going places you don’t belong? Were you trying to catch a look at naked girls, Teddy? Be honest.”

“No!” Teddy’s face flamed. “It was an accident. I wasn’t paying enough attention, and I apologize. I would never want t-to, to s-see—”

“Oh you wouldn’t, would you?” She put a hand on his shoulder. “Do you think I’m pretty, Teddy?” 

That had him stumped. Say “yes” and she’d keep calling him a perv, say “no” and he’d be insulting her. There was no way for him to win this stupid game she was playing. 

“Just leave him the fuck alone already! He said it was an accident,” another female voice from somewhere in the room piped up. 

Why is everybody looking at me?

Shit, I realized. It was my dumb ass who said that.

Bitchy Blonde whirled around.

“And who might you be?” she asked, voice as cool as poison.

Before I even knew what I was doing, I was up off the couch and walking over toward her. 

“Nova Donovan,” I said extending my hand toward hers in a faux show of pleasantry. Obviously, she left me hanging. “Who are you?” 

She looked me dead in the eye. “I’m Camilla de Locke. And you’ve just made the biggest mistake of your life talking to me like that.”

Keep calm, Nova. You don’t want to get into a gigantic fight this early on. And you certainly don’t want to accidentally blow up with energy or whatever that was back in the alley.

“Look, I’m not trying to get into some big thing here,” I said. I was talking to her in my best ‘this guy realizes you scammed him and now you need to talk him down so he doesn’t call the cops’ voice. “The kid made a mistake. No reason to torture him over it.” 

“No need to torture him?” She gave me a once-over, looking down from my head to my Doc Martens—okay, I was not about to wear the uniform shoes—and sniffed. Literally sniffed. “You’re only half-demon. I can always tell. Probably grew up among humans, too. That’s why you’re so soft.”

I continued doing my best not to get heated, although the nerve this girl—who totally grew up all rich and privileged, who’d never had to dig stale bagels out of a dumpster or sleep in a squat with no heat or running water—had to call me “soft” was not doing me any favors. If this were any other situation, like back on the streets of Brooklyn, I would not have hesitated to kick her ass. 

We stared each other down, both of us waiting for the other to escalate things. Either of us could’ve exploded at the other at any moment.

Maybe literally.

That’s when I felt a hand on my shoulder. And then I felt those red eyes. 

“I think that’s enough for now, ladies.”

Red Eyes stared at me, his voice low and gravelly, and his eyes not actually red, but the golden color they’d been earlier. Just to the side, his two friends were gently restraining Camilla, who, now that I’d had a moment to cool down, still looked ready to sock me. 

Red Eyes turned to address the room. “That goes for everybody, okay?”

“Yes,” said his blonde friend. “Save the fighting bullshit for when Elysium comes to visit.”

There was a smattering of laughter, and Red Eyes glowered with a look that was, I had to think, literally deadly. “Now get to the refectory before the three of us eat all the good stuff.”

At that, almost as if it were a command, students began dispersing down the hall or up into the dorms, chattering away. And had ol’ Red Eyes mentioned eating? Because that I could get behind.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see poor Teddy running off to the boys’ dorm—or, sorry, the Domitorium Viri.

I turned to Red Eyes, wanting to at least say thanks for saving me from a first-day black eye—or worse.

But he’d already brushed away from me.

“Hey,” I said. “Thanks for—”

“Don’t make me do that again,” he said gruffly. “Be a good girl and stay out of trouble, human.”

And that was it. The other two released Camilla, who pouted, but didn’t strike again, and the three guys stalked away and into the hallway.

“That was great,” a female voice said in a husky British accent before I could even formulate a next move. It was a girl, a little shorter than I was, with dark brown hair in a bob and a devil-red lipstick smile. “When you said your name was Nova, I just wanted to shout ‘oy, that’s my roommate!’ but I held back.”

“Uh,” I said. “I guess you’re Morgan.”

“Right-o.” Morgan clicked her tongue. “Don’t worry if you’ve already made a best friend, though. I can tell you and Camilla are gonna be like this.” She held up two crossed fingers.

I snorted. “Yeah, fuck no.”

Morgan flicked a glance back at Camilla and her cronies, then lowered her voice. “The de Lockes have a bad reputation, and she really lives up to it. God, she sucks. I’m glad you just gave it to her.”

“It was the least I could do,” I said. “That kid didn’t deserve any of that.”

“Right?” Morgan cried. “I felt so bad for him! He seems like the nicest kid in the world and she zeroed in on that right away. Demon purists are the worst!”

“Demon purists?” I shouldn’t have been surprised that the new terms kept on coming. 

Morgan opened her mouth, then shut it. “Okay, happy to explain, but are you starving? Because I’m starving.”

I had never been more starving in my life. “Totally.”

“Baller.” Morgan jerked her head towards the hall. “Refectory’s this way.”

As we walked down the hall to the refectory—which I guess was fancy demon-school lingo for cafeteria—Morgan chattered away. I wasn’t usually very talkative, but after the run-in with Camilla, I couldn’t have been more grateful for someone to talk to—or, okay, listen to.

“Right, so I’m guessing all of this is very new for you, since you’re, uh...”

“Half-demon,” I said. “Unless that’s a bad thing.”

“Only for demon purists,” Morgan said. “Right, so, demon purist means that not only is Camilla”—it came out Camiller in her accent—”born of 100% demon blood, but she’s never gone to school with humans or lived among them. Most of the rest of us grow up in the human world. We usually get the whole ‘demon talk’ sometime in high school.”

“What, like, your body is changing and all that crap? What did they do, make you watch a film strip about it?”

Morgan chortled. “Right? Nah, it was may more metal than the puberty talk. But people like Camilla—she’s always known what she was. So she’s unusual that way.” 

“Yeah,” I told her. “I’m still getting a handle on this stuff. I mean, until, like, twelve hours ago, I didn’t know demons existed, let alone the fact that I was half one.”

We came to the bottom of the Grand Staircase, where Morgan rounded us past a circle of pillars and into a room the size of a small cathedral, complete with stained glass. Except instead of churchy pictures of Adam and Eve or whatever, these windows featured black-winged, fork-tongued hellbeasts breathing fire. Something to stimulate the appetite, I guess.

Broad wooden tables with a handful of chairs spanned the room, with a few two-tops scattered around the edges. But the real feature was, of course, the food: steaming silver platters of every kind of breakfast food imaginable, from tea and crumpets to scallion pancakes to piles of bacon—regular and Canadian—and, thank the demon Gods, urns of what smelled exactly like coffee. 

“Help yourself,” Morgan said. “Meet you at a table?”

Professor Lattimore’s meatball sandwich felt like a relic from another time. I grabbed a tray and loaded it down with toast, bacon, at least a pound of scrambled eggs, cut up mango and dragonfruit, some kind of scallion rice porridge, and the largest cup of coffee I could transport without spilling. I wove my way through to a window-side table that Morgan had snagged, hoping she wasn’t one of those girls who ate half a clementine for breakfast and didn’t touch food again until dinner.

She wasn’t. Her tray was just as full as mine.

I plopped down with gratitude and sucked down some coffee. “God, I’m so glad demons believe in caffeine.”

“Are you kidding?” Morgan said, clicking her pewter-colored fingernails against her mug. “The darkest magic of all.”

“Cheers to that,” I said, and clinked my mug against hers. I took another swig and a few bites of food before I took up my line of questioning again.

“So wait, you went to human school for a while but you’re 100% demon?”

“Nah, I just took a DNA test and it turns out I’m 100% that bitch.” Morgan laughed. “Yeah, no, I’m 100% demon. I love human music, though.” 

I nodded and stuffed another piece of toast in my mouth. Having food made this whole totally-new-social-context thing go down a lot easier.

“Just wait until you get to dinner,” Morgan said. “It’s legendary. Plus, they serve wine.” She winked.

“Seriously?”

“Hell yeah, dude. A, we’re adults, and B, we’re demons.” Her eyes got wide. “Bloody hell, this is so exciting. I’m gonna be, like, your demon guide,” she said confidently. “I’ll tell you everything you need to know. No question is too dumb. I’ll answer them all. But that’s crazy you just found out, I’ve never heard anything like that before.” 

I gulped more coffee, because this conversation wasn’t going to be over anytime soon. “I appreciate that. I’m definitely going to have a lot to learn. Earlier today I was just barely scraping by in Brooklyn and now I’m...here.” 

“Oh, cool, Brooklyn!” she gushed. “Never been there, but I’m always hearing about it. I’m from England, of course. If you think this is hell, you haven’t seen Yorkshire.”

Morgan was a bit much, to be sure, but I found myself falling into a good rhythm with her, even while cramming my mouth full of food. I told her my whole story—the short version, at least. She listened with rapt attention when I told her all about being in and out of foster homes and how I survived off my three-card monte scheme. 

I left out my mom, at least for now. It was too complicated. Too risky.

“Mate, you are absolutely amazing,” Morgan said, her voice somehow husky and cheery all at once. It would’ve sounded fake coming from someone else, but Morgan was different—this was just who she was. I could tell. “You’re going to be fine here, Nova. I just know it.” She paused. “God, I’m stuffed. Although...” Her eyes drifted towards a platter stacked with chocolate croissants. As I followed her gaze, I caught a flash of something out of the corner of my eye. The three guys—Red Eyes and friends. 

Be a good girl. Stay out of trouble, human.

Who did that guy think he was?

Slash who was he, period?

“Okay, one last question,” I said. “Who were those three guys back there? The ones who broke up the fight, I mean.” 

“Ugh.” Morgan said with a groan. “They call themselves the Infernal Three. The redhead on the end is Collum Tavish—Irish, if the name and hair don’t tip you off, and very posh. Big family and lots of influence to throw around. Blondie with the killer cheekbones? That’s Aleksandr Voronin, and do not ask me how to spell his name, my Russian is shit. Rich as sin and well-connected. The last one, dark hair?” She glanced over her shoulder, as if needing to confirm Red Eyes was still there. “That’s Raines Kendrick. Bad attitude and an even worse reputation. Basically, they’re all bad news. Even worse than Camilla.”

“But what’s so bad about them?” I asked.

“Just trust me,” she said. “If there’s one thing you need to know about surviving Hades Academy, it’s that nothing good comes out of associating with the Infernal Three.” 
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Chapter Six
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Before I could get any more out of Morgan, let alone finish breakfast, a loud, echoing, totally disembodied voice echoed out “first-year students, please report to your assembly” followed by several loud bongs of a bell. 

I set down my cup of coffee and shouldered my leather satchel. It was weird how normal all this was. Granted, it’d been a while since I’d had an actual first day of school—longer still since I’d had one I intended to actually attend until dismissal—but still, even demons had to adhere to schedules, it seemed.

I went to pick up my tray only to have Morgan raise an eyebrow.

“Oh,” I said. “Right. Magic. Duh.”

“It’s more than just magic,” she said as we walked back toward the Great Hall. “By the way. I suppose we’ll go through all the various sorts as we take classes—whole point of this place and all—but just in case you want to, you know, speak proper demon.”

I did, I realized. “Thanks.”

“What classes have you got?” she asked. I produced my parchment schedule from my leather satchel and she scanned it eagerly. 

“Oh, good, we’re in the same human history course,” she said cheerfully. “And philosophy, too, whatever that’s about.”

“You’d know better than I would,” I said, following the crowd of what had to be first-year students as we wound through another one of the maze-like ground-floor structures. “Are you in Latin?”

Morgan chuckled. “Oh, please. I’ve grown up in public schools in Britain. Dulce et decorum est, et cetera. I could speak it in my sleep.”

“Not me,” I said. “I have to take remedial. Doesn’t ‘remedial’ mean for stupid kids?”

“I should think so.”

A curtain of blonde hair slashed the air in front of us. Camilla. She turned and looked over her shoulder, just enough to peek at us with steel-colored eyes.

“Piss off, de Locke,” Morgan said. 

Camilla ignored her. “Hey, human, wanna see a ‘magic’ trick?” Without waiting for an answer, she lunged forward. Instantly, her skin went silver, her hair and eyes black, and blue flames crackled around her fingertips. Unbidden, a shiver poured down my spine like liquid nitrogen.

“Shit!” I stumbled over my Docs. “What the hell?”

Another snap of the fingers and Camilla was prim as ever, smoothing the front of her skirt. “You scare awfully easily, human. Are you sure you’ll even pass the exetasis?”

Now it was my turn to say “piss off.” And this time, Camilla did, clicking away to join her two friends, almost clones of her, except one had light brown hair and the other’s was a deep emerald color.

I gripped the strap of my satchel even tighter, beginning to wish I hadn’t downed so much coffee.

“God, that wasn’t even a good transmorph,” Morgan said. “She’s just whipping out kiddie stuff since you’ve never seen it. Don’t let her get to you.”

“I’m not,” I said, and hoped it was true. I’d dealt with mean girls before. Plenty of them, in fact. But this was the first bitch I’d met whose powers of darkness were literal.

The stream of students had emerged into a side passage of one of those enclosed gardens—a cloister. I recognized the structure from a long-ago trip up to the tip of Manhattan, the last stop on the A train, where some old rich dude had imported and rebuilt a medieval monastery for himself, brick by brick. This one, though, was way more impressive, with no empty Coke cans hiding in the bushes. Slender pillars held up Spanish-style overhangs that looked out onto a beautifully manicured square of foliage the size of a baseball diamond: trees with thick branches and draping curtains of moss, plush grass, and even some dirt patches sporting spicy-spelling herbs with leaves in every color, including those I didn’t think were even found in nature.

“Whoa,” I said.

“Herb garden,” Morgan explained. “Not a lot of poisoning going on these days—people think it’s too crude or something. But still makes for nice decoration.”

As if on cue, one of the curling tendrils poking through the earth snapped into flame.

“Oh yeah,” Morgan said. “That happens too.”

Something was bugging me, and not just spontaneously-combusting flowerbeds. “What did Camilla mean, exe...whatever it is? Do we have to take some sort of test?”

But before Morgan could answer, we’d arrived at a pair of arched wooden doors leading to what had to be the Hades Academy version of an auditorium. Rather than a bunch of seats angled to face a stage in one direction, this one had wooden benches encircling a small platform on all directions, like a colosseum. It was dark and cool, inside, lit by far-off green glass lamps that glowed in a somewhat-less sinister way than the blue flames I’d seen elsewhere. The benches were more like box seats at a baseball game—not that I’d ever been, of course, but go Mets, I guess—with each one separated by a little divider on the side and a low railing in the front, above a small flap that must flip down into a desk. On the stage was a massive wooden table, surrounded by throne-like chairs that resembled the vine-chair Dean Harlowe had plunked me into my first day at the Academy—which was yesterday, I realized. Jesus. 

Dean Harlowe was on the stage, in fact, standing at attention at the edge and stalking the perimeter, hands behind her back. Behind her, settling at the table, were the people I had to assume were the other professors. I recognized Lattimore, of course, who looked a little less craggy after a full night’s sleep and demon breakfast buffet, but the rest were total mysteries. For the most part, they looked and dressed like normal humans, save for some eccentric hair colors and styles. Clearly, there wasn’t as strict a dress code for the profs, either, seeing as more than a few of the women wore corsets. But other than bright purple ponytails and iron buckles fastening up their outfit, they looked pretty...professorial. Just above middle-aged, or even older, but somehow not old looking, if that made sense. The women especially had this kind of otherworldly glow to their skin, and even though I knew the toiletries here were good, they weren’t that good.

Maybe she’s born with it, maybe it’s being a freaking demon.

“Excuse me,” said a male voice from behind me. I turned around, ready to be on the defensive, but instead of one of the Imperial Three or whatever they called themselves, I found myself facing a guy I’d never seen before. Or, rather, facing his collarbone.

“Tall,” I blurted.

“Excuse me?” he said again, this time a question inflecting his tone.

“I mean, you’re tall,” I said. Brilliant, Nova. What the hell are you talking about? “In case you hadn’t noticed. But I guess you’d have to, huh?”

It came out feistier than I’d meant it to, but feisty seemed like the right direction to push the conversation into face-saving territory. After my run-ins—plural—with Camilla, I wasn’t about to let another demon walk all over me. Besides, I wasn’t wrong. I was five-ten, so for someone to strike me as tall, they had to be pretty impressive.

“So maybe you should watch where you’re going with that excellent vantage point you’ve got there,” I added, jutting my chin into the air.

The guy’s eyes flashed. He was blonde, with a hint of stubble over his cheeks, and behind his wire-rimmed glasses, his eyes were a brown so rich they almost looked like rubies. I actually had to blink when I fully got his gaze in mine.

“I can assure you that I will.” His tone was perfectly neutral—almost playful, I’d say, if I didn’t know any better.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me...” He trailed off, and nudged past me on the narrow, steep staircase that led down to the closer box seats, and, eventually, the stage.

“Yeah, that’s right,” I said, very much under my voice. “You do go take a seat.”

“Nova?”

Badassery forgotten, I spun to see Morgan waving from a box two steps to my left. I squeezed through the small hinged half-door and settled in next to her.

“Gotta get the good seats, eh?”

“Depends,” I said. “Is this in the splash zone?”

Morgan stared at me. I waved a hand. “Sea World joke. Never mind.”

“Excuse me?”

I swear to God, if people didn’t stop asking if I’d excuse them—

But when I turned back to the aisle, it was a friendly face—or at least one of the friendlier ones I’d encountered so far, one under floppy brown hair and behind large glasses.

“Would–would you mind if I sit with you?” The kid bit his lip shyly. “I’m just—well, everyone else seems to be full, and they seat three, so...”

“Bloody actual hell, mate, sit.” Morgan jabbed me in the ribs, and I scooted over.

“Yeah,” I said. “Welcome to first class. This is the primo section. Teddy, right?”

Teddy nodded. “Yes. I should say, well...thank you for what happened in the common room this morning.” He clutched his satchel in his lap, only releasing it to push his glasses up his nose. “I’m miserable at Latin, and I wasn’t paying attention—”

“—and Camilla’s a grade-A demon bitch?” I offered. Teddy blushed.

Morgan laughed. “I’m Morgan,” she said, extending a hand. Teddy shook it, then looked at me.

“Nova,” I said. 

Teddy grinned. He had a cute, puppyish look to him, though I could tell how that could come off as, well, wounded-gazelle-like. So I guess my MO worked out after all.

“So, what do you—” Teddy started, but a terrifyingly clear—and terrifyingly loud—voice rang out above our heads.

“Welcome, first-year class, to the dawn of your new life.”

The auditorium plunged into low light, the only illumination the green glow of the lamps that were now trained on Dean Harlowe. She spread her hands in what must have been a gesture of greeting but could just as easily have been some kind of pre-spell hand signal.

“Today, your lives as demons officially begin. No longer are you of the human world—”

I could swear I heard a Camilla-like snort.

“—but you are merely in it, existing amongst your fellow-creatures while living the superior destiny of a supernatural.” Dean Harlowe tilted her face down to focus her gaze on us—almost like she was zooming in on each of us individually. “Now, as students at Hades, you come from all over the globe, all walks of life, all backgrounds. But as of today, you are equals. Your diversity of talents is precisely what will serve demonkind. Through you, the world shall know respite from Chaos, and the forces of creation and destruction will extend in perfect harmony.”

I had to admit, it was a hell of a pump-up speech. Of course, I was still curious about exactly how all this “enacting perfect harmony through terrifying demon spellcasting” stuff was going to work, but I guess that’s what classes would be for.

“Now, you should all have had your schedules left in your bedrooms,” Dean Harlowe continued, “and your first class will commence after this assembly, so don’t delay. Also, tonight, you will all be treated to a tour of Hades Academy’s extensive collection of demon relics, a traditional for all first-year students.”

There was a chorus of ooohs, so clearly these relics were a big deal.

“Although classes will begin today, we will be conducting the exetases on a rolling basis throughout the first year of your time at Hades, such that by the start of your second year, you will all know what type of specific, personal power you possess.

“For those unfamiliar, the Hades Academy exetasis is not an ordinary test. Rather, it is a comprehensive series of scryings and divinations to determine the exact nature and strength of your inborn power. As such, each student will be matched with a professor who will administer the various stages of the exetasis over the course of the two semesters.”

A hand flew into the air—Camilla’s. Dean Harlowe looked taken aback, as if she hadn’t really intended this as a Q&A-type thing, but nodded anyway. “Miss de Locke?”

“What about those who already know our powers?”

I could’ve sworn I saw Dean Harlowe suppress a sigh. “Exetasis tests are mandatory for all first-semester first-year students, no exceptions.”

“But if we—”

“If you know, then there is no harm in confirming,” Dean Harlowe said smoothly. “And for those who don’t know, especially those brought up among humankind, the exetasis is a valuable chance to reveal your true demonic nature.”

“And what if they fail?” Camilla clearly wasn’t done with questions yet, her voice as sweet and hard as rock candy. 

Dean Harlowe pursed her red lips. “Do you mean if no power is discerned during the exetasis? It is...rare, of course, but I would lie if I said that the Academy hadn’t made the occasional admissions error over the past few millennia.” Some of the professors chuckled. “Such circumstances will be dealt with on a case-by-case basis. But I should say that most of you—no, almost certainly all of you—have nothing to worry about.”

My stomach felt like a clenched fist. If there was something here to worry about, then I was probably going to worry about it. From the way Camilla made it sound, failing was basically a death sentence. I mean, I’d already signed my name in blood. Who the hell knew what would happen if I broke that oath somehow?

“Unless, of course, your exetasis reveals you belong at Elysium,” said a male voice from behind Dean Harlowe. She narrowed her eyes at the table behind her, where one of the professors cocked an eyebrow at her.

“That’s enough, Professor.”

My jaw almost fell open. It was Tall Guy from before. He wasn’t a student—he was a professor. And I’d treated him to some five-star sass.

Crap. I almost wanted to hide my face in my hands.

“Gods,” Teddy muttered. “I feel bad for whoever has him for the test.”
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Chapter Seven
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I guess there was something kind of funny about the fact that my first class at demon school was human history. Not that I was some sort of history buff by any means, but I figured the fact that I’d lived “among humans” or whatever for longer than any other first-years here probably meant I’d be at least a little more familiar with the material than many of my fellow students. 

But I wasn’t quite sure what the point was. What good was learning about the Declaration of Independence or some shit like that for the tenth time going to do? 

Still, I was comforted by the fact that it would help ease me back into the educational world. It’d been a hot minute since I’d even so much as set foot inside a school, and honestly, I always kind of expected that I never again would. A high school dropout scamming people on the streets doesn’t really spare too much thought for college plans. No way was three-card monte going to cover that cost. 

“I’m so excited we have class together!” Morgan squealed as we made our way out of the auditorium. “Every morning, you and I, we’ll go get our breakfast, then head off to history. It’s going to be absolutely aces!” 

“I appreciate the enthusiasm,” I said in a tone that probably came off much more sarcastic than I meant to be. I did like her enthusiasm, though. It was encouraging to know that someone was in my corner.

Morgan took the lead and I followed her, which was fine considering I was still confused about the layout of the place. Hades Academy didn’t seem to have been designed with ease of navigation in mind. It was probably in violation of about a thousand of New York’s building codes and regulations. I mean, you’d think a school for demons in particular would have at least one fire exit.

“Here we are,” Morgan said as we arrived at the classroom. Her non-stop chatter on the way there had taken a bit of the edge off my nervousness. But now the rubber was going to meet the proverbial road.

Time for me to be a student again, I thought. Here’s hoping it goes better than last time.

“Welcome, welcome!” Lattimore called out as we entered. “Take a seat! Anywhere will do.” 

It didn’t look so different than the old PS 316 classrooms, at least in terms of layout. You had your desks, your blackboard (with actual chalk), bookshelves, a globe on a wooden stand and, almost unbelievably, some posters with vaguely inspirational sayings. Sure, it was clear the budget Hades Academy was working with was much better than whatever the New York Public School system was able to spend, but it had the look and feel of what you’d find at most schools around the country. The other difference was in the motivational messages themselves: instead of bullshit like “Shoot for the moon. Even if you miss, you’ll land among the stars,” there were decidedly more demon-y phrases like “Preventing Chaos is a scream!” That one came complete with an illustration of a winged fire-breathing demon scaring the literal pants off an unsuspecting man holding a briefcase. I didn’t know if this was an all–Hades Academy thing, or just a corny Lattimore thing, but either way, it was pretty funny. 

Students continued to file in for the next few minutes, some of whom I recognized from the common room or the refectory. Others were new faces entirely. I couldn’t help but wonder who grew up among humans and who were demon purists. Could there be something about their faces that might give it away? 

Right on cue, Camilla and her stupid entourage strolled in with miserable looks on their faces. If Camilla were an example to go by, maybe the clearest outward sign that you grew up as a demon purist was “looking like a total bitch.”

She sighed as she took a seat at a desk, clearly desperate for everybody to know that she was not thrilled about having to take a Survey of Human History. 

Wonder if Lattimore will put up with her crap, I thought.

“Look at this bollocks,” Morgan whispered into my ear. “I hate her so much.” 

Lattimore, seeing the room looked quite full, rose from his desk.

“Welcome, class,” he said. “For those I’ve not yet had the pleasure of making acquaintance with, I’m Professor Lattimore. This semester we’ll be working together to explore human history, and, more specifically, its relation with our own history. I understand many of you were raised among humans, so some of this information may be a bit redundant, but I hope that the methods with which we examine historical events you’re already familiar with will make them take on a new light. After all, the histories of our kind and humankind are inextricably intertwined. By the end of the semester, you should all have a new appreciation for the work we do as demons to protect both the human race and the very fabric of the world itself. Shall we begin?” 

Camilla’s hand shot up. Not only was she proving to be a terrible person, but also a gigantic time waster. 

“Yes?” asked Lattimore. 

“Why is human history important?” she asked bluntly. Her whole posse giggled. 

“Excellent question, Ms. de Locke,” he replied, straight-faced. If he did think it was a dumb question, he wasn’t letting it show. “That’s the ultimate question my class is looking to answer. I’m confident that by the end of the semester, each of us will have a new appreciation for the importance of human history.” 

She opened her mouth, ready to voice some sort of undoubtedly annoying rebuttal, but Lattimore went right into his lecture before she could even get the words out. 

His lecture began simply enough, with a brief overview of all human civilization: the ancient Mesopotamians, the Roman Empire, knights, samurais, the Renaissance—a little bit of everything. Stuff I knew about, but I appreciated the refresher. Plus, Lattimore had a way of speaking that just naturally drew you in. 

But when the topic turned toward the subtle—and not so subtle—ways in which demons have had an impact on human history, the lecture became absolutely riveting. There we so many things I was going to have to rethink. 

“There is a saying,” began Lattimore pacing back and forth, “that goes ‘those who cannot learn from history are doomed to repeat it.’ We demons try to influence the course of human civilization as little as possible. We create fear and negative energy, not to influence humans, but because it is our duty to do so in order to maintain balance and ward off Chaos. But sometimes we err.” 

He stopped pacing and paused dramatically, really milking the moment. 

“Sometimes,” he continued, “the fear we create inadvertently influences the course of human events. For example, the Tragedy of Salem in the 17th century. The simple work of a few overzealous demons in that small community caused a panic that resulted in men and women being declared witches and burned at the stake. We learn about histories such as these, so as to know the best ways to avoid them being repeated. Humans are perfectly capable of causing death and destruction on their own and we must always do our best not to exacerbate that behavior.” 

Lattimore ended with the announcement that he was assigned to administer the exetasis for several students and that they should remain after class for a quick discussion. He read off a list of names of those he would proctor the test for. One of those names was Morgan’s, so we said a quick goodbye and “see you in Philosophy” before I had to head back out and navigate the school on my lonesome.

As I shuffled out of class, I could hear Camilla muttering something to her friends about humans deserving “all the terrible things that happen to them.” Evidently one class on human history wasn’t enough to wipe away an entire lifetime of being raised as a shitty bigot. 

Figures. 

The next class on deck was Pyromancy, which I could only assume had something to do with telling the future through fire. If so—fucking awesome. Luckily, I overheard a few other students saying they were on their way there, so I followed behind in the most nonchalant “I’m totally not following you” fashion I could. 

This classroom was far less traditional, which made sense given that we’d be burning shit up. Scattered across the room were small firemaking stations for each student, made up of stones, a few logs, and a flint. 

“We start by making fire the traditional way,” said Professor Lamoureux after we’d all found a spot. “No matches and certainly no lighters. It’s useless to commune with a flame that you’ve put no effort into creating. Impossible, in fact.” 

Lamoureux had a sultry French accent that clearly had all the dudes (and maybe some of the girls) in the room hanging on her every word. And it didn’t hurt that she had that sexy librarian thing going on: big glasses, dark hair with small streaks of gray wrapped in a bun, and, if we’re being honest, just a little more cleavage than a professor at a normal university would be comfortable showing. She was the type who could’ve just as easily been either 35 years old or 55 years old. Or, given that she was a demon, 155 years old.

“Techniques of fire creation will be covered in our first few sessions together.” She sat down at a firemaking station at the front of the room. “First, I will show you how to create a beautiful flame with the flint. This is simple, yet elegant. Only once we have mastered such techniques, will we use our own powers to create sparks.”

She demonstrated how to make fire with the flint and some kindling—again, driving the guys in the room crazy, since it involved a decent amount of bending over—before having us try it out ourselves. “C’est bon” or “voila!” she’d exclaim at the students who had a particular knack for it, while muttering “non non” at those who were struggling. Classic French lady stuff. 

I, for one, kicked ass at it. What I neglected to mention to anybody was that learning to make a fire was essential for anybody who occasionally had to spend a winter New York night outside. Usually, I could find a place to squat, but sometimes I had to spend the night outside in seedier surroundings. On a cold night, a trashcan fire could be your best friend. Even if it made you look like a cartoon hobo.

“Très bien!” she said when she saw what I was able to build into a few minutes. “A natural! Everybody, take a look at this work of art!”

I didn’t know whether to smile with pride or hide between my hands at the attention. 

Good thing Camilla isn’t in this class, or otherwise she’d see this as yet another opportunity to drag me. 

I tried not to worry about the attention. Usually “the girl who’s good at making fire” isn’t the one you’re going to want to start any shit with. 

And stop feeling like people are out to get you, I reprimanded myself. So far you’ve only had to deal with one bad apple out of hundreds of students.

From the excitement of pyromancy, I was scheduled to go to...Remedial Latin. What a shift. At least I got to treat myself to a big lunch at the refectory first. Morgan was nowhere to be found—probably at some sort of class that all the non-idiots who already know Latin get to go—so I sat at a two-top by myself. 

Not that I minded eating a gigantic plate of fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and biscuits all by myself with no conversation to distract me. I could handle that. 

Remedial Latin, according to my schedule, was in Room 188. I decided to head in that direction a little early in case I got lost. After all, I got the sense there wouldn’t be a ton of people I could subtly stalk all the way to class this time around. 

That was an understatement. I found Room 188 with a few minutes to spare and walked in to see one other student. 

“Hi!” called Teddy from his desk. “The professor isn’t even here yet.” 

You had to smile at the kid’s earnestness. He was totally the type I’d be able to pull my three-card monte trick on. 

I took a seat at the desk next to him. This was the barest classroom I’d seen yet. No posters, no bookshelves. A little more PS 316 than Hades Academy, to be honest. 

“So I guess you had a shitty education, too?” I asked. 

“Oh, no! Not at all!” Teddy demurred. “My high school was good. They just didn’t offer Latin.” 

I laughed. “Still shittier than the schools most of these other people went to. Even demons who like hanging out with humans probably send their kids to private school.” 

“Well, I’m excited to finally learn Latin. Better late than never!”

He was incapable of saying anything mean. Bless his heart. 

“Here I am, here I am,” came a feeble voice from the back of the room. I turned to see an elderly man with a cane who—and I say this with all politeness—looked like he could be at death’s doorstep. Just watching him slowly hobble to the front of the room was a chore. 

“Is he okay?” Teddy whispered. “He looks sick.” 

“He’s just old,” I whispered back. “Probably in his second millennium.”

I nearly broke out into applause when he finally took a seat at his desk.

“Latin,” he began. “Latin is a beautiful language. An important language, too.” He paused for a full ten seconds. “In this class, you’ll learn to read Latin. Please come to my desk and take a workbook.”

I went to his desk to grab a workbook for the both of us. They were chunky volumes bound in some kind of fancy linen, with the words THE LATIN LANGUAGE AND YOU stamped on the front in gold. From the looks of it, they were old as dust—although not like Latin’s changed much in the last few centuries, I thought.

“Enjoy,” mumbled Professor Stultior as he handed them over. 

I took a seat back at my desk and looked over at Teddy. “What’s wrong?” His jaw was dropped. 

“Just look,” he said. 

In the few seconds it took to walk back from the front of the room to my desk, Professor Stultior had fallen asleep sitting in his chair. If it weren’t for the small snores, I might’ve thought we were already down a Latin teacher. 

“Should we do something?” asked Teddy. 

I pondered it for a moment. “I’m afraid that might scare him. What if that gave him a heart attack or something?”

“I suppose we can just get a start on these workbooks,” Teddy said. 

So we did. I spent an hour or so learning the very basics of Latin from a workbook that looked exactly like the kind any middle school student in America might use. I had no idea how knowing how to say Caecilius is in the garden was supposed to help me be a better demon, but I guessed I’d learn at least enough to know which bathrooms to use.

“Ahhh!” the professor cried, waking with a start. “That’ll be all for today. Class dismissed.”

Finally, it was time for the last class of the day—Philosophy—and I had to admit, I was exhausted. Maybe I was just out of practice being a student in general, or maybe all the demon shit was continuing to blow my mind to smithereens, but either way, I could use an eight-hour nap.

I yawned. Teddy grinned. “Tired already?”

“Look, it’s been a long day,” I said. “And I think Stultior might be contagious.”

Teddy chuckled. “Well, don’t fall asleep just yet. We’ve got to stay up for the relic viewing, remember?”

Crap. I had not remembered. I hope they had coffee in the refectory at dinnertime.

Teddy turned out to be in Philosophy with me, so I let him lead the way to the classroom. Morgan was already there, and waved us over to sit next to her. This classroom didn’t have desks, but rather a large, round wooden table, like we were in Camelot or something. I guess Philosophy was one of those “no wrong answer, we’re all equals” kinds of classes.

“Welcome,” said a male voice. My stomach dropped, though honestly, not in an entirely unpleasant way.

It was Tall Guy, who I guess was Professor Wilder Frost. Guess I could’ve put two and two together if I’d been paying more attention. He didn’t at all look old enough to be a professor—mid to late twenties, maybe—and he was, literally, devilishly handsome. Even under his buttoned-up academic clothes, his shoulders were broad, and he had the kind of strong-looking hands that just scream capable, in more ways than one.

He smiled. “Good afternoon. Nova, is it?”

My mouth went dry. How did he know my name? Demon magic, I answered myself almost instantly. That, or he’d gotten a class roster. Which made me wonder whether demon schools had a picture day. Or a yearbook.

“Yep,” I said. 

“Pleasure to meet you.” Just the way he said the word pleasure sent another wave of heat to my stomach. God, what was wrong with me? Just because I’d been on a years-long dry spell didn’t mean I had to start fantasizing about the first attractive guy I saw.

Okay, one of the first. I had to admit, Hades Academy was not wanting for hot guys.

“It seems that I’ll be in charge of administering your exetasis,” Professor Frost went on. “So perhaps we can chat a bit after class, figure out some basics?”

If my mouth was dry before, it was now positively Saharan.

Was there a rule against student-professor romance? Did demons have some kind of honor code? No, we’re all adults, and this isn’t like regular school—

Stop, I told myself. Get a grip. He’s your teacher.

But a hot teacher, I told myself back. And if he was the one administering my exetasis, we’d be spending a lot of time together.

“Sounds good,” I said, trying to keep it short, and took my seat.

More students filtered in as Morgan chatted away about her own language class—Ancient Sumerian, go figure—and I shuffled around in my satchel for a piece of parchment. It was only a few minutes until I felt that prickle at the back of my neck.

I looked up to see none other than Mr. Red Eyes—Raines—flicking his gaze over me from the other side of the table.

Great. As if I didn’t have enough to worry about in this class.

“Welcome,” Professor Frost said again, “to Theories of Demonological Philosophy. The most practically useless class you’ll take during your course of study at Hades Academy.”

There were a few soft giggles, as if people weren’t sure if that was a joke or not. But Professor Frost was smiling.

“Yes, I’m aware that that’s the reputation this class has. I get it. After all, our whole job is to do things, right? To act out in the world. So what does knowing a bunch of theories really help you do at all?”

No one answered. 

“Teach Philosophy?” someone cracked. Aleksandr, the blonde one of the Infernal Three, sitting next to an incredibly pissed-off looking Raines.

Jeez, who spit in his cornflakes? I wondered. 

“Good one,” said Professor Frost, sounding decidedly not pissed off. He put his hands behind his back and started slowly pacing around the table. “No, Philosophy matters because action isn’t enough. Or rather, one action is not always as good as another, depending on the situation. What you do out there, when you’re part of the battle against Chaos—you won’t always have a textbook or a diagram. You’re going to have to make decisions, both immediate and long-term. You have to know the why of what you’re doing. And that’s what we’re here to learn.”

No one looked particularly animated by this—probably because it was the end of the day—except Teddy, who was furiously taking notes. Except that he was writing down mostly stuff that was irrelevant; his last sentence was “why we’re here = learn.”

Sigh. Classic Teddy.

“In fact,” continued Professor Frost, “our entire endeavor as demons raises interesting philosophical questions. We create fear and negative energy for the greater good. Or put more simply, we do bad things to prevent even badder things.” He grinned. “And I know badder isn’t a real word, so don’t correct me on that one. The point I’m trying to make is that we demons do work that’s inherently interesting philosophically. Now, you may have some professors during your time here at Hades Academy who think what we do isn’t worth devoting much thought to. They’ll say that as long as we create fear dispassionately, we’re doing good. But is it that simple? And what about the question of creating fear with passion? Is that really so wrong?” 

I was trying to pay close attention to his broader points, I really was, but listening to Professor McDreamy say words like “passion” was not making it very easy. 

“Heck, let’s interrogate that now,” he said performatively, as if the idea had just come to him. It was also kind of adorable that even in front of literal demons, he said heck. “Can anybody tell me about why we’re supposed to scare without passion? Why is our work supposed to be joyless?” 

A few hands raised tentatively. Certainly not mine, given that I still only had the vaguest understanding of this whole fear versus Chaos thing. 

“Yes?” Professor Frost said pointing to Morgan, whose hand was raised high in the air. Lucky her, getting some attention. 

“Well,” began Morgan, “we only scare humans because it helps ward off Chaos. But since that makes humans feel, well, bad, we shouldn’t take joy in it. Making them feel that way shouldn’t be something we take pleasure in. It should be more...solemn.” 

“Should it?” he challenged. “I’m not convinced that’s philosophically sound. Another way we can ask the question: is there any harm in taking joy out of what we do? Our colleagues over at Elysium Academy not only teach their students to inspire good in the human world, but they also encourage them to take joy in it! Sure, they’re doing their own part in creating balance, but why should they get to take joy out of their work while we’re alienated from our own labor?” 

He stopped, leaving us to think about the question in silence. 

He brushed back his hair dramatically. “I’m not saying there’s a right or wrong answer. Perhaps it’s right that the guardian angels who study at Elysium can take pleasure in their work while we’re meant to feel apathetic about ours. Perhaps it’s not. Sometimes the questions themselves might be more important than the answers.” 

So that’s what this Elysium Academy people were talking about was—our opposite. Were this, I don’t know, a day ago, maybe the existence of a school for angels would’ve shocked me. Now that kind of info was just par for the course. 

“I look forward to exploring many questions with all of you this semester,” said Professor Frost as he ended class. “Nova, just a reminder to stick around for a few moments.”

I wasn’t sure why he had to say that in front of everybody. For what felt like the millionth time since I arrived at school, all eyes were on me. 

All but one set of eyes—Raines was glaring at Professor Frost, his red eyes in full force. 

Does that mean he’s...jealous? 

Professor Frost grabbed a seat next to me after everybody else had filed out. He was almost too tall for the chair, such that when he sat, the edge of his long leg was very close to mine. And then he looked me deep in the eyes.

“I’m glad we have a moment to chat,” he said. “This is going to be my first.” 

I gulped. “Your, uh...first?” 

“My first time proctoring an exetasis,” he said, totally smoothly. “Usually they leave the bulk of the testing to the more senior professors, so you’ll be my first and only exetasis assignment this year.” He shook his head and laughed. Ugh, even his laughs were sexy. “I’ve been teaching here three years, and I guess I still have to keep proving myself. Maybe they thought a half-demon would be easier to handle for my first one.” 

How do I even respond to that?

“That’s me. Easy to handle,” was the best I could muster. 

For the briefest moment, he put his hand on mine, setting every fiber of my being on fire. Then, as if he realized that maybe that wasn’t appropriate, or that he didn’t actually want to touch me after all, he drew it back.

He cleared his throat. God, did I really have a thing for the sexy professor type? It felt so...cliché.

“I just want you to know there’s nothing to be nervous about,” he said. “Dean Harlowe told me that you’re only just beginning to learn about your demon heritage. Your exetasis will be a learning experience for both of us. I’m looking forward to it.” 

“I appreciate it, professor,” I said. “I am too.” I think.

“Oh no no no,” he said jovially. “Outside of class there’s no need to call me that. If we’re going to be working so closely together you might as well just call me Wilder.”

Oh, so we’re on a first-name basis now, huh?

“Perfect. Thanks, Wilder.”

In my nervousness, I’d failed to ask the important question of what we actually do in the exetasis sessions, but I was starting to get the feeling they must be intense experiences. I wondered if his good looks wouldn’t make the whole thing even more intimidating. 

Here’s hoping they don’t.
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Chapter Eight
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“Shit, I could sleep for a million years right now,” I complained. “I’m pretty sure nobody in the whole world’s had a longer last couple days than I have.”

I took a big gulp of coffee. 

“That’s already your fourth cup,” Teddy said in amazement. 

“Yep. And cups five and six are on their way.” 

Finally, our day was winding down.

Well, sort of. We still had the relics tour. 

Hence the coffee.

Teddy, Morgan, and I were seated together for dinner at the refectory. It wasn’t as if we were being actively shunned by the rest of the school or anything—I wasn’t sure Camilla had quite that much sway—but it was still too early to have really made any other friends. Honestly, I was just thankful that I had two people willing to sit with me. Solo meals were pretty much the standard in my life the past few years, and I can’t say my foster homes were all that much better at doing family dinners. 

I yawned. “So what are these relics, anyway? And why am I supposed to be jazzed about getting to see them?” 

“Oy, there are so many things I forget you don’t know yet,” Morgan said. She was already polishing off a second helping of ice cream. “The relics are very interesting. They’re mostly weapons and other magical items used in the last war against Chaos.”

“The war against Chaos?” I was beginning to sound like a Jeopardy contestant, only speaking in the form of questions. “When was that?” 

“Thousands upon thousands of years ago. Very few written records exist. It’s almost mythical, really. Nobody knows how true the stories told about it are, but the relics have been in the hands of Hades Academy ever since it was established. It’s fascinating stuff, really.”

“And not only that!” added Teddy with excitement. “They’re stored in the underground! After tonight, we might never get to go there again.”

Morgan swallowed another spoonful of ice cream. “Before you ask what the underground is, because I know that was going to be the next question, let me explain. There’s a huge underground complex beneath Hades Academy. To reach it, we take a twenty-minute elevator ride deep into the Earth. That’s where the legends say us demons sprang from to begin with.” She wiggled her fingers. “But again, nobody knows exactly how true that is.”

I was beginning to see that even in the supernatural world, there were still legends and mythologies. I’d been thinking that a supernatural race like ours wouldn’t have things like those—like, if you’re an actual demon, why bother with fairy tales or guesswork? But nope—nobody seemed to have a clear timeline of demon history. There was just as much murkiness and conjecture as in human history. Then again, demon history was what, several millennia longer than human history? I probably should’ve taken notes at some point.

Teddy had a dumb little smile on his face. “I just can’t wait to ride that elevator,” he whispered. “It’s going to be so cool.” 

Sigh. Teddy, so pure.

“Well, I guess maybe this sounds worth staying up for,” I said. “In the meantime, I’m due for another refill. Anybody need anything while I’m up?” 

“I could never drink that much caffeine,” Teddy said, pushing his hair out of his face. “I’d have terrible heart palpitations.” 

I took that to mean that nobody needed anything. As I walked over to the giant silver urn that held coffee, I spotted the Infernal Three over in a corner. Raines was staring right at me. 

It’s like he always knows when I’m about to walk by. And why does he always look so pissed? 

I did my best not to look at him. Yes, he was hot. Not that I was playing comparisons, but while Professor Frost—Wilder—had that sexy distractible academic thing going on, Raines was more...brooding. Wicked. Like the vampire hero in a YA novel. Which I hated to admit was exactly my type. 

Ordinarily, anyway. When I wasn’t at Demon U. 

But his general pissiness combined with Morgan’s warnings about the Infernal Three were enough to make me think that he was—for now, at least—better left ignored. I wasn’t going to make any more enemies than necessary.

Except that was easier said than done. Apparently, Raines’s hard stares weren’t only noticeable to me. I should’ve known. 

“That damned boy is always giving you looks,” Morgan said when I got back with cup of coffee number five. “I think he’s got a wee bit of a crush. Which is understandable”—her eyes flew open, as if she thought I’d be insulted—”because you’re lovely. But why does he always seem so mad about it?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I said. “I barely know the guy. You’re the one who told me those boys are bad news.” 

She nodded solemnly. “Aye. They sure are.” 

“You’re talking about Raines?” Teddy asked. 

“Who else? Unless there’s some other miserable looking boy with killer cheekbones who’s been staring at Nova that we’ve just so happened to miss.”

“I do mean Raines,” Teddy confirmed. “He sat with me at lunch earlier and we talked all about school. He’s pretty nice. Better than most of the others I’ve met so far.” 

That was news to me. It was hard to even picture Raines and Teddy sitting together having a one-on-one conversation. But I was secretly very happy to hear it. It was easy to have a soft spot for a kid like Teddy, and if Raines was taking him under his wing, well... 

Maybe he wasn’t such a jerk after all. 

To be determined. 

After two more cups of coffee, I was looking and feeling “awfully peppy” as Morgan put it, and the thought of taking some sort of crazy elevator far into the ground was sounding a little more my speed. I wondered what it’d look like down there. Dark? Scary? Full of hellfire and brimstone? 

“It’s weird that demons don’t have some kind of magical awakening spell,” I chirped. “Like, we drink coffee just like everyone else? You’d think there’d be something more, I dunno, efficient! I mean, that giant silver urn is pretty badass looking, but—”

“Bloody hell, woman, calm down,” Morgan said. “Seems like coffee works plenty well for you.”

Teddy cracked up. I blushed and pushed away the rest of my coffee. She had a point.

The giant bell sounded. Outside, I could it was ink-black and starless—never had the phrase “the dead of night” felt so literal. We left the refectory and joined a crowd of first-year students already waiting in the Great Hall. Apparently, the doors to the elevator were tucked away in a dark little nook in the far left. Everybody seemed awfully eager to get on. 

“So, stupid question maybe,” I began, carefully modulating my voice so I didn’t sound too hyper, “but do we all just take the same elevator? If it takes twenty minutes, aren’t we going to be waiting here for hours?” 

Morgan gave me a pat on the shoulder. “No such thing as a stupid question, love. You’re probably picturing the kind of elevator you might find in the human world. This one is a bit bigger than you’re used to.” 

I was pleasantly surprised that the answer amounted to “big elevator” and not “demon magic.” 

“It’s exactly as I imagined it!” exclaimed Teddy as we followed the rest of the crowd through the doors. “It’s a feat of engineering!” 

Big had been an understatement. It wasn’t so much an elevator as it was a gigantic room that—evidently—could be lowered way down into the ground. There were rows and rows of seats, like a movie theater without a screen. It could’ve comfortably fit...I couldn’t even tell. Hundreds? Thousands? 

“One last question,” I said. 

“This is not going to be your last question, you little heathen,” Morgan joked. “But go ahead.” 

“Why in the ever-living fuck is this elevator so huge?” 

“In case of emergency. Should something happen, the entire school would be able to evacuate underground.”

“Something happen?” I repeated. What could possibly be threatening enough to send actual demons into hiding?

Morgan shrugged. “Just a precaution.”

Teddy looked briefly concerned, but shook it off and went back to looking around in wonder as we took our seats, and rightly so. It was pretty damn rad that we were standing in this room the size of three gymnasiums that would, in several minutes, move miles underground. Practical? Maybe not. Impressive? For damn sure. 

Lots of faculty members were also joining us for the trip downward. Presumably, they didn’t get many opportunities to see the relics either and they must’ve relished the chance. The only one of mine I didn’t see was Stultior, who was probably back in the faculty residence sleeping off all that napping. 

“Attention!” called Dean Harlowe in a booming voice from the back of the room. “It looks like we’ve all gathered, and I trust you’re eager to begin the journey down. Now, I understand that you’re excited, but I remind you to treat this occasion with the solemnity and respect that it so richly deserves. Legend says that our people once lived in the depths of the Earth, and each of us should have an appreciation for seeing where we may have come from. As for the relics...let them be a reminder to you of the long period of peace and balance of which we’ve been lucky to live in. Hope that these relics will never be used again and remain in stillness in the dark below.” 

She made me feel like a pilgrim taking my first journey to the Holy Land, or a tourist about to get a private viewing of the Mona Lisa. I’d never been big on museums—at least not since I’d graduated from elementary school—but this was making me genuinely hype.

A few moments after she concluded her speech, the ground beneath our feet began to shake before beginning to slowly lurch downward. Taking an elevator at a mall or something is one thing, but you’ll never truly be prepared for the first time you experience the sensation of an entire room sinking into the ground. As the descent picked up speed, my stomach started to turn. 

They maybe should’ve warned us that we might feel like we have to puke. 

“It’s like something out of Disney World,” Teddy piped up.

“You’ve been to Disney?”

Teddy stared at me. “Of course I’ve been to Disney.”

“It is the most magical place on earth,” Morgan said solemnly.

Honestly, I couldn’t argue with that. It’s just that the thought hadn’t occurred to me yet—even families of demons did normal real-world stuff like take Disney World vacations. Of course, I’d never been there, but that was due more to the no family thing than the demon thing. 

We kept the conversation to a minimum. Turns out speaking feels unpleasant when you’re sitting in a chair hurtling into the depths of the planet. I looked around to see how other students coped with it. Some had stone-blank looks on their faces, while others were clearly super nervous. I was especially pleased to see that Camilla seemed to be gritting her teeth and holding back tears. Nice to see that bitchy demon purist couldn’t even handle twenty minutes of discomfort. 

And really, that terrible falling sensation got better with time. Just something your body had to adjust to. 

Toward the end of our descent, our speed began to slow, and a few minutes later we came to a complete stop. Everybody was finally able to catch their breath. I worked my jaw a little to equalize the pressure in my ears. 

“Wow,” Teddy said. “That was incredible.” 

“I hear it’s much easier going back up,” Morgan said, wiping some sweat from her brow. “I’m not feeling quite at my best after that.” 

I laughed. “I wonder what it feels like in reverse.” 

Students and professors began to rise from their chairs and queue into the aisles as if they were leaving a concert or a baseball game. 

“I just think it’s so incredible how they built this whole system,” Teddy told us. “Think of all the time and resources!” 

“You seem more excited about the elevator than the relics,” I teased.

“Maybe so, maybe so.” Teddy pushed his glasses up his nose for the thousandth time that night. 

When we finally filed out the door, we came into what looked, essentially, like a fancy-ass museum. We’d basically just gone on a giant demon elevator to go on a museum field trip. Growing up going on many such field trips in New York City, I felt a pang of nostalgia. The only thing missing was a brown paper bag lunch shittier than everybody else’s. 

There were display cases littered throughout, complete with placards explaining the relics contained within, with dramatic bluish uplighting sending soft spotlights up towards the vaulted ceiling and stone walls. For what felt like the billionth time, I was impressed. I half-expected one more big speech from Dean Harlowe, but we were left to explore on our own.

“Well, where shall we start?” Morgan asked. I nodded at the nearest case.

“There?”

Inside was a sword wilder than anything you’d ever see in a movie. Like, Lord of the Rings swords had nothing on this one. The blade itself was a dark crimson, and the black handle was riddled with shiny diamonds. But all that is burying the lede. This fucking thing was huge. 

“Who would even be able to swing something that hefty?” I wondered aloud. 

“Read the placard, dear,” Morgan said. 

Sword of Kimaris: Made of the rare metal crimson adamantine, of which there is no longer any left in the natural world. It was mined hundreds of thousands of years ago, and relics such as this are all that remains of the material. This blade possesses the power to rend existence, opening a void to consume reality into Chaos. Though its full power has never been unleashed, it would have been wielded by a demon ten to twenty feet in height.

“Ten to twenty feet?” I asked. “What the literal Hell?” 

“They say that some of the demons who originally sprang from the Earth were giant in height,” Morgan said. “But when demons began living on the surface among the humans, our sizes slowly began to decline. But those demons of the past were absolute units.” 

Always something new to learn here at Hades Academy. Twenty-foot demons? Sure, why not?

“But again,” Morgan added. “Some of this is just the stuff of myth. I’d even wager some of these relics are forgeries.” 

“Well forgery or not,” I said motioning at the sword, “that thing could definitely fuck some shit up.” 

Not every relic was as fascinating as a badass weapon made for a giant demon—probably why they kept that one right up front. There were necklaces, chalices that demon fighters drank from, and freaky looking suits of armor complete with spikes on the shoulders. 

One case held a few shovels. Fancy looking shovels to be sure, but still just shovels. Those definitely called for a look at the placard. 

Shovels of Malthus: These are among the oldest relics in the collection. They are said to have been used by our demon ancestors to dig themselves up from the ground and on to the surface. 

“Utter bollocks,” Morgan scoffed. “I don’t know why they include things like those here. They’re just old. That’s it.” 

Teddy gave them a closer look, nearly pushing his face against the glass. “I think they’re kind of neat.” 

“Classic Teddy,” I joked. 

“What’s that?” 

“Nothing,” I said with a laugh. “You just seem really into those shovels.” 

I noticed Professor Frost—Wilder—was holding court over by a relic a few rows up. I couldn’t tell what it was, but it instantly became the most interesting thing in the room. 

“Let’s go check that one out,” I said to the others. 

“You want to check him out, you mean” Morgan teased. 

I gave her a friendly punch. “Shut up.” 

“Oh come on, he’s proctoring your exetasis. You’re practically—what do Americans say? Going steady. When’s the wedding date?” 

I decided not to take the bait and strode toward, ahem, Professor Frost, with the others following. In the case behind him were several silver bracelets that seemed to emit a faint orange glow. They weren’t exactly the prettiest pieces of jewelry, but that glow gave them a quality that was almost transfixing. 

“They’re incredible pieces,” he said, continuing his speech while giving me a subtle nod of acknowledgment. “Among the finest things in the entire collection, really. I don’t know why they’re tucked away in this little corner here. Somebody really screwed that one up.” 

The glow grew a bit stronger, as if the bracelets were hearing his compliments and blushing. 

“Of course, nobody has worn these in millennia,” he continued, “but it’s said that they grant their wearer the ability to create fear of a magnitude much greater than normally possible. Probably why somebody gave them the very original name Bracelets of Terror. I personally would’ve gone with the much more creative Bracelets of Scariness.”

The whole group laughed at the corny joke. He really had a way of charming you. 

He smiled a devilish little smile at what he was about to say next. “As you know, though, something like this would be frowned upon by most demons today. They’re too powerful—they create too much fear. The potential for imbalance is very high. But our ancestors knew that sometimes things like these were needed to get the job done.” He looked sideways at the case. “Really are something to behold. Nobody will ever wear these bracelets again.” 

“That’s a good thing,” came a low, unmistakable voice from behind me. Was Wilder really so mesmerizing that I’d failed to notice Raines arriving right behind me? 

Evidently, Wilder had heard him, whether Raines meant him to or not.

“That’s a matter of debate,” the professor said coolly.

“Then let’s debate,” Raines shot back. “Not that it’s actually that complicated. Nobody needs the ability to create that kind of fear. Only a demon who enjoys creating fear would think that’s okay.” 

“So, I guess you were listening to my lecture today,” Wilder said. “I hate to say I’m shocked, but—”

A chill settled in over our little group. Was it just me, or was Wilder being kind of a dick to Raines?

“Yeah, I listened,” Raines said. “I listened to every word. Forgive me if didn’t think the questions you raised were worth reflecting on too much in depth.” 

Wilder folded his arms. “I’d appreciate if we had this discussion one-on-one at another time,” he said, his voice now lowered as well. “You know I’m always happy to talk with you.” 

Raines’s eyes briefly flashed red. “I’d rather not.” 

He stalked away, leaving the audience gathered before Wilder silent. I threw Morgan a glance, and the two of us—plus Teddy—backed away slowly.

“What was that all about?” I whispered.

“No bloody idea,” Morgan said. “Maybe Wilder caught the Infernal Three pranking his office or something.”

I glanced to where Raines had gone, and sure enough, he’d joined red-headed Collum and silver-blonde Aleksandr over in a corner.

We shuffled around a bit longer looking at various relics before taking our spots back in the elevator seats. Morgan explained that rumor had it there was far more down there than just the relics on display, but that nobody knew exactly what it was and that we were likely to never get the chance to return. 

For some reason, hearing that bummed me out a little. The relics were pretty damn cool. I would’ve at least appreciated a souvenir postcard.

The trip back up proved to be much less nausea-inducing than the trip down, but now the weird feeling seemed to come from what happened between Raines and Wilder.

There was so much going on in the demon world that I didn’t understand—the magic stuff, for sure, but also, I was realizing, the social dynamics. Magic or not, we all still interacted, and everything from Camilla’s bitchiness to Teddy’s awkwardness to Raines’s and Wilder’s...whatever that was had me mentally mapping the various allegiances and rivalries. Some things about school didn’t change, demon or no.

“That was almost as fun as the trip down,” Teddy remarked as we made our way back to the Great Hall. 

Morgan giggled. “Teddy, you are such a dweeb. Is that what you call it? Because don’t worry, I say it with admiration.” 

“I don’t know about you guys,” I said, “but I’m gonna crash so hard when I get back to the room. That coffee is wearing off, and I’m liable to just drop to the ground at any moment.” 

When we returned to the common room, it seemed like lots of people were hanging out and chatting, or even playing that fire ping-pong game that I still didn’t know the name of. I wanted to stick around and be social—I really did—or even attempt getting a snack from one of the demon vending machines. Besides, I was probably due to try to meet a few more people than the two I was already hanging around with. But that could wait for another day, because I needed some good ol’ fashioned shuteye. 

Again, would be really handy to have some magic way not to need sleep. But no such luck.

“I’ll catch you back in the room,” Morgan said. “I think Teddy and I are going to grab some snacks and lounge a bit.” 

I was this close to walking into the girls’ dorm when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I didn’t even need to look—it was obvious who it was before I even turned to face him. And while normally I’d be happy with a hot guy wanting to hang out with me, this was not the time. 

“We need to talk,” Raines said, a little dramatically. Although there’s really no way to say those words not dramatically.

“Do we really?” I said. “Because I’m a human, remember?”

I mean, I was a human, at least partially, and I had no problem with it. Raines was the one who’d called me that like it was a dirty word.

He tensed his jaw. “Maybe that was out of line.”

“You think?”

“If I take it back, will you listen to me?”

That surprised me. Raines didn’t seem like the type to apologize. Granted, he hadn’t actually said the words I’m sorry for calling you a human like it’s a slur, but at the same time, I kinda felt the intention there.

“Fine. But can it wait?” I asked. “If you make me talk right now and I drop dead out of exhaustion, it’s totally gonna be your fault.” 

He didn’t laugh. “I’ll keep it short, then. I know Wilder is administering your exetasis. Be careful. He’s bad news.”

This again. “Funny, I feel like I’ve heard the same about you,” I countered. “Like, verbatim. Seems like there’s an awful lot of bad news around here.”

“I’m serious,” Raines said. “Keep an eye out. I know he comes off all suave and charming, but that’s all a fucking front.” 

What was it with everybody at this school and their fondness for saying the vaguest things possible? 

“Why do you even care?” I asked. “Like, you barely know me, and half the time I see you, you’re glaring at me or whispering with your Infernal buddies. And for that matter, what the hell is your issue with W—Professor Frost? He can’t be flunking you already.”

The red glow surged in his eyes, sending a shiver down my spine. Raines tensed, and blinked, and it faded almost to nothing. We stood there a moment longer than was comfortable, our bodies closer than was strictly necessary, the knot of his tie just inches away from my face.

“He’s my half-brother,” Raines said at last. 
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Chapter Nine
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If you’re wondering how long it takes to get used to the fact that you’re attending a school for demons, the answer in my case is: a couple of weeks. Sure, there were plenty of things constantly surprising me, like hearing demon music for the first time (it’s loud and atonal) or trying demon delicacies in the refectory (bitter, sour, and as Morgan called them, “an acquired taste”). And seeing students or teachers transmorph briefly into all sorts of terrifying things definitely took some getting used to—especially since I was no closer to being able to do it. I was assured that I’d eventually get the hang of it once I settled in a bit more. But overall, it was surprising how quickly I adjusted to Hades Academy as my new reality. 

Sure, Camilla was still a bitch. And yeah, it freaked me the fuck out that Raines and Wilder were half-brothers—at first, anyway. But after that confrontation in the common room, Raines had finally listened to my request and avoided me almost entirely. He certainly hadn’t called me “human” again in that snarling tone of his.

Besides, I quickly got distracted by how much work there was to do. Demon school was still school. And there was still a crapton to learn as evidenced by the fact that every class—aside from Remedial Latin—was routinely finding ways to blow my mind. 

In pyromancy, we’d gone from teeny sparks to legit tongues of flame (which was a pretty metal way to refer to them, to be honest). In combat skills, which seemed to be basically the demon equivalent of gym class, but with more punching each other, we’d gone from basic agility drills to twirling fake swords and slashing at each other while jumping around on big wooden blocks that reminded me of the gymnastics equipment from elementary school. Even human history was starting to get interesting, since it turned out that the Ancient Romans had a lot more demonic interference than I’d appreciated.

“Pompeii?” Lattimore said with a grin. “That was us.”

Even Remedial Latin was getting less boring with Teddy there. Professor Stultior continued to catch some serious Zs, but Teddy and I were doing pretty okay working through the textbook ourselves, and I had to admit, it felt pretty badass to be able to hold conversations in a dead language.

And then there was Philosophy, which was overwhelming, and not least because Wilder was teaching it. I didn’t know if Raines’s warning was genuine or not, and I was inclined to think it wasn’t. Wilder was, I could not deny, dead sexy, especially when he wore glasses and a waistcoat over his dress shirt, but aside from the damage he was wreaking on my cardiac system, he also seemed pretty harmless—for a demon, anyway. A guy who handed out assignments like “compare and contrast the theories of demonological being as presented by St. Augustine and the Pseudomonarchia Daemonum of Johann Weyer” seemed more secretly nerdy than secretly...whatever Raines had been trying to imply. Because if he were trying to give me a real warning, you’d think he’d be a little less cryptic, right?

All in all, it was pretty amazing—literally, it amazed me. 

There was just one small problem: I couldn’t do shit.

“Regular” stuff like running around the demon gym, writing a history paper, or learning Latin vocabulary, that I could more or less handle. But the actual demon stuff? Zip. Zero. Nada.

The professors were all pretty reassuring. When I couldn’t produce enough flame from my fingertips to light one of our black practice candles, Professor Lamoureux patted my shoulder and murmured something French that at least sounded encouraging. When I couldn’t get my practice sword blade to glow green like everyone else’s, Professor Kawasaki—a petite Japanese woman who looked like a CrossFit instructor and could turn her fingers to claws in the blink of an eye—gruffly told me it might take time (never mind the fact that Camilla was already dual-wielding samurai swords that flashed from green to black to blue all in a single twirl). And when it came to my exetasis, well...I had another week before my first session. Guess the administration wanted to give us time to get adjusted.

At least my days were getting pretty routine. It had been so long since I’d had a routine that I forgot how good it felt not to have to wonder where your next meal was coming from or whether someone had changed the lock on the squat where you were keeping all your stuff. Most days, I got up early and headed to breakfast with Morgan and Teddy. Then it was classes until lunch, more classes in the afternoon, and then studying and chill-out time until I was too tired to keep my eyes open. Almost what regular college had to be like. 

But, you know, with more flaming swords.

It was about three and a half weeks after we’d seen the relics—and just a week before my first exetasis meeting with Wilder—and the three of us—me, Morgan, and Teddy—were all huddled in the library with a bunch of books open and a history assignment to tackle. The library was just as impressive as the rest of the school, with six balcony levels and what seemed like endless shelves. Instead of desk lamps at the work stations, there were small candelabras stuck full of the same black candles we’d been using in pyromancy, which burned brightly but wouldn’t catch anything on fire (which we found out after Teddy knocked one over onto The Latin Language and You). 

Morgan was in the middle of some childhood anecdote about accidentally invoking a lesser smoke familiar when her parents told her she couldn’t get a pet—”I just wanted a cat, they could’ve avoided the whole disaster with a single bloody kitten! I didn’t even understand what was happening!”—and I was laughing so hard my sides actually hurt.

“Shh!” an admonishing whisper came from the librarian, a severe-looking woman with an aquamarine pixie cut named Madame Lyra. Instinctively, we all leaned closer over the table.

“You know what,” I said. “We need a nickname. Why does the Infernal Three get to corner the market on having badass clique names?”

“More to the point,” Morgan said,” why are you obsessed with the Infernal Three?” She raised an eyebrow.

I hoped the candlelight wouldn’t show my blush. “I’m not,” I said. “I’m just wondering aloud.”

Morgan leaned back a little and shrugged. “It’s just one of those things. To the manor born. Or, what do Americans say? Born on third base and think you hit a double?”

“A triple,” I said, though I wondered why I even knew a baseball metaphor to begin with. “Think about it—third base?”

Morgan waved a hand, as if mortal Americanisms were beneath her, even though I now knew that she was pretty fond of them. “You know what I mean. Point is, you’ve got old demon family blood, people know. Even if you don’t make it known.”

“Cough, Camilla,” Teddy said. He literally said the word cough.

I had to smile. Then I remembered something. “I still don’t get how Raines and Wilder are related. Like, they couldn’t be any more different, right?”

“Probably not,” Morgan agreed. “I don’t even know which parent they have in common, and for a drama-loving bitch like me, that’s pretty shocking. But I didn’t really know anything about Professor Frost—sorry, Wilder”—she did goo-goo eyes at me, which I ignored—”until I got here.”

“I barely know anything about him either,” I pointed out. “Only that he’s doing my exetasis.”

I hadn’t meant to bring up the test, but now that I had, an ice-block feeling settled into my stomach. 

“Are you feeling any better about that?” Teddy asked with concern. “I’m sure you have nothing to worry about.” 

“Yeah, nothing to worry about other than the fact that I haven’t been able to do any of the cool demon things that everybody else seems to have no problem with. That ain’t nothing to be scared about.” 

“You’ll get there!” 

“Perhaps we can talk about something other than exetasis,” Morgan said, eager to change the subject on my behalf. “I’ve just heard that the Elysium ball is in a few weeks!” 

“Wh—” I started to say, but Morgan was already on it.

“What’s the Elysium ball? I never thought you’d ask! Once each year, the Hades Academy students join the Elysium students for a dance. The host switches each year. They’ll be coming here this time around.”

“Do the Elysium students and Hades students stand on opposite sides of the room like it’s some kind of middle school dance?”

“Pardon?”

“I guess that’s an American thing. Well, I’m psyched to meet some angels, I guess?”

Morgan giggled. “I’ve never even met an angel. Or a guardian, as they call themselves.” She snorted. “Though I suppose I could’ve met one and just not have known. They like to live among humans, too. They’re an awful lot like us actually, just much...nicer? The stereotype is that they’re real prats. Like...goody two-shoes types. I much prefer being a demon rather than being up there in the clouds riding on unicorns and such.”

“But that’s the best part” Teddy exclaimed. “I wish we had unicorns.” 

“Well, buddy, just remember they’ve got unicorns but no giant elevators, so I guess we can call it even.” 

I considered it for a moment. “Us and them together for a dance sounds like it could be a total shit show...I love it.” 

Morgan smiled knowingly. “Oh, I’ve heard stories. Supposedly things can get absolutely bonkers. We often play pranks on them, but the ‘guardians’ are above things like that...the nerds.” 

Teddy looked down, a sheepish look on his face. “It’s funny, actually. I almost got sent to Elysium.”

“Ha!” shouted Morgan, drawing another look from Madame Lyra. She switched back to a whisper. “That explains so much. You’re such an Elysium type, I can’t believe I hadn’t thought of that.” 

This time it was Teddy’s turn to answer my question before I even asked. “It’s a little confusing,” he turned to me and said, “but the line between angel and demon is thinner than you might think. We’re practically the same species, but the difference is more about...attitude, I suppose.” 

“So you were right on the cusp?” I asked. 

He shrugged. “The whole thing took me off guard, really. I got word a few months ago that there’s a chance I’d be sent to Elysium. I always assumed I’d go to Hades, and my parents didn’t quite seem to understand what was happening either. Apparently it isn’t unheard of. But no one likes to talk about it.” 

I shook my head. “You ever think all this demon shit is a little too convoluted sometimes?”

“Extremely so,” Morgan agreed. “But I live for it.” 

We all laughed at Morgan saying something that was just so Morgan. And it was at that moment, I realized that while I still hadn’t gotten a handle on my powers, I’d still accomplished something I’d never managed before in my life—making friends. 

It was corny as shit, and I loved it.
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Chapter Ten
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But I was also making enemies. Camilla and her crew continued to be the bane of my existence. And while most students didn’t seem to actually care much for her, they preferred to stay in the good graces of the hot shit demon purist rather than those of the half-demon who still couldn’t even manifest her powers. Easy choice right there. 

She was always at her worst in Lattimore’s class. It was like having to learn even a small sliver of human history ignited something deep within that turned her from a regular bitch into a mega-bitch. Even Lattimore, who was normally super cool-headed, was having trouble hiding his disdain for her. 

“So, who can tell me how the Black Death was indirectly responsible for the Renaissance?” he asked one day in class. 

He’d just explained that, of course, the plague that wiped out a giant part of Europe’s population in the 1300s was partly a demon fuck-up. That was beginning to become a theme of his class. A demon goes just a touch too far and boom: everyone’s got bubonic plague.

Camilla’s hand shot up when he asked the question, and Lattimore had no choice but to reluctantly call on her. 

“I disagree with the whole premise of your lecture,” she said, entirely ignoring the question. “I don’t think it’s right to frame something like the Black Death as a mistake we made. It ended up working out for those stupid humans anyway, right? There were too many of them for their own good, starving to death and whatever, and the plague solved that problem.” 

“Now that,” started Lattimore with more than a hint of frustration in his voice, “is a discussion better suited for philosophy class. The question we’re focused on here is how all those deaths created a cultural environment that helped plant the seeds of the Renaissance. Not musing over whether it was the right call.” 

She was pulling that kind of shit constantly. The condescension would be one thing, but the amount her non-answers slowed down class was honestly just as unforgivable. And God forbid Morgan or I—or anybody really—answered a question correctly or showed genuine interest in the material. That was enough to unleash a whole host of snide comments. 

And then there was my other enemy. But could I really call him an enemy? There was no way I would call him a “friend” at all, so frenemy didn’t quite fit him either. Nemesis? Rival? Nope and nope. A thorn in my side? Sure, that worked.

I couldn’t not see Raines. Hades Academy just wasn’t that big. Besides, it was like I had a sixth sense when it came to telling when he was near—I mean, not a literal sixth sense, because that would imply that I was actually achieving some level of demon capability. No, this felt much more...human. My pulse would quicken, and my skin flush with goosebumps, and I’d turn around and then there he was. 

Red eyes. 

I still didn’t know what was up with that, either. It didn’t seem like something he could fully control, and it was decidedly freaky. 

Still, Raines in Wilder’s class was preferable to Camilla in Lattimore’s class. Rather than slow things down, he mostly stuck to shooting death glares at his half-brother. If I didn’t know any better, I might even say that Raines was scared of him, or at least intimidated. Ever since their exchange underground, he hadn’t challenged Wilder on anything. His stares did enough to express his disapproval. 

At the same time, I could ‘t pretend that a pissed-off Raines wasn’t also ridiculously sexy. He had one of those faces that somehow looks good with a frown on it, and he managed to wear his hair just a little too long in a way that didn’t look affected or sloppy, but just...right. I liked it when he looked at me from across the common room, and I even kind of liked the attention he’d given me when he’d pulled me aside and given me one of those vague warnings. Besides, there was something about a guy in a tie with his shirtsleeves rolled up. I know the whole sexy-school-uniform thing is supposed to be for creepy old dudes looking at teenage girls, but when I looked at Raines, well...I could see the appeal of the buttoned-down look. 

If there’s a Latin word for hating somebody while still being inexplicably drawn to them, that would perfectly describe how I felt about Raines. 

“One of the most philosophically knotty concepts in all demonkind is soul binding,” Wilder was explaining to the class. I was doing my best to pay attention, but the first part of my exetasis was literally the next day—well, okay, not literally, since it took place at midnight that night. But close enough. “I’m sure many of you are already familiar with soul binding. But I’ll explain briefly for those of you not in the know.” I could swear he shot a glance at me, but I could’ve been imagining it. “Basically, it’s a process through which two demons become inextricably connected, granting them both greater power and protection from forces like Chaos.” 

Great, another demon thing I might never be able to actually do. 

“But,” Wilder added dramatically. “It comes at a great cost. If not, we’d all be soul binding willy-nilly. For one thing, you can only bind with one other soul. No more. And once you’re bound, you’ll often feel all the things the other is feeling. If your soul partner is feeling depressed? Pretty good chance you’re going to feel depressed, too. If the one you’re bound with dies...well, that might result in your death, too.” 

Personally, it didn’t sound like a great tradeoff to me. No way would I risk feeling shitty whenever some other person was having a bad day in exchange for a boost in my (currently nonexistent) powers. For life? No, thank you. It sounded like a recipe for a supernatural toxic relationship.

“It happens less these days, given the relatively safe times we’re living in,” Wilder continued, “but I’m sure many of your parents are soul-bound. Married couples say it’s a way for them to become closer and fall deeper in love. And there might be some truth to that. We’ve seen through the generations that soul-bound couples are more likely to have lasting relationships than non-soul-bound couples. But any good philosopher knows not to attribute cause and effect so readily. It might just be that couples who are already a good match are more likely to soul bind. Just some food for thought.”

If I had to do a soul binding, I’d want it to be with a guy as hot as Wilder, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking. Like, he did always seem to be in a good mood, so maybe being bound with him would make me a happier person overall.

He’s your professor, Nova, I chided myself. And in just a few hours he’s more than likely going to be giving your non-powers a failing grade. Get a damn grip.

“Ready to do something fun?” Wilder asked the class. “To explore the philosophical ramifications of soul binding, I’m going to break you into random pairs. You’ll pretend that you’re a couple considering going through the binding process and discuss the pros, cons, and ethical questions that might arise. Maybe a little corny, but I think it’ll produce a productive conversation.”

I looked around the room trying to imagine the least awkward person to be placed with. Not that I had to imagine for long. The worst would, of course, be Camilla. Though it might be kind of entertaining to imagine how much of a petty drama queen I’d become if we were bound together forever. She’d probably kill herself just to drive me to an early death.

No, the preferred pairing would obviously be Morgan. Or even somebody random who I hadn’t had any sort of significant interaction with yet. There was a guy a few seats down—I think his name was Robert or Roger or something like that—who seemed completely normal and inoffensive. He was my ideal partner.

“Camilla and Teddy,” Wilder called out. “You’re our first pair.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. This was going to be fucking awful for Teddy, but it was going to be even worse for Camilla. Yeah, I felt bad for him, but it was the funniest possible random pairing. That’s if the pairings were random. Maybe Wilder just had a sick sense of humor.

He continued to call out pairs until I suddenly heard “Raines and Nova.”

Well, damn.

He’d managed to pair me with the second-worst option in the room. I was sure Raines would try to convince me to boycott the activity in favor of whispering things to me about all the people at Hades Academy who I should steer clear of for reasons.

When I sat beside Raines, neither of us said a single thing for what felt like a minute or two. We just sat there in a weird, tense silence while the others went about the activity. I spied Camilla and Teddy across the room also sitting quietly—he had a little smirk on his face, which made me happy to see, because at least he was acknowledging how funny the circumstances were.

“I don’t believe in soul binding,” Raines finally said. “My mother is bound with somebody she doesn’t even love anymore. I wouldn’t wish what she goes through because of that on my worst enemy.”

I was intrigued. I knew asking more was probably dumb of me, but I couldn’t stop myself. “So was she soul bound with Wilder’s dad?”

“Yes,” he said curtly.

“Must be pretty awkward.”

“Awkward? It’s horrendous.”

I sighed. “Do you always have to pile on the doom and gloom?”

That one actually seemed to break the facade. For the briefest of seconds, I could see him laugh at himself before regaining his composure.

“I’m a realist, that’s all,” he said. 

“I’d hate to bind souls with you and be so damn mopey all the time.” 

He looked me right in the eyes and got all serious. “Not all of us have had perfect happy lives, okay?” 

Asshole, I thought. He didn’t know the half of it. 

“Yeah, because I’ve had such a nice life living with more foster families than I can count and squatting in random apartments every night. Having to scam people to make enough to eat made me so damn happy. You know what, you’re right. I’ve had such a charmed life. What was I fucking thinking?”

Raines didn’t say anything. I might have actually taken him by surprise. He flexed his hands on the surface of the table, then looked up at me. Right at me. With his genuine, non-red eyes, that deep golden color boring right into me. The feeling hit me like a tidal wave: quickened pulse, a tingle washing over my skin.

“I’m sorry.” He didn’t break eye contact. “I didn’t know.” 

Finally, I looked away. “Let’s just get on with this activity, okay?”

I stared at my satchel for a few beats. I felt like I needed to catch my breath, like I’d just sprinted up the Grand Stairway in ten seconds. If being glared at by Raines was unsettling, getting actual empathy from him was positively destabilizing.

“So,” Raines said. “Pros.”

“Pros?”

“Of soul binding.”

Oh. So we’re actually doing this, I thought. He must feel so guilty that he was actually going along with the hypothetical.

“I can’t even remember,” I said.

“That’s because there aren’t many.”

I thought of my impending exetasis. “More power.”

“Safety against Chaos.” Raines glanced at me. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

My gaze flickered to Wilder, who I couldn’t help but notice was keeping a steady eye on us as he walked slowly amongst the pairs in class. “Pretty much.”

“Cons,” Raines said.

“Risking your life,” I said. “Huge commitment.”

“Subject to somebody else’s whims,” Raines said. He wasn’t looking at me anymore. Wilder was right in his sightline.

“Can I ask you something?” I blurted out. Raines wheeled back to me, and for a minute I thought I was going to get the red eyes.

But nope. Golden.

“You just did.”

I rolled my eyes. “Damn, sorry. But seriously. I’ve been wondering...” I glanced at Collum, who was paired with one of Camilla’s cronies, the girl with emerald-colored hair, and Aleksandr, who’d lucked out and gotten a totally normal partner in the form of Robert/Roger. “What’s up with the Infernal Three? Are you guys just the Plastics of Hades Academy, or what?”

“The who?”

I bit back a smile. Of course Raines hadn’t seen Mean Girls.

“Nothing. Just...what’s the deal? There seems to be a deal.”

Raines glanced over his shoulder at his friends. “Nothing you need to be concerned about.”

Aaaaand we were back to cryptic generalities. I opened my mouth to say something sassy back, but Raines spoke up again.

“There’s soul binding, and then there’s real connection. That’s the problem I have with it. It gives you safety, sure, but it’s fake. It’s based on magic instead of on trust. It’s bullshit. You shouldn’t need an insurance policy if you really trust the other people.”

“So the three of you—”

“We trust each other,” Raines interrupted. “I don’t expect you to understand. But yeah, if it came to it, I’d probably die for Col and Aleks. And they’d do the same thing for me. No binding needed.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “So what you’re saying is that you oppose soul binding on purely...philosophical grounds?”

Raines’s mouth twitched. “Don’t try to make me seem like him, Donovan.”

The rest of the cons weren’t difficult to come up with. Potential death, incompatible energies, blah blah blah, it went on and on. 

The thing was, Raines wasn’t so bad when he wasn’t trying to be the Saddest, Maddest Boy on Earth. And I’d never say it to him—at least not more than I’d already implied—but he was more similar to Wilder than he’d like to admit. He had a suaveness to him that really shone through when he wasn’t trying to put on a front. And they both thought about this stuff. They weren’t just knee-jerk demon purists like Camilla. Being a demon meant something to both of them, even if it wasn’t necessarily the same thing.

Which raised the question: which one of them should I trust? Raines seemed convinced that his brother was literally The Worst Person—well, Demon—in the World, but could that really be true? I had a feeling most of his feelings were based more on whatever happened with their parents than with Wilder himself. Maybe they were both fundamentally good dudes, just...different.

Teddy and Camilla seemed to have no such breakthrough. She was simply staring into space while Teddy wrote furiously onto a sheet of paper. Apparently, there was no way he was going to let her get in the way of his grades. 

“Okay!” Wilder clapped his hands. “That’s enough. Let’s regroup, shall we?”

The class settled back into its usual formation.

“So, what conclusion did we come to? Overall, is this practice of ours a net positive or net negative?”

Hands flew up, and the discussion launched with a bunch of back-and-forths about the relative value of protection versus restriction—once again, blah blah blah. For one thing, I was thinking about my exetasis, because I could barely go five seconds without the cold fear of...whatever was going to happen taking over my stomach. For another, I was still acutely aware of Raines’s presence next to me. If my exetasis just tested me on my physical reaction to his presence, I’d score off the charts.

“These are all great arguments,” Wilder said after a heated few minutes. “I’m glad you all are really thinking about this.”

“So what’s the answer?” Camilla said. “Is it good or bad?”

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” Wilder said. “As you might have noticed if you’d been paying attention, Ms. de Locke, philosophy isn’t about finding the answers so much as asking the questions.”

Morgan snorted, and, to my surprise, so did Collum and Aleksandr. 

“But if you want to know what I think”—Wilder glanced around the classroom—”I think it poses a fundamental risk to demonkind.” His eyes flashed behind his glasses. “Additional power? Great. The unbreakable commitment? Absolutely a consideration. But those are individual problems. Those just affect the lives of the demons involved in the bond.”

“Isn’t that what you were asking us about?” Morgan said. “How it affects us?”

Wilder swept his hair out of his face. “No. No, it wasn’t. Ultimately, your individual existence isn’t what matters.”

A shiver ran down my spine.

“Yes, it matters to you. But the world isn’t about you. It’s about us. It’s about all of demonkind. It’s about the millennia of demons who lived and died before us and the legions of demons yet to be born who will carry on when we’re dead.

“So if you ask me—and I guess you are—the only argument needed against soul binding is that it makes it easier to kill two demons at once.”

The classroom fell dead silent. 

“And, on that note,” Wilder said, just as the giant bell echoed through the class, “we’re out of time. For the next class, read the selected portions of the Atharvaveda and come prepared to discuss. Bonus points if you can read it in the original Sanskrit.”

I grabbed my satchel and went to stand. A hand grabbed my elbow.

“I really am sorry,” Raines stood, too, drawing up to his full height so that he was staring down at me. “I know how I can come off sometimes.” 

“Well, that’s a start,” I shot back.

Then again, hadn’t I learned a little about Raines just now? Maybe more than he’d wanted me to know about his whole family situation with Wilder, but enough. Enough to see that there was more than meets the eye.

“You seem like a great girl,” he added. “I just don’t want to see this place eat you up and spit you back out.”

I tugged my elbow back.

“Trust me,” I said. “I’ve dealt with worse.” 
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Chapter Eleven
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The hours until midnight flew by. I vaguely recalled dinner—complete with three cups of coffee—doing a little studying with Morgan and Teddy, and then lounging around the common room, but all too soon, the giant astronomical clock on the wall was reading 11:45 and my heart was positively busting out of my chest.

In Morgan’s and my room, I looked myself over in the mirror. We didn’t have to wear our uniforms to the exetasis—in fact, the briefing had encouraged us to wear “something comfortable,” which just made me increasingly apprehensive of what the hell was going to happen to me. Visions of some kind of physical challenge like on a kids’ game show came to mind. 

I shook my head. I’d opted for the best casual wear I could put together out of the Hades-provided wardrobe, which honestly was pretty extensive. I had on black skinny jeans and a long-sleeved midnight blue thermal over a black silk camisole, which seemed smart in case it got cold. Wasn’t that what they always said about the SATs—layer, in case it’s too hot or too cold in the classroom? I couldn’t remember. My last full year of high school felt like a lifetime ago.

The water-clock on the dresser clicked to 11:55. Shit. Now I was going to be late. Dressed appropriately, maybe, but fucking late.

I scrambled to tie up the laces on my Docs—obviously not doing anything without those on my feet—and dashed out of the room. 

Wilder’s office was located off of his classroom, through an archway and a wooden door at the back of the room. I arrived at 12:02—not terribly late, I reasoned—to find the door closed. I swallowed hard, raised my fist, and knocked.

“Come in,” came the deep voice. I squared my shoulders a final time and strode in with as much confidence as I could muster.

I don’t know what I’d been expecting from Wilder’s office, but this was not it. It was, to put it kindly, a huge shitshow. Papers and books were stacked on every available surface, some open and bookmarked to hell, some splayed upside down with their spines up, some literally dog eared. There were posters and portraits on his walls, too—not the corny motivational ones that Lattimore had up, but ones with all kinds of diagrams and illustrations of plants, old philosopher-looking types, and even some diagrams of what looked like animal dissections. The only one I recognized was the Vitruvian man—the da Vinci guy who looked frozen in every stage of a jumping jack in the middle of a circle.

And then there was the man himself. Emphasis on man. Usually, Wilder dressed in a central-casting “hot professor” ensemble, with an array of waistcoats and crisp shirts. I had to admit, it was like the school uniform sexiness and then some. But tonight, he was dressed...normal. And yet still sexy. He had on jeans and a long-sleeved rugby shirt in a subtle dark red stripe, the sleeves pushed up just enough to reveal his powerful forearms. He still had his glasses on, of course, but his hair was a little less well-kept than usual, which honestly just added to the effect as it flipped over his forehead.

“Nova,” he said, sounding genuinely happy to see me. He rose and gestured at a chair in front of his desk, which was, of course, piled with papers. “Come in. Sorry for the mess. I’m something of a pack rat.”

“I can tell,” I said, before I could stop myself. But Wilder just laughed.

“Now you know my secret. Outside of the classroom, I’m just a regular slob of a guy.”

Regular guy and then some. I ignored the pleasant squirming in my stomach and settled into the chair that Wilder cleared for me. I sat straight up, my hands folded in my lap, feeling the need to be prim for some reason.

“So...” I started.

“So,” Wilder said. He didn’t return to his seat, but leaning on the edge of his desk, arms folded, staring at me. Staring just a moment too long. I felt my cheeks get hot. “Sorry,” he said, and rose to circle back around to his seat. “Just getting a good look at you.”

“Oh yeah?” I couldn’t keep a flirtatious note out of my voice. It genuinely felt like it was getting hot in here. “What for?”

“Well, like I said, you’re my first,” Wilder said. “And I’m not too commanding a professor to admit that I’m nervous. I owe it to you to do this properly.”

I swallowed hard for the second time that night. Even if the test was executed to a T, I still might fuck up and fail. 

Hell, at this point, I was pretty sure that was a certainty.

“Now, there’s some boring administrativa to handle,” Wilder said, pushing his glasses up his nose in an almost Teddy-like gesture. He shuffled some parchment. “Let’s see. Nova Donovan. Age nineteen. Birthplace New York City. Mother...”

“Leda.”

Wilder looked up. “Deceased?”

I set my chin. “Unknown.”

“I see.” Wilder’s expression was unreadable. “Father?” he said gently.

“Unknown,” I said. “Totally unknown.”

He gave a small nod and scratched something on the parchment. “And do you know which of your parents gave you the demon blood?”

I shook my head. “No clue. I didn’t even know I was a half-demon until Lattimore scared the crap out of me in a random park in Brooklyn.”

Wilder chuckled. “Among his many talents. So you’ve never manifested any powers prior to your arrival at Hades, is that correct?”

I shook my head again. There was whatever happened back in that alley, but that was more of a nervous breakdown than a power. “And...” I wondered if I should admit it. But if not now, when? Maybe being honest would help me figure this whole mess out. “And not since I got here, either.”

Wilder looked up again. “You mean—”

“I have no powers,” I said. “I mean, at least that I can see. Or control. But yeah, so far...” My voice got soft. “Nothing.”

Wilder gave a curt nod. But said nothing, I noticed.

We went over a little more basic information: star sign (Leo), Chinese zodiac (horse), Kabbalarian name energy (say what?), blood type (no idea) and finally, it seemed that the paperwork portion of the evening was over.

“Well, thank you for your comprehensive information, Nova,” Wilder said, smiling. “I’ll see you for the next session.”

My head jerked up from where I’d been studying a strange-looking brass instrument on his desk. “Really?”

Wilder laughed. “No. But wouldn’t that be funny?”

My heart rate settled down from its spike. “That’d be one word for it.” But I smiled a little myself. “You know, in the human world, all we have to do is answer some questions on a test to determine our whole future.”

Wilder raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

I ventured to guess his parents hadn’t raised him among humans for long if he didn’t even know about the SATs or ACTs. 

“Well, in terms of where we’re going to college,” I said. “Or not going, as the case may be.”

Wilder laughed again. It felt good, making him laugh. Like it wasn’t something easy, but totally worth the effort. And the sound of his laugh was putting me a little at ease, too.

“No, there’s a bit more to the procedure, I’m afraid,” Wilder went on. “It’s not so much a test as a...series of measurements, I suppose.”

My eyes flew back to the brass instrument on his desk. Wilder chuckled.

“It’s an astrolabe, Nova. Nothing to be afraid of.”

“I wasn’t,” I protested. I didn’t know what an astrolabe even was, but presumably it was safe.

“I realize this is a lot for you to take in,” Wilder said. “All of it. Not just the exetasis.”

“Yeah,” I said, a little more softly than I meant to. “But I’m getting used to it. My friends are helping me figure everything out.”

I didn’t realize how weird it would be to say the words “my friends” until they actually came out of my mouth. But I did have friends. Maybe not ride-or-literally-die friends like the Infernal Three, but still. Even after just a few weeks, I felt like I could trust Morgan and Teddy. Raines had been right about that much: trust was worth its weight in gold.

“Well, that’s good to hear,” Wilder said. He paused, as if considering whether to go on. “I hope it wasn’t too much of a burden being paired with my brother in our class today.”

“No,” I said quickly. “He’s...fine.”

Wilder exhaled, almost a sigh. “Yes. He just has to...well, we’re all here to learn, aren’t we? Even me.” He folded his hands on the desk. “Anyway, on to business. Now, I wouldn’t expect you to be familiar with every last form of demonic divination—I’m not even familiar with all of them myself. Skilled demons who’ve put years into specialization can read fates and destinies in everything from chicken’s eggs to human toenails.” Seeing my eyes widen, he chuckled. “Don’t worry. We’re not doing anything too out there.”

“Permission to speak frankly?” I said, raising my hand slightly. “Everything here is ‘out there’ to me.”

Wilder’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. It was a nice crinkle—mature but still, if I was honest, dead sexy.

“I’m sure. The important thing is for you to stay relaxed. Think of it like having your blood pressure taken—if you tense up, you’ll throw off the results.”

I nodded.

“So, there are a few standard methods that we perform during the exetases so that we can have a comprehensive sense of your innate power.”

“Okay,” I said. “Meaning...what?”

“Meaning we want to cover all possible realms of your power. So, physical, mental, spiritual, external—with some kind of weapon or wand,” he explained, “retrospective—what’s already happened to you—and potential—meaning a sense of what’s destined to come in your future.”

“Okay,” I said again. “Makes sense.” And it did, in its own weird way. “So that probably means a lot of tests.”

“They’re not tests,” Wilder said, almost automatically. “But yes. Four sessions, each with its own specifically selected method.”

The question I had to ask was gnawing at me too sharply to ignore it. “And what if none of the tests, you know...show anything?”

Wilder waited just a beat too long to answer. “They will,” he said. “The odds that you’ve been summoned to Hades Academy without cause...well, it’s highly, highly unlikely.”

I remembered something from my conversation with Teddy. “What if I’m supposed to be somewhere else, though?”

Wilder’s brow furrowed. “You mean Elysium?” I nodded. “Well, that again is unlikely, though admittedly less so. But if such were the case, then the exetasis would reveal as much. Nova...” He rose from his seat and came around to the other side of the desk, right to my side, and dropped to a crouch. “I want you to know that there’s nothing to worry about. This process is all about honesty. It’s about uncovering as close to ultimate truth as we can—the truth of who you are. That, for any kind of supernatural being, is the most formidable power any of us can hope to possess.”

The strength of his gaze was honestly too much. I could accept that being this close to Wilder did things to me—things that were, of course, wildly inappropriate—but for the first time, I wondered if maybe it was doing things to him too.

I willed myself to exhale calmly. “All right. So what’s first?”

“Atta girl.” Wilder flashed a smile that could only be called devilish. “We start with physical—it’s the simplest and most straightforward.”

At the very word physical, my heart plunged into my stomach. “So like a fitness test or something?”

Wilder chuckled and rose to stand. “No, nothing so human as that. Are you familiar with chiromancy and oculomancy?”

“Hell no,” I said. “And I’m in Remedial Latin, so don’t expect me to guess, either.”

“Chiromancy, which you may have encountered—well, in a totally false form, of course—is what humans call palm reading,” Wilder explained. “Oculomancy is a bit more complex, but essentially, it’s a reading of the colors and patterns in your irises. In your eyes.”

At the mention of eyes, my mind immediately went to Raines and his fiery stares.

“There’s power in the eyes, then?” I asked carefully.

“Oh, of course,” Wilder said. “They’re as unique as the lines on your palm or the prints on your fingertips. A rich source of information.”

“So how’s this gonna work? You just stare deeply into my eyes for an awkwardly long amount of time?”

There was a pause. “Actually, yes. That’s exactly how the oculomancy portion works.” 

“Oh,” I muttered. 

“Look, I’ll be the first to admit that exetases can be quite awkward. How do you think I felt when I was your age and Professor Stultior stared longingly into my eyes for what felt like an hour?” 

I giggled. “I’m surprised he didn’t fall asleep.” 

“He had a bit more pep in his step back then. Still, not the most enjoyable night during my time as a student.” He paused, sensing how nervous I still was despite the jokes. “Don’t worry, Nova, I’ll try to make this whole thing as comfortable as possible. I know this process can be strangely intimate. It could probably do with some retooling. But it’s how we’ve been doing it for thousands of years, and it’s done the trick so far.” 

Wilder retook the seat behind his desk and shuffled some papers out of the way, clearing a small space between us. 

“Apologies for the mess, again,” he said. “My first exetasis, you figure I would’ve cleaned the place up a little knowing I’d have company. Anyway, we’ll begin with the chiromancy. It’s a little simpler than the oculomancy. Could you please place your hands face up on the table?” 

The room was feeling hotter, and at this point it was hard to separate what was nerves, what was attraction, and what was just a natural part of the test. When I placed my hands on the table, I hoped Wilder wouldn’t notice how clammy they already were. Not the cutest thing in the world, that’s for sure. 

“Very good, everything seems to be in order,” Wilder said giving them a quick look. Whatever that was supposed to mean. “Now, I’m going to place my hands on yours. This whole process could take as quickly as a few seconds or as long as a few minutes. Maybe even longer in rare circumstances. It’s important in that time that we stay quiet and don’t look each other in the eye. The oculomancy results should be completely separate from the chiromancy results.” 

“Got it,” I said nervously, already wondering just how long we’d be essentially holding hands in silence. 

“Then let’s begin. Good luck, Nova.” 

Before I could even muster a “thanks” he laid his hands on top of mine. Immediately I could feel something. Was it magic? Hormones? No idea, but Wilder’s hands on mine sent a rush of energy through me that would make any girl shiver. I did my best to stay composed, keeping my head looking down toward the floor. 

I wasn’t sure what I should be thinking about. Obviously he was testing my demon powers in some way, but that was the last thing I could think about. I wondered how long the test would go on, or if he thought my hands were gross and sweaty. I for my part thought about how strong and manly his hands felt.

I didn’t even have a good way of telling how much time had passed. Thirty seconds could feel like thirty minutes when you were alone in a room with your dashingly handsome professor. 

Still, it felt like this was going long. At least several minutes must’ve passed. I didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Maybe I had so many powers that it was taking him extra long to observe all of them?

Fat chance of that.

“Okay,” he finally said. “The chiromancy test is completed.” 

“Did I pass?” I couldn’t help but immediately ask. 

There was that smile again. “It’s not that kind of test. This isn’t a pass or fail thing. And besides, we judge cumulatively rather than on a test-by-test basis. Remember, we’re trying to paint a fuller picture of who you are as a demon.”

But behind that smile, I could tell he was hiding something. That same intuition that could tell me whether somebody would fall for my three-card monte trick was telling me that Wilder wasn’t being totally upfront with me. 

Can I really trust my intuition at a time as tense as this? I wondered. 

“Next,” Wilder said, seeming eager to move on, “is the oculomancy test. Again, all this involves is silently staring into each other’s eyes. Try to be as still as possible and keep your thoughts clear. And try your best not to laugh. Apparently many students have a tendency to just start cracking up when they do this. This test can last up to an hour. I think that’s all you need to know.” 

“Perfect,” I said with as little emotion as possible. I knew I was exactly the type who might break out into laughter while a good-looking guy just looked at me for an hour, so I figured I’d get a head start on trying my damndest to rid myself of that tendency. 

“Then let’s begin.” 

Even though we were no longer touching, it became clear early on that this test was much more intimate. It felt like Wilder was looking into my soul, and for all I knew, maybe that’s what he was doing. I became very aware of my whole body. Did my hair look okay? Was I breathing too heavily? If this was going to go on for a while, I wanted to look my best for Wilder. 

He. Is. Your. Professor. I had to keep reminding myself. My entire future could hinge on these tests, and I was incredibly frustrated with myself for being too focused on if I looked cute enough. 

Wilder’s eyes seemed to shift colors as I looked into them. Nothing so drastic as Raines’s eyes, but just slight changes in tone. I wondered if mine were changing, too. 

I lost all sense of time. At one point, I was pretty sure I could sit there forever and die happy. And sure, it might sound ridiculous, but in that moment I felt that there would never be anybody in my whole life who I’d ever feel so close to again. I felt that Wilder somehow must be seeing a truer version of myself than anybody else had seen before. 

But slowly, I started to notice drastic changes. Wilder’s eyes became less friendly and inviting. They grew subtly darker. His face seemed different, as if it were an entirely different person I was looking at. My mind started to race. Was this all just part of the test? Or did this signal that something was going horribly wrong? 

“I don’t understand,” he suddenly said, breaking eye contact. His face looked totally normal once again. “It doesn’t make any sense.” 

His tone answered the question I asked myself a few seconds before. It seemed things had gone horribly wrong. 
“Did I fuck something up?” I asked shyly. 
“No, no, no,” he rushed to reply. “That was just...odd.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I just kept staring as if the test were still happening. 

“I don’t want you to worry,” Wilder said. “That’s the last thing I want. And I should be clear that this could just as easily be a mistake on my part. It’s my first time doing this after all. But, Nova...as far as I can tell, you have no powers. And that’s not to say that you definitely don’t have them—it’s just that, as best as I can tell, you don’t. But the possibility of you having powers hidden deep within that I’m just not skilled enough to see is far more likely than the possibility that we accidentally accepted a human into the academy.”

I gulped. “So what do we do now?” 

“Well, if we were following the rules, we’d both be required to immediately report this result to Dean Harlowe. You’d be pulled out of classes until we could find a way to prove definitively whether or not you actually belong here. It would be a gigantic headache.” He stopped and thought for a moment. “But in this case, I don’t think following the rules would be a good idea.” 

“What?” I asked, with an equal amount of confusion and shock. “Why?” 

“Because that wouldn’t do any good. Like I said, the chances that you don’t belong here are infinitesimal. I could easily be the one to blame here. If we report this, it’s just going to create major problems for both of us that almost undoubtedly end up being unnecessary. We just need more time to figure out what’s going on with you, and reporting this isn’t going to help with that.”

There was a hint of panic in his voice. I could tell that this was a much bigger deal than he was trying to make it out to be. 

“Maybe I belong at Elysium,” I wondered aloud. 

“Again, there’s a very small chance that could be,” he said. “But with sass and an attitude like yours? If you’re an angel, you’re the most demon-like one I’ve ever met.” He laughed, and it honestly made me feel a little better. I trusted him. “We’ll get through this, Nova. Just keep quiet about this for now, and I’m sure your powers will manifest in due time.” 

“I’ll make sure of it,” I said with newfound determination. “Because I’m not getting my ass kicked out of this place. No fucking way.” 
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Chapter Twelve
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In my previous life—because that’s what everything before Hades Academy was beginning to feel like—I was a pretty okay student. Sorting out my basic survival took precedence over studying, so I was never going to be at the top of my class, but I really did try my best. Secretly, I harbored dreams of doing well enough to get a scholarship to a half-decent college. Seeing as, ultimately, I wasn’t even able to graduate, that goal proved to be way too lofty. But here at Hades, I didn’t have to worry about any of the basic necessities. And with my future at the school in jeopardy, I decided to hit the books harder than ever before. 

“You keep falling asleep with a textbook open on your bed,” Morgan mentioned one morning at breakfast. “And I’m not judging you for it, mind you. But where’s this coming from?”

“I’m just finding all the material really interesting,” I said flatly. 

That much wasn’t exactly a lie. I did think we were learning some really cool stuff in class. But as much as I trusted Morgan and Teddy, I wasn’t ready to tell them about my exetasis. I couldn’t risk word of it getting around. I had this—perhaps not irrational—fear that anything I said aloud could be picked up on and used against me. You know, demon magic stuff.

“I’m still jealous you have pyromancy this semester,” Morgan said. “So much more exciting than my introductory runes class.” 

Teddy swallowed a giant gulp of oatmeal. “I love all of my classes!” 

“Even Remedial Latin?” I asked. 

“Sure. I’ve found working independently through the textbook to be very fulfilling. In fact, did you know there’s a Latin word for ‘elevator’? Cella scansoria.” 

“Cella scansoria, you say?” Morgan giggled. “Oh, Teddy. Never change.” 

I took a sip of coffee and cracked open my human history textbook. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I have a feeling Lattimore might hit us with a pop quiz today, so I just want to review some things before class.” 

“Maybe I had you pegged all wrong,” Morgan said. “I didn’t think you were the type to care so much about your grades.” 

I twisted just a little in my seat. “This just feels like a fresh start for me,” I said. “I don’t want to let it go to waste.” 

Again, I wasn’t lying. I just wasn’t telling the whole truth. If Morgan only knew, I’m sure she’d forgive me. 

“Well, if there is a pop quiz today, I’m royally screwed,” she said in her thick British accent. “The only thing I recall from yesterday’s lecture is that demons weren’t responsible for the Titanic. That’s a relief. God, I love that movie.” 

I was learning that Morgan had a very random assortment of human pop culture knowledge. Titanic? Sure, she knew it and loved it. Star Wars? Nope, she’d never even heard of it. I never knew what references I threw out that she’d pick up on. At one point she mentioned that one of her favorite songs of all time was “Who Let The Dogs Out?” and I almost doubled over in shock. 

“Of course the Titanic wasn’t a demon thing,” Teddy said defensively. “That was just poor engineering, plain and simple.” 

After downing another few pieces of toast, Morgan and I said our goodbyes to Teddy and headed to Lattimore’s class together, as was our ritual. 

“Who the bloody hell are these big boys?” exclaimed Morgan as we entered the Great Hall. 

It was clear who she was talking about. Several men who must’ve been at least six-foot-five were milling about. They wore dark black clothes like something out of a sci-fi movie and something that sort of looked like a demon take on sunglasses. And the looks on their faces projected a strong “don’t you dare fuck with us” vibe. 

“They look like demon cops or something,” I noted. “Or just beefy security guard types.” 

Morgan thought for a moment. “Senior prank. They must be planning something particularly nasty this year and the administration is trying to scare them out of it. I’d bet on it.” 

“Shit, I’m morbidly curious about how freaky a demon school senior prank could be.”

“Let’s just say that they often involve obscene amounts of pigs’ blood.” 

“Like in Carrie?” I instinctively asked. 

Morgan nodded excitedly. “Carrie times a thousand.” 

I mentally marked that down as another pop culture reference she understood. 

“This way’s closed,” one of the security guards reprimanded us when we tried to take our usual path to class. “You’ll have to take the long way around.” 

“They must be planning something bigger than usual this year,” Morgan said as we backtracked. “This is just nuts.” 

The hallways we needed to take to get to class were as crowded as a New York City subway at rush hour. We were having so much trouble squeezing through that I was genuinely afraid of my hair catching on fire from one of those blue-flamed torches. From the bits and pieces of conversation I could hear, the beefed up security was the number one topic on everybody’s mind. 

“Maybe somebody made a threat,” one voice wondered. 

“I hear a VIP is coming to visit,” another said. 

“They were sent here by Elyisum,” somebody boldly suggested, only to be met with laughs. 

Morgan just shook her head at everything we overheard. 

“I still say it’s a prank,” she insisted. “But I’ll try and do a little digging. Can’t let a good piece of gossip pass me by.” 

One of the security demons was even standing by the door to Lattimore’s room. Every time someone approached, his hand glowed blue, and he waved it up and down in front of them, and then in front of their bag, like demon TSA. His blank look reminded me of one of those guards who stands stone-faced in front of Buckingham Palace. 

“I can’t believe we have to do this,” Camilla said loudly, holding out her own black suede satchel for inspection. “This school has never not been secure. These days they’re letting just anyone in.” She glared in my direction, then batted her lashes up at the security demon. “I’d be sure to check hers.”

I worried for a moment that I was carrying something embarrassing, but unless there was something alarming about my copy of The Latin Language and You or a dry human history textbook, there wasn’t much he’d find of interest in my bag. I must have passed the whatever-detector test, because he motioned for me to enter.

“Quite the commotion today, yes?” Lattimore said as we took our seats. “And before any of you ask, Dean Harlowe assures me there is nothing for you to worry about. The presence of the kyrioi does not imply any kind of breach of security.”

I had no idea what that word meant, and Lattimore must have seen it on my face, because he continued smoothly.

“A kyrios, for those who don’t know, is a demon trained particularly in the art of protecting his fellow demons. Or her—that would make her a kyria. Normally, you’ll only see them in crucially high-security areas—for instance, around the relics, on a day when the school is open to visitors—but regardless, nothing to worry about.

“Now, today we’re due to discuss Rasputin, a demon who may have had more impact on the course of human events in the 20th century than any other—for the worse.” 

Camilla’s hand shot up. 

“Yes, Ms. de Locke,” he called right away, as if he’d already been expecting her to make a comment.

“Rasputin was one of the greatest demons who ever lived,” Camilla spat out. “And I don’t think I’m alone when I say that I’m tired of hearing him slandered. My parents are very important, as you may know, and they would hate to hear that my professor is saying such nasty things about a hero.” 

“Thank you very much for your insights, Ms. de Locke,” he said cheerfully before launching into his lecture. You really had to appreciate the extent to which he didn’t take that bitch’s bait. 

Every class for the rest of the day continued to have a kyrios stationed at the door. Some entire hallways were blocked, and we had to take the long, winding way through back corridors to get to our classrooms. Even Remedial Latin—a class consisting of just Teddy and me—was subject to the extra security. Because if something bad was going down at Hades Academy, you were sure to find it in the class with the girl who might not have any powers, a nice boy who was obsessed with elevators, and a sleeping professor who was older than dirt.

“Maybe it’s just a coincidence, but ever since the kyrioi showed up, I’ve had this bad feeling,” Teddy said, once it seemed Stultior had fallen asleep. 

“Yeah,” I agreed. “They seem like total cops, and let’s just say I haven’t had great experiences with the law in the past.” 

“But from what you’ve told me weren’t you doing things that were”—he lowered his voice even more—”illegal?”

I’d shown Morgan and Teddy my three-card monte trick in the common room the other night, just for fun, really, but they’d gone crazy for it. I guess human “magic” was pretty entertaining if you’d grown up with people shooting flames out of their eyeballs or whatever. I’d promised Teddy I’d teach him the technique.

“That’s beside the point, Teddy.” I glanced around the classroom. It was as still and lifeless as usual, but something felt different. The air felt charged somehow. If I weren’t almost assuredly devoid of demon powers, I’d say that there was some kind of presence. “They creep me out, regardless.”

“I dunno...” Teddy looked hesitant. “It’s more than that. I feel almost nauseous. And my head is killing me.”

I frowned. “Are you sick? Getting a migraine?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s different. Although...you know, it’s probably just the exetasis,” Teddy said, almost reading my mind. “How was yours?”

I tried to figure out how to answer this question without seeming either power-free or completely hot for teacher. I settled for “Awkward.”

“Oh, God, mine too.” Teddy pushed his glasses up his nose. “I have Professor Stewart—I think she teaches Ancient Sumerian or something?—and she was super strict about it. Like sit up straight, yes ma’am and no ma’am, the whole bit. I felt like I was going to fail just for breathing wrong.”

“Jesus. She sounds like she was five seconds away from hauling you off into her sex dungeon,” I said, which made Teddy blush. “But your results were...normal?”

Teddy looked surprised. “I mean, so far as I know. Why do you ask?”

Heat crept up my neck. Could he tell that I was abnormal? “No reason. Or, because maybe the kyrioi have something to do with it...”

I trailed off, hoping Teddy would elaborate with whatever knowledge about these guys he, as an actual demon, might have.

From the desk, Professor Stultior snorted in his sleep.

Nope—nowhere.

“Who’s doing yours again?” Teddy asked.

“W—Professor Frost,” I said, catching myself just in time. “He’s fine, I guess. It’s just the whole process is bizarre.” 

I was officially not focusing on Latin, as fascinating as translating “The centurion thrusts his sword into the lion” was. Why we couldn’t learn something simple like “can I have a cup of coffee?” I had no idea. Maybe Ancient Rome didn’t have Starbucks. 

There was too much weird stuff going on at once—weird unusual, not just general weird. I’d had to recalibrate my definition of “weird” considerably since I’d come here. Something was fishy. Lattimore had said the kyrioi didn’t usually just hang around except to protect the relics, or whatever, and that made sense. Because after all, demons shouldn’t need security—I mean, we’re powerful supernatural beings, right? Was there anything more dangerous than demons?

Did we have enemies?

The thought sent a chill down my spine. I didn’t like not knowing whether I was in danger or not. In my previous life—my human life—the worst situations were when I thought I was completely safe, only to get jumped or groped or nearly drugged. If you knew what the danger was, you were at least one step towards fighting back and escaping. But if you didn’t know what the danger was, or if you didn’t know there was danger, you were fucked.

And if people like Camilla were painting a target on my back when I was already under scrutiny, I’d have to shut that shit down.

“I’ll be right back,” I told Teddy. His head jerked up from his textbook, where he’d been mouthing centurio gladium in leone trudit as he read.

“What? Where are you going?” He glanced at our sleeping professor. “We’re in the middle of class, Nova!”

Teddy actually didn’t look so hot that day—his hair was sticking in more directions than usual, and his skin looked pretty pale. The stress must really be getting to him.

Still, I rolled my eyes. “I’m allowed to have a bathroom break, aren’t I? Come on, if he wakes up—and that’s a big if—just tell him I ran to the ladies’.”

Teddy narrowed his eyes. “But you’re not going to the ladies’.”

I sighed. “Don’t worry about it, Teddy. Worry about the poor lion getting skewered by the centurion.”

“But—”

But I was already up and out of my desk.

Yeah, it was probably a huge risk to sneak out of class when I’d already gotten some weird test results and didn’t have any powers that could protect me in case...whatever got me. But I had to find out. If only to prove to Camilla that increased security had nothing to do with me and my “impure lineage” or whatever. Maybe it was petty, but I didn’t like being blamed for shit that wasn’t my fault.

I stuck my head out of the door first, just to make sure the coast was clear. It was. The hallway (which was really more of a corridor in this part of the school) was empty and cool. I pushed the door the rest of the way open and stepped out.

Demon magic might be something I was still getting the hang of, but sneaking around? A Nova Donovan classic. I crept down the corridor almost silently, heel-toeing my Docs on the flagstones, ears pricked for the slightest sound of life. 

At the end of the corridor—the opposite way that Teddy and I had come—the passageway came to an end in a round, tower-like space that opened up through a large archway. I’d never been down this far, wasn’t even sure where I was in the grand scheme of Hades Academy, but I had to admit, I was majorly intrigued.

Not least because I could hear voices.

Not, like, supernatural voices—that, in this case, would actually be a positive sign—but just low, conversational voices. Male. 

Now, Morgan may have been the one who was 100% that bitch, but I was also admittedly pretty nosy. If these were some kyrioi talking, I wanted to hear it.

I crept closer, so that I was just behind the lip of the archway, as close to the chamber as I could be without being in it.

“—and could tell she did not look very happy before the history class. About security and everything.”

I was jumping in to eavesdrop mid-conversation, so context was key, and this voice was low and smooth, with an accent that reminded me of the guy I used to buy pierogies from out of a silver lunch cart. But, like, sexier.

“None of us are happy, mate,” came another voice. Warmer, though just as deep, the accent rounder and softer. “Hardly makes her a suspect.”

“No one said suspect. I only mean we must be careful. Watch everyone.”

“Well, if she’s the one I have to watch—”

There was a soft thump, as if one of them had bro-punched the other. Maybe kyrioi were just the frat boys of the demon world. Which would make them a lot like cops, come to think of it.

“Be serious,” the first voice said, cool and smooth as ever. “Someone will get to them eventually if this keeps up. Might end up being her.”

“So what, you just want to—”

“Stop.”

They both stopped, along with what felt like my heart. Before I could react, let alone move, two figures swept out of the room.

“Show yourself, whoever you are!” called one of them.

Well, fuck. There was no way this was going to end well, and the curved outside of the wall wasn’t going to hide me for long. Hopefully demon detention didn’t suck.

I came out from my listening spot, resisting the urge to put my hands up in surrender. But as soon as I did, my stomach dropped. It wasn’t two kyrioi; it was Collum and Aleksandr, AKA two-thirds of the Infernal Three.

Was it weird that my first reaction was disappointment that Raines wasn’t there?

I shook the feeling off. Aleksandr’s face was alive with fury, but when he moved, Collum grabbed his elbow.

“Easy, mate. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“She was listening,” Aleksandr said. Up close, his eyes were intensely blue, to the point where I wondered if he was casting some spell on me when he stared at me. A light layer of blonde stubble covered his chin, his upper lip curled. “She’s a spy.”

“A spy?” I said, folding my arms. “For who? I’m not exactly in cahoots with anyone popular or powerful, in case you haven’t noticed.”

Aleksandr shook himself out of Collum’s grip.

“We know,” Collum said, giving Aleksandr a look. “He’s told—”

Aleksandr cut him off. “We want nothing to do with you.”

“The feeling is mutual,” I said. “Trust me.”

“Then what were you doing out here?”

“I could ask the same of you,” I shot back. 

“Look, let’s just leave it,” Collum said, his deep voice gentle. I couldn’t help but notice how pleasingly broad-shouldered he was, like he’d grown up playing one of those traditional Irish field sports that involved a lot of aggression. “Nova, just go.”

“But—” Aleksandr and I said at the same time.

Overhead, the “class is over” bell rang its ominous bong bong bong.

I shut my mouth. I needed to sprint if I was going to be back in my seat by the time Stultior regained full consciousness. “Fine.”

“Fine,” Aleksandr practically snarled.

“Great,” Collum said. “And Nova?”

I whirled around, my curls hitting me in the face. “What? I have to go.”

Collum jogged to close the distance between us.

“Don’t tell Raines about this,” he said.

“Okay?” I said, perplexed. It wasn’t like Raines and I were having regular heart-to-hearts, or anything. “Why?”

“Just...” Collum pursed his lips. “Just don’t. He won’t like knowing we saw you without him.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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For the rest of the day and into the next morning, I was almost completely confident I’d gotten away with cutting class.

Then I was summoned to Dean Harlowe’s office.

Literally.

At Hades Academy, it turned out, getting called to the principal’s office wasn’t a “hear your name over a loudspeaker and do a walk of shame” kind of thing. It was way more instantaneous. There I was, sitting in the refectory with Morgan and Teddy, and the next thing I knew my vision was going red and blurry and a mega-gust of hot air like a super-powered subway grate blasted over my body from below. I blinked, and then I was at the door that led to Dean Harlowe’s office.

“Jesus Christ,” I said, pressing my palm to my forehead to stop what felt like the mother of all ice cream headaches. 

“Nova?”

I looked up, and blinked again, still kind of dizzy. The door opened, and Dean Harlowe’s form materialized in front of me, and I briefly wondered if it was against the rules to take the Lord’s name in vain in front of a teacher, or if demons even cared about that kind of thing.

“Yes,” I said, blinking and blinking and finally getting my bearings. “Sorry. That was just—”

“I apologize,” she said. “It can be quite destabilizing the first few times. I promise we only summon you when it’s absolutely necessary.” She motioned for me to enter, and I did.

If that was supposed to be reassuring, it super wasn’t. The dizzy feeling was replaced with a genuine nausea in the pit of my stomach. I wondered if Teddy had been sick and I’d caught whatever bug he had.

“So...why is it....necessary, then?” I said slowly, walking into her office on decidedly unsteady legs. If I was in trouble, then I wanted to tread as lightly as possible. Explanations for cutting class flashed through my brain. Got lost looking for a water fountain. Needed more parchment. Needed a tampon. Needed—

“Please, sit.” She gestured at the weird black vine-chair that had appeared in front of her desk like the first day I was here. “Gentlemen, thank you.”

I whirled around. Two kyrioi had been standing on either side of her door the whole time. But at Dean Harlowe’s command, they flicked out of view, their dark coats fanning out behind them. Maybe they didn’t look like human cops, but the chilly, stabbing feeling they produced in me felt awfully similar.

“Sit,” Dean Harlowe said again.

I was still staring after the kyrioi.

“I spoke with Professor Frost yesterday,” Dean Harlowe said, her voice firmer. “Now, please sit.”

Shit.

I sat.

“Oh,” I said. I’d almost forgotten that I’d had that long, intense, probably-a-total-bust exetasis with Wilder. Except, come to think of it, I hadn’t forgotten that he said he’d keep it a secret. But nope—he’d totally squealed. I balled my hand into a fist. It wouldn’t surprise me if he had a sadistic streak. Not that I was into that. I mean, I could make exceptions, but—

“You’re not in any sort of trouble,” Dean Harlowe said. “I feel I should make that clear.”

Not in trouble yet, I added mentally.

“But I felt that perhaps this would be a good time to, well, check in with you.” She folded her hands on her desk. Her lipstick today was an impressive purple-black, with killer cut-crease eyes to match. If there was some kind of demon magic that gave you perfect makeup, then I wanted to learn it.

“Check in?” I couldn’t help but feel that there were strings attached to this little heart-to-heart. Dean Harlowe didn’t at all seem like the warm and fuzzy, tell-me-your-feelings type. Which I respected the hell out of, to be honest.

“This is all—understandably—overwhelming for you, I’m sure,” Dean Harlowe continued smoothly. “We take our students’ welfare very seriously here at Hades.”

I swiveled my gaze around to the door again. Empty. The MiBs were gone.

“No kidding,” I muttered.

“What was that?”

I decided to just go for it. “What’s with the heavies?” I said, before I could stop myself. The effects of the summoning had clearly worn off.

Dean Harlowe raised an eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?”

“The...” I waved my hand back behind me. “The kyrioi.” 

Dean Harlowe pursed her inky lips, then smiled. “That’s nothing for you to worry about,” she said smartly. “I can assure you.”

“But this isn’t...I mean, it’s not typical for the school to have guards, right? We’re demons. What is there for us to be afraid of?”

“Additional protection is...occasionally necessary.”

My mind flew back to the conversation I’d overheard in the hallway, between Collum and Aleksandr. What had they said? 

Didn’t look happy about security. 

Doesn’t make her a suspect. 

Might be her. 

There was one person I’d noticed being unhappy about security, and that was because she’d made sure everyone noticed her.

Camilla.

Of course.

“Is something wrong with one of the students?” My voice rang out high and clear. “Is someone planning something?”

“Nova.” Dean Harlowe’s voice was tart. “You’d do well to take me at my word that there is nothing for you to worry about. Understood?”

Not at fucking all, I wanted to say. But all I did was nod. I was already on Camilla’s bad side, and if being on that bad side proved dangerous, I didn’t want to have the administration pissed off at me too.

“Now,” Dean Harlowe said, patting the back of her hair, “as I was saying, your well-being is important to us. And Professor Frost mentioned that you seemed unusually anxious about your exetasis.”

“Anxious?” Maybe Wilder hadn’t squealed. Or not entirely.

“Which is perfectly normal,” Dean Harlowe cut in. “But he figured, given your atypical background for a Hades student, that perhaps—”

“Perhaps it had something to do with my being half-human?” I said. Dean Harlowe blinked her badass eyes. Then she sighed.

“Nova, I understand that your life has been difficult. Living life as a half-demon is never easy, of course, but your experience seems to have been...unduly stressful. But I want you to understand that you’re here now to be as ordinary a student as can be. Yes, you’re here to study hard, and to learn all you can, but the totality of your Hades experience does not end with your schooling. You have...friends, I hope?”

“Yes,” I said, truthfully. “They’re awesome. Well, weird, but awesome.”

That got her to smile, and I felt a little glow of pride. “I’m happy to hear that. Fellowship with other supernaturals is so important for your personal and demonological growth. You’re looking forward to the ball, I trust?”

“Everybody keeps mentioning it, but I have no idea what to expect.”

“I do so enjoy our annual festivities with the students of Elysium Academy,” Dean Harlowe said. “Yes, it may seem frivolous, I suppose, but we firmly believe that fraternization among supernaturals is crucial to establishing the bonds that undergird the balance of the universe.” Her mouth hardened to a thin line. “One of the few things Dean Serathiel and I agree upon.”

“So it’s basically demon prom, right?”

Dean Harlowe’s lips narrowed even tighter. “You could say so.”

“Sweet.” 

The corners of her mouth twitched.

“My point is, Nova, that the last thing that I want is for you to feel isolated,” she said. “This is your home now. Hades and its people are where you belong.”

I had almost a half-second of believing her before I remembered my first exetasis. And the fact that I had no powers. And that Camilla quite possibly wanted to murder me not only socially but literally, in a ball-of-fire sense.

“Dean Harlowe,” I said carefully. “Can I ask you a question? Not about the bouncers in black suits.”

She puckered her lips, then relaxed. “Of course.”

“Is there any way to, you know...besides class, of course, and I’m studying really hard, but to like...practice?” I swallowed. There was no easy way to get information about how to be a better demon—or any kind of demon at all—without copping to the fact that my demon skills currently sucked to the point of nonexistence. “It’s just...it feels like so many of the other students have a leg up, having grown up as demons, and known all of this stuff for so long...”

I trailed off. Dean Harlowe frowned, tapping her chin.

“Practice, you say? Well, I’d say that you can certainly work on your physical fitness if you’re having trouble with combat sk—”

“That’s fine,” I said hurriedly. The last thing I wanted to do was run extra laps. I wasn’t exactly an “exercise regularly” kind of person. “I think I’m doing okay on that front.”

“I see. Well, beyond that, I’d recommend working on your mental state. Reducing stress, and so on. Channeling can be quite revelatory if done properly.”

“Channeling?”

“It’s something like meditation, you could say—simply sitting quietly, opening your mind, waiting for what insights and power may flow through you. But unlike human meditation, the ultimate effects can be much...stronger.”

“So I just sit down, close my eyes, and think?” There had to be some kind of catch.

“In essence, yes. In practice, there’s more to it than that, but you’ll most likely want to start small.” Dean Harlowe smiled. “It’s most effective under moonlight, I’ve found.”

I bit back a sigh. Why did everything demon-related have to be best done in the dead of night? I was starting to feel seriously sleep-deprived.

“Okay,” I said. “Thanks.” Hopefully I hadn’t given up too much about my total lack of ability to do...anything. Especially if Wilder wasn’t telling the dean the whole truth. “Is there anything else?”

Dean Harlowe went to shake her head, then stopped. “You don’t...I hate to be indelicate, Nova, but you don’t happen to know more about your possible demon parentage?”

“No,” I said. “As far as I knew, up until recently, I was 100% human New Yorker.”

“I see.” Dean Harlowe rose from her desk. “I only ask because, well, our demon community is usually fairly tight-knit. To have a half-demon appear almost as if out of nowhere is, while not unheard of, a bit surprising. I wondered if we might be able to make any family connections for you.”

Unbidden, my heart sprang to my throat, followed by a wash of guilt over my whole body. I’d only thought about my mom a few times since I’d arrived at Hades. Not that I thought she was a demon, but honestly, I’d take any clue, any hint towards where she was or who she really was. 

But I’d been trying most of my life to find her. And not to slag on demon magic, but I was pretty sure that if someone like my mom wanted to disappear, she could make it happen without a lot of trouble.

“Yeah,” I said. “I don’t think so. But thanks anyway.”

“Of course.” Dean Harlowe waved a hand, conjuring what looked like a glowing, ethereal sundial in the air in front of her. “I won’t keep you longer, then. You’re dismissed.”

“Thanks,” I said, and turned to leave. Then I realize I didn’t know how I was supposed to leave. “So, do I just walk out, or...”

I left the office—the normal way—and was barely two steps from the door when a firecracker-like SNAP sounded in front of me. I flattened to the wall, heart pounding as if I was under gunfire.

There, materializing in a cloud of red smoke like the one that had dumped me here, were the Infernal Three.

My heart rate skyrocketed again. If Collum and Aleksandr were surprised to see me, they didn’t show it. I guess the secrecy of our run-in in the hallway was going to go both ways. Raines, meanwhile, looked nakedly furious. That, I could understand. This summoning thing was way more intense than necessary.

Collum smiled, and even a hint of amusement flickered over Aleksandr’s chiseled face. Raines, though, was unreadable as he’d ever been. His gaze, though, was fixed on me. Could he tell that I was keeping something from him? Not like “talking to his friends for like five minutes” was a huge secret, and not like he and I were even close enough that keeping secrets was a big deal. 

Then again, he had been summoned here just like I was, and I was desperately curious to know why.

“Go on in,” Raines said, before anyone else could speak. “I want to talk to Nova.”

Collum and Aleksandr shared a brief look, but passed by me with just a nod and slipped into Dean Harlowe’s door.

“What are you doing here?” I hissed, before I could think better of it. The hallway leading out of Dean Harlowe’s office, to the top of her winding stairs, was narrow, and Raines and I were practically pressed up against each other.

I didn’t hate it.

“Why do you think? We broke the rules.” Raines flickered a smile that faded too fast. “Here to get a ceremonial slap on the wrist, presumably.”

“Really?”

“For the first offense, yes,” he said. “After that, it gets worse.”

Neither of us said anything for what felt like a long moment, but was probably only a few seconds.

“Do you know how infuriating you are?” Raines said. I jerked my gaze up to meet his golden eyes.

“What? Infuriating?”

“You heard me,” Raines practically spat it. “Is this what half-humans are like? Just breaking rules and wandering around where they don’t belong?”

“Hey,” I said, “last I heard, you were the one here for breaking rules.”

“Sure, and your visit to Harlowe had nothing to do with your cutting class? Yeah, Col and Aleks told me. You thought they wouldn’t?”

The skin of my neck flushed. 

“You can’t do that,” Raines said, his eyes flashing. The knot of his tie was slightly loose, his jaw tense. “Do you have any idea what kind of danger you could be in?”

“As a matter of fact,” I said, “I don’t. Harlowe just told me it was something I shouldn’t worry about.”

Raines looked smugly satisfied. “Well, that’s good.”

“Why? Is that information reserved for just the Infernal Three?” I snapped. “Come on. The kyrioi and everything? Something’s not right. I may be half-human”—I drew the words out with contempt—”but I know when something’s wrong. I can always sense when things are wrong.”

Instead of answering, Raines grabbed my wrist.

Instantly, I felt my pulse skitter under his touch. His palm was cool and steady in a way that was as reassuring as it was totally unnerving. I wanted to yank away, and at the same time, I wanted him to tighten his grip and hold me there.

With a single, deft movement, he flipped my hand out flat, and I splayed my fingers almost obediently. 

He studied my hand, almost the same way as Wilder had, but not as gently or patiently, like he was looking for something specific. 

The door creaked, and Collum stuck his head out. “Raines—”

Raines almost shoved my wrist back towards my chest.

“What the hell?” I said. 

“Sun line,” Raines said simply, as if I was going to understand that. I balled my fist up against the front of my school blouse. “Did Harlowe—” His eyes flashed back to the door. “Col, I’ll be right there.”

Collum disappeared, and Raines wheeled on me.

“Look, Harlowe’s lying to you. Or she’s not telling you the whole truth.” The ember ignited in his gaze. “So just...don’t do anything stupid.”

“What?”

“Just promise me you won’t.”

Before I could think or say anything further, the smoke enveloped me, and I was gone. The last thing I saw was a pair of red eyes.
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Chapter Fourteen
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“God, I love shopping.” 

Morgan was practically bouncing as we walked. It was a crisp, clear day, close to mid-November now, and we were headed down a pathway that led from the school building proper to what I’d learned was the demonic town hub, a little village called Westrock.

“It’s been featured in a few Washington Irving stories,” Teddy had told me. “The Catskills are a long-acknowledged location for mystery. Even humans recognize it.”

“And here I was thinking it was just a hot vacation destination for old people,” I’d muttered.

We walked slowly—strolled, really—and breathed in the fall air with its hints of smoke and pine. It occurred to me that I hadn’t left the campus since I’d arrived. Sure, we’d gone outside to study or hang out in the cloister, and there were outdoor hallways connecting some of the classrooms, and even a small patio off the giant refectory window arcade heated by a small wall of golden fire that kept it at a balmy sixty-eight degrees regardless of season, but I hadn’t been OUT out. And now, ordinary nature felt weirder than anything I’d seen in the semester so far.

“Ordinarily, I would’ve packed something for the ball from home,” Morgan went on. “But then I figured, why tie myself down to an outfit before I can get a read on what everyone else will be wearing?”

“So you can blend in?” Teddy said.

“So I can be as extra as possible.” Morgan rolled her eyes. “Honestly. Men.”

I snorted into the thick uniform scarf that was wrapped around my neck. It was a Saturday, so casual wear was permitted, and I’d gone back to my trusty combo of long-sleeved thermal, jeans, and my Docs. That, plus a slim but warm black peacoat that magically appeared in our dorm armoire, made for a pretty decent fall outfit.

I still didn’t know what to make of Raines’s warning. If Dean Harlowe was lying to me about some kind of danger, there wasn’t really any way I could find out anything more. After my run-in with the Infernal Three—well, the Infernal Two-Thirds—during Latin, I wasn’t about to try to sneak out of class and do sleuthing on my own. I half-wanted to bring it up with Morgan and Teddy, but I was almost positive they wouldn’t know any more than I would.

Besides, nothing was getting worse. Yes, the kyrioi were still stationed throughout the school, and had even saluted us as we passed through the gates on our way to Westrock, but they were quickly becoming just another weird thing about demon school that I had to take in stride.

So I decided to let myself be distracted.

“What do people wear to this ball, anyway?” I could picture anything from Ren Faire–style getups to prom dresses to badass tailored suits for all genders. “Are there special demon, like...outfits?”

“Nothing too different from human formalwear,” Morgan said, leaves crunching under her Chuck Taylors. “Suits for the guys, and dresses for the girls—maybe a jumpsuit if you’re feeling really daring. The big requirement is the colors. We all wear black or red. Maroon, maybe. Burgundy, eh, you’re pushing it. Pink, don’t even try it. Ditto gray—don’t get too light.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What’s with the coordination? Are we all going to be bridesmaids or something?”

Now it was Morgan’s turn to snort. “Hardly. It’s to distinguish us from the precious angels of Elysium.”

That’s right. We were going to be hanging out with our goody-two-shoes compatriots from Elysium Academy. I had to admit, I was pretty intrigued. I’d never met a guardian angel before, and after weeks of demons, I was dying to know the difference. For starters: wings or no wings?

“We’ve been over this, they prefer to be called guardians,” Teddy said, his breath fogging the lenses of his glasses. 

“Well, I prefer to call them whatever I want,” Morgan sassed back, giving me a look. “Trust me, Nova, once you meet them, you’ll feel the bloody same.”

I said nothing, remembering how Teddy mentioned he was nearly sent there. And even if that hadn’t been the case for one of my friends, it felt weird to slag on what were effectively our colleagues in this whole fight against Chaos thing. I decided to change the subject.

“How’re you feeling, Teddy?” He still looked pretty pale—but then again, that wasn’t super different from his normal state of being.

Teddy gave a broad smile. “Oh, much better. It’s weird, I felt like I was at death’s door, and now I’m like, super energized.”

Morgan nodded smartly. “You go to the sick ward for thistle tea? Toldja.”

“I didn’t—”

“—and once we get you in a fancy suit, you’ll look like a million bucks.” Morgan grinned.

That made me realize something. “Wait, what do we use for money?”

“Nova Donovan,” Morgan chastised me, “I love you, but your obsession with money is so human. The demon world isn’t nearly as concerned with such things.” 

“Meaning?” 

“Hades Academy will cover everything for the ball, dear. The shopkeepers know the deal. They’re used to getting this rush of students every year.” 

“They take this whole thing very seriously,” Teddy chimed in. “Harmony between Hades and Elysium is important.”

“You mean showing off,” Morgan said with a sniff. “Which is fine by me. If school pride dictates wearing a bomb-ass gown that Hades is underwriting, then consider me extremely full of school spirit.”

We reached the edge of the village, which looked like something out of a fairy tale or a Disney movie. Just a quaint little town, with adorable cottages, cobblestone streets, and people smiling and going about their days: shopping bags, balancing various packages, even a guy with a long loaf of bread under his arm. You could practically hear the song Belle sings at the beginning of Beauty and the Beast. 

I was still a city girl through and through, but I had to admit, this looked pretty damn ideal. It seemed like the kind of place a rich demon family might go for a relaxing vacation. There was even an earthy smell I couldn’t quite put my finger on that made the whole place seem even more inviting. 

“Well, ain’t this just the most pleasant looking damn place in the universe,” I said as we walked into the town square. 

There were plenty of other Hades students already milling about the town as we walked down the first block. Some were hanging out by a giant ebony fountain (shaped, rather jarringly, like a pentagram), eating a variety of demon delicacies that I still didn’t quite have the taste for (sorry not sorry if mouth-twistingly sour tarts with a bitter nightshade aftertaste weren’t my thing), while others were going from store to store carrying loads of bags. 

“Is there any reason we don’t just come here all the time?” I asked. 

“The townies don’t...love the Hades students,” Teddy said. “They don’t dislike us necessarily, but they wouldn’t like it if we were here all the time.”

Something told me he spoke from experience. “Did you get in trouble, Ted? Does one of the shops have a photo of your face up with DO NOT SERVE THIS MAN underneath?”

Teddy blushed, but Morgan cackled. “It’s true. Hades and Westrock have a bit of a strange relationship. Sort of like a human college town—sure, the kids can spend all their school dollars here, but we can also make a right heap of things.”

“I didn’t make a heap of anything,” Teddy muttered. “It was one antique mirror—”

“I’m sure it was fine,” I reassured him, a breeze gusting its way through the threads of my scarf, which I pulled tighter. Honestly, it was hard to imagine Teddy doing any kind of serious damage to anything. He just didn’t have it in him.

“Point is, ultimately it’s better to just come here for necessities every once in a while rather than make a habit of it. Plus, humans do come here on occasion, believe it or not, completely unaware that most of the residents are supernatural. The residents here actually kind of like having them around, and they’d prefer that immature demon students don’t scare them off.”

For a little village, there looked to be at least three different boutiques and vintage stores to explore. 

“So I’m thinking we’ll start the shopping trip over at Prodigialis,” decided Morgan, tapping a finger against her chin. “I’ve heard lots about them, and it sounds like they have just the most decadent stuff. And I want—no, need—my dress to be something those Elysium students will remember.” 

Teddy and I just nodded and agreed, resigned to the fact that Morgan was the one dictating this little adventure in retail. Which I was fine with. I hadn’t a literal clue about what I’d wear to the ball, and I couldn’t imagine Teddy was much of a fashionista either. In fact, I made a mental note to make sure that we wouldn’t let Teddy return to Hades having bought a suit too big for him. 

When we walked into Prodigialis, I was taken aback by the sheer variety of wild-ass clothes on the racks. I remember one time walking by Bryant Park in Manhattan when it must have been Fashion Week, when giant white tents were up everywhere and flashbulbs firing like crazy, and passing a flock of models in bold silk dresses that swirled around their bodies like corkscrews, floor-sweeping sleeves that were easily longer than the dress itself, and full-face masks that smoothed their head out into a pelt of sequins. But the stuff in Prodigialis was beyond even the most outlandish Alexander McQueen. They had everything from dresses made of peacock feathers to suits tailored in sleek black fur to a woman’s evening wrap that I swear to God was made of nothing but gray smoke. Even for Morgan’s taste, some of this stuff was a few steps beyond extra. And it was packed to the brim, with hardly an inch of space not taken up by one thing or another.

“Just look at all of this!” exclaimed Morgan. “Absolutely brilliant!” 

As we browsed the aisles, Morgan made her opinion on everything known: “too big,” “too small,” “too slutty,” “not slutty enough,” “a little basic,” “a touch too garish,” and on and on. 

The truth was that fashion wasn’t something I’d ever thought much about. I wouldn’t even have known that one show was Alexander McQueen if the guy’s name hadn’t been splashed all over the step-and-repeats. I did always care about looking good and dressing nicely, but the harsh reality was that I didn’t have much of a choice about what I wore. Usually I was just stuck with hand-me-downs from one of the foster families, including, memorably, a nightgown that Foster Sister #3 claimed was a sundress and earned me a week’s worth of taunts when I wore it to school. My trusted pair of Docs were the only item of clothing that I actually had any real affection for, and I’d been lucky to score them in a thrift shop. 

“Sounds like you hate everything here,” Teddy observed, hands in his pockets. 

“Oh no!” Morgan corrected him. “I love all of it! This is just how ladies shop, isn’t that right, Nova?” 

“I’m with Teddy on this one,” I said. “Not much of a shopper myself.” 

She ignored us and continued flipping through rack after rack, while Teddy and I stared at her as if we were observing some sort of wild animal in its natural habitat. 

“How long do you think this is going to take?” Teddy whispered. 

“There’s really no telling,” I said. “But it feels like asking her that question might not be a great idea for either of us. She’d be liable to tear our heads off.” 

Teddy looked around. “There’s no way I’m buying anything from this place. No way at all.” 

“It’s not really my scene either. I’m gonna give her another twenty minutes, and if she still hasn’t made any decisions before that then I say we both head to another one of these stores.” 

“Deal.” 

“You sure you don’t like that fur suit?” I joked. “I think the bear look could work for you.” 

We continued to mind our own business, until Morgan suddenly exclaimed, “this is the one!”

She was holding a ballgown. A jet-black skirt poured from the waist in soft, shining folds that moved so gently they looked like they were made of oil. But that wasn’t even the most impressive part: the straps were individual gems—black, of course—but not, you know, attached to anything. They were just a thin row of gleaming stones, suspending one above another, and curtaining out into an elaborate similarly suspended web that covered the back.

Teddy let out a low whistle.

“Well,” I said. “You’re definitely gonna make an impression, that’s for damn sure.” 
“That’s the idea,” Morgan said, whirling around with the dress. 
“What is that, illusion lace?” I squinted. Morgan let go of the bodice, and the dress just...stood there, next to her, because of course it did.

I blinked. “So are you gonna try it on?”

“Are you crazy?” she asked, genuinely taken aback. “I just know this is the right one. What’s the use of trying it on? It’s perfect. Besides, if somebody spotted me in it, the surprise would be ruined.” 

Even the woman at the front counter seemed taken aback by Morgan’s choice, which was saying a lot given her own personal style—she was wearing a blouse that lay across her torso in giant slashes of fabric that shifted from leopard print to green polka dots as she moved. No idea how. 

“Remember,” the saleslady told Morgan, “we don’t accept returns on any items selected for the ball.” 

“I would never return this,” Morgan assured her. “I want to die in this dress.”

Tasting fresh air again after far too much time spent in that cramped little shop was nicer than I could’ve imagined.

“Let’s head somewhere a bit more...simple,” I suggested. 

Morgan sighed. “And here I was thinking you were edgy! 

“Oh, I’m totally edgy,” I said. “But I’m afraid I have to tell you that most of the stuff back there was only edgy if you think that means the same thing as ugly.” 

She didn’t have a comeback for that one. And I have to admit, there was something kind of enjoyable about bickering with Morgan when she was in her full-on that bitch mode. It was all in good fun. 
Most of the other students were coming in and out of a much larger store with a big modern-looking sign that said FIERY LEWKS. It was obvious this was the more mainstream shop as compared to the oddball weirdness of Prodigialis. But mainstream was relative, of course—the clothes in the window weren’t screaming “nice normal homecoming queen.”
Much to Morgan’s chagrin, we made that our next destination. My gametime strategy was to find something simple and elegant, but obviously also a touch sexy. Morgan was right—my personal style probably was a bit more “edgy,” however you want to define that, but I’d never truly gotten the chance to play dress up before, and as cheesy as it was, I wanted to look pretty. Not for Wilder or Raines—or, hell, any half-decent dude angels who might be at the ball—but for myself. 
I fucking deserved that much.

Even if I knew telling myself I deserved something made me pathetic.

As if to drive that point home, no sooner had we entered the store than I caught sight of a flash of blonde hair.

“Shit,” I whispered.

Camilla and the bitch squad didn’t seem to see us at first. I yanked a clueless Teddy by the elbow and managed to hide him behind a rack of spiky black heels. Morgan had already drifted off to look at accessories. Teddy gave me a bug-eyed look, and I shot visual daggers in the direction of Camilla.

“Oh, no,” Teddy said—loudly. That was enough to get Camilla’s attention. I mentally smacked my forehead.

“Well, well, well, look who we have here.”

Was there something in the mean-girl playbook that mandated she talk like a bad movie character? I couldn’t help but roll my eyes.

“Yes, Camilla. It’s absolutely shocking that on our school’s day off, we end up at one of three stores in the only town everyone goes to.”

Camilla’s mouth puckered. “There’s no need to be a bitch, Nova.”

“Say that in the mirror,” I said, gesturing to an oval-shaped frame that shone on the wall behind her.

Camilla opened her mouth, but instead of wheeling on me, she flicked her gaze to Teddy.

“Well, if it isn’t our charming Theodore. You here to peep on the girls in the dressing rooms, Teddy?”

“I...” Teddy, visibly sweating, cowered. Camilla, clearly enjoying every second, leaned in. I swear, her teeth looked pointed.

“You what, Teddy?” Her voice was a low, cool poison. “I heard you were just a hair away from being a little angel over at Elysium. Is that true? You don’t even belong here, Teddy?”

At that, she traced a finger along his cheek. Teddy’s skin flushed violently red.

“Hey, back off,” I said. “Personal boundaries, much?” I wedged myself between her and him. “I don’t see you getting any consent for that.”

Teddy made a low, gurgling sound.

Camilla snapped to standing. “Oh, so now you’re being all high and mighty? Little Miss Hot-for-Teacher?” She narrowed her perfectly-lined eyes to slits. “As if a professor would ever date a human skank like you.”

As far as Camilla went, I’d been doing my best just not to engage her, because conflict was clearly what she wanted. And I’d certainly had experience with my fair share of bullies. Ignoring her was the most logical thing to do. 

But I wasn’t feeling logical. 

“Just shut the fuck up for one moment of your miserable life,” I said without thinking. 
“Excuse me?” 
Her shopping bag dropped to the ground with a soft thud. Her emerald-haired friend rushed to defend her, but Camilla all but elbowed her in the solar plexus to stay back. Teddy, for his part, gasped.

My heart rammed into my ribs, my hands curling into fists. If I had badass demon powers, powers like I was supposed to have, powers that that stupid exetasis with Wilder was supposed to reveal, I would have blasted Camilla into a blonde-tinged smudge of ash on the wall.

But you don’t, I reminded myself. So are you gonna back down or stand your ground? 
“You heard me,” I said, my voice reverberating against the polished shelves of the store. “I want you to stop talking shit on me and my friends, or I promise, I will fuck you up.” 
“Oh yeah?” Camilla said. “And how are you planning to do th—”

I might not have had any demon powers to show off, but I had something just as good—the fury of a tough New York broad when she’s been wronged. 

Her words got lost in the slam of my Doc Martens heel.

Camilla shrieked, and fell backwards onto her two cronies. I’d all but missed her—grazed her, really—but a thin trickle of blood trailed out of her perfect little ski-jump nose.

“Why, you...” She righted herself to a fighting stance, white flames erupting around her arms and shoulders. “You dirty human slut. I’ll burn you to—”

“Duck!”

I ducked. Camilla didn’t. From somewhere behind us, an orb of black smoke cannonballed its way across the store, dousing Camilla’s flames and clouding the entire area.

“Bloody hell,” came Morgan’s voice. “Was that Teddy?”

“What is going on?” An unfamiliar woman’s voice—the shopgirl, I realized—cut through the noise and confusion. She emerged as a shadowy form to our left, snapping her hand and sucking all the smoke out of the air and vanishing it. What it left behind was one bitchy blonde with a nosebleed, one amateur kickboxer with Jersey trash hair, one bewildered nerd in glasses, and one Brit with her mouth in a perfect O of surprise and delight. Somewhere in the back, Camilla’s Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dum were cowering with their own bags of shopping.

The shopkeeper, a tall, pretty black woman with green box braids and a septum piercing, stalked over to us. “Out. Now.”

She pointed at the door. 

“But—” Camilla mewled. 

The woman pointed again, the edge of her fingernail glinting like a blade. Which, I realized it was.

Camilla huffed, then pushed herself to standing and motioned for her henchgirls. 

“You’re fucked up, you know that, right?” Her voice still cut even with a bit of the confidence drained out of her. “I’d bet my family’s entire fortune the kyrioi are here after you.”

“What?”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t play dumb. You humans all think you’re...whatever his name is, Montana Jones. But newsflash?” She leaned in, so close to my face that I was worried she was legit going to scratch my eyes out, but all she did was part her lips and blow a single, perfect black smoke ring. The smoke broke over my skin, smelling woodsy and burnt.

“We’re actual demons,” Camilla finished. “You can’t steal our relics that easily.”

With that, she turned on her heel and swept out, the Plastics in tow, leaving Morgan to help me, and then a gaping Teddy, to our feet.

“All right, all right, Teds, cool off,” Morgan said, brushing dust from the shoulders of his jacket. “Just a catfight. No need to get all hot under the collar. Or belt.”

“Too late,” Teddy breathed. “I mean—no—not that. Just...” He blushed, and stared at his palms as we hustled out of the store. “What was that?” he said softly. 

“I don’t know,” I said, my pulse still hammering, “but you saved my ass. Thanks, dude.”

“You saved your ass,” Morgan crowed. “Does Professor Kawasaki know you’ve got moves like that?”

I couldn’t think about Introduction to Combat Skills right now. My brain was racing. First of all, someone was stealing relics. Or was trying to. That much I trusted Camilla to know. And it would make sense why Dean Harlowe wouldn’t tell me the truth—from her point of view, it wasn’t something for me to worry about. 

Not if I didn’t have any powers. 

And, I realized, if Camilla was really the one who Collum and Aleksandr were talking about in the hallway, the one who’d been so especially pissed about the security from the kyrioi...then maybe she had something to do with it. 

And maybe she wanted to make her least favorite half-demon classmate take the fall for it.

I made a mental note to discuss my theory with Morgan and Teddy as soon as we got another moment of privacy. But for now, I was too exhausted to get up to any more plotting.

“Is there anywhere to get some food around here?” I said. Low blood sugar wasn’t necessarily the biggest threat to my survival right now, but it sure as hell wasn’t helping. “And I mean normal food, not the kind that literally burns your tongue.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Teddy half-said, half-moaned.

Morgan sighed theatrically. “Fine. But just a quick break. Because we’ve got serious business to attend to.”

“What’s that?” said Teddy.

“We’ve got to get you a suit.” Morgan said, raising an eyebrow at me. “Right, Noves?”

I grinned. “Oh, absolutely.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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“You sure you’d rather just be boring and sit here all by your lonesome?” Morgan asked. It was midnight, and she was planning to go to the common room for some snacks and socializing. 

“It’s fine, really!” I protested. “I’ve got lots to study. Latin is kicking my ass, and I better catch up if I’m ever gonna learn Sumerian or Old Norse, or whatever other languages we’re supposed to know eventually.” 

The truth was that my Latin was actually beginning to come along quite well. But I just wasn’t ready to say “well my first exetasis session was a complete failure, so now I need some alone time to do some sort of weird meditation thing that I don’t quite understand,” even to somebody as close to me as Morgan. 

“Fine, have it your way,” she complained. “Feliciter velim. That’s Latin for ‘good luck.’”

“Cella scansoria,” I replied. For some reason, the Latin for “elevator” was all I could remember. 

When she shut the door to leave, I realized I could probably count on one hand the amount of times I’d been in a room all by myself at Hades for more than a few minutes. In New York City, I’d been surrounded by millions, but spent most of my days and nights completely alone. Having other people constantly around was still new for me. In my old life, I wouldn’t have had to make any excuses to go off on my own and quietly “channel,” as Dean Harlowe called it.

It felt like I should be somewhere calm, and quiet, and probably drenched in moonlight, since demons seemed obsessed with the power of the moon. So I slipped out of our room, in through the common room, and out a side door into one of the back gardens. It was cold, but my academy sweater over the white blouse was enough, and the sky was a clear, endless kind of deep blue. Obviously, given all that moonlight superstition, there wasn’t a curfew per se at Hades, but I still felt a little illicit walking down the pebbled path that wound through trees to the cloister garden. Apparently herbology and what Teddy called “cooking curses” was an elective course we’d be offered a semester or two down the line, but the beds were still bursting with all kinds of winding vines and blooms in almost every color of the rainbow.

After I’d walked what seemed to be sufficiently far, I took a deep breath. Then another. Then I sat down.

I wasn’t even quite sure what I was supposed to be doing. If all the stereotypes of meditation I knew were something to go by, I was pretty sure the first step was to sit cross-legged. Maybe make a little circle with my fingers on my knees. After that I was probably supposed to close my eyes, relax, and clear my thoughts. 

God, what does it even mean to clear your thoughts?

I was pretty sure my head had never been clear of any thoughts since I’d left the womb. Is that even how demon birth worked? If my mom was a demon, was there some sort of special birthing process I hadn’t learned about yet? Demon Sex-Ed didn’t seem to be a class that was on offer here at Hades. 

These are exactly the things you don’t need to be thinking about right now. 

I steadied my breathing—another meditation cliché. I tried to imagine all the errant thoughts I had slipping out of my head and floating away. The moon shining bright through a rift in the steely clouds felt genuinely peaceful against my skin, so I tried my best to just focus on that peace. I focused on balance, harmony, all that hippy shit. 

And, of course, nothing was happening. It still just felt like I was sitting with my eyes closed, and I was pretty sure if anyone suddenly walked by and saw me there like that, I’d sink a few more rungs down the social ladder.

Again, I admonished myself, these thoughts are not necessary. Clear your fucking head, Nova. 

Easier said than done. I was a complicated person, and complicated people must by nature have a harder time just thinking of nothing at all. Camilla and her air-headed friends could probably channel with the best of them. 

Yeah, you really don’t need to be thinking about her right now. Especially if she turns out to be some kind of demon master thief.

I tried to do what I was best at—trust my intuition. I’d let my gut instincts guide me through this whole weird process, because they’d never steered me wrong before. 

The minutes passed. Very slowly my thoughts began to steady. They were still there, sure, but my mind had gone from “racing” to “moving at a gentle, leisurely pace.” Maybe just because I was getting bored. Or maybe that was about as empty as my brain could get for now. 

Okay. No need to try too hard my first time doing this. Now, I could focus on allowing new things into my mind—revelations, insights, powers. I hoped for powers.

And then, I could feel it. 

I wasn’t quite sure what it was, but it was as if something had entered into me, just a sliver of a sensation that melted over my brain. As crazy as it sounds, I could feel its weight, however slight. Obviously, I could’ve been imagining it into existence, because I really wanted this channeling business to work. My fate here at Hades might’ve depended on it. But it felt real. Like a smoothness that was buffing my mind from the inside out. 

For the first time since I’d arrived at Hades, I couldn’t put something into words.

Then, as quickly as it crept in, it dissipated, like a spritz of water on the wind. Disappointment settled in its place. I opened my eyes, and the weight that had entered me vanished completely. Totally back to normal now. 

“Nova.”

Except not at all normal.

Raines was standing over me, arms crossed, casting a dark shadow with his body. I shivered, even though it wasn’t that cold out.

“What the hell?” I said, trying to keep the shock out of my voice. “You’re blocking my moonlight.”

I wouldn’t be surprised if Raines was the one who threw off my vibe. And if he had, I was pissed. Raines didn’t apologize, of course, but he shuffled out of the way. 

“Okay, now you’re just looming over me,” I said. “Not much better. And I know you’re just going to bust out with more weird stares and/or cryptic remarks, but honestly, you can save it. I have way too much going on already.”

I expected him to stalk off, or snap some witty rejoinder, or even flare those red eyes at me, but he didn’t. He crossed one ankle over the other and sat down.

“Nice night for channeling,” he said in a low voice. “How’s it going?”

I was taken aback. So much so that I didn’t even think to lie. “Not great.”

Raines nodded. “Yeah. Personally I think it’s a bunch of bullshit.”

I snorted. “The mighty Raines, skeptical of Hades Academy practices? Color me surprised.”

“The issue isn’t us. It’s the world around us. That’s the whole point of this fight against Chaos, right? That it’s about more than just us as individuals. Or, sorry, was I quoting Wilder too directly?”

He must have sensed he’d gone too far in mentioning his half-brother, because his expression softened. Then he grinned. “So you roundhouse kicked Camilla in the face, huh?”

My face got hot. “Yeah. What of it?”

Raines shook his head. “Nothing of it. Except that I like it.”

“I didn’t do it so you’d like it,” I retorted. “I did it so she’d stop messing with Teddy’s head.”

Raines’s wicked grin returned. “Fine. Just know that hearing about it gave me an inordinate amount of pleasure.”

Man, what was it with him and Wilder saying “pleasure” like that? And then, to make matters worse, he laid down on his back, hands behind his head, like he was stargazing. The edge of his button-down rode up an inch on his torso, and it took all of my humanly—or demonic, I guess—willpower not to look for longer than a second.

“What are you doing?” I glared at him. “We’re not friends hanging out. You interrupted me, remember?”

“Are you telling me to leave?”

I thought about it. A cool nighttime breeze blew through my hair, carrying with it the spicy smell of rosemary and marjoram from the herb garden. 

“What do you do to get your hair like that?”

I whirled around so I could properly stare at him. “What? What do you mean, what do I do?”

Raines shrugged, his shoulders brushing up and down the grass. “Just that the other girls have spells or charms or whatever. You don’t think Zelda has naturally green hair, do you?”

“I don’t think a lot about Camilla’s bodyguard’s hair,” I shot back. “And I don’t do anything to mine. It just grows this way.”

“Hm.” Raines didn’t move, or sit up, or even so much as look at me directly. “Yours is better than theirs.”

I couldn’t tell if that was supposed to be a compliment. “That’s just because I can’t.”

“Can’t what?”

I waved a hand over my head. “Charm it, or enchant it, or whatever. I can’t do shit. That’s why I’m out here in the middle of the night. That’s why I literally kicked Camilla’s ass instead of, I don’t know, fireballing her. Because I can’t.”

I didn’t realize how close I was to tears until I finished my rant, but my throat felt tight and my eyes pricked. I bit the inside of my cheek, hard. The fleeting feeling of smoothness felt like a dream more than a memory.

“I’m not even sure I belong here,” I said, in the barest, softest whisper.

Raines sat up, sat fully up so that he was facing me and looking in my eyes. “That makes two of us.”

I blinked at him, from under my curtain of non-enchanted hair. “What?”

“I almost didn’t come here. This year, or maybe ever. It’s...It’s a long story, and I don’t really want to get into it, but let’s just say that Wilder being here is only the tip of the iceberg.” He breathed out hard, through his nostrils. “I’m kind of fucked up in more ways than one, and I really don’t trust people easily. Especially not...” He nodded at me.

“What, humans? New Yorkers?”

“Girls,” he said roughly. 

Oh. It hadn’t even occurred to me that Raines might have some kind of...emotional romantic baggage. Not that it was too surprising. I mean, look at the guy. He probably had girls throwing themselves at him since middle school.

“Anyway, when I heard what you did to Camilla...I don’t know. It changed something for me. That, and...” He shook his head. 

My mind’s eye flicked back to our encounter outside the Dean’s office.

“And whatever’s on my hand,” I finished.

Raines narrowed his eyes at me. “And whatever’s on your hand.”

“Which is?”

Raines exhaled hard. 

“I’m not, by the way,” I said. “Since you asked.”

“Not what?”

“Asking you to leave.” I wrapped my arms around the tops of my knees. “But only because you like my hair.”

Raines made a growling sound—I think of approval.

“Sun line,” he said shortly. “On your hand. When I had my exetasis...well, let’s just say I figured you and I might have that in common.”

I opened my palm. “So show me.”

Raines met my eyes, hesitation in his gaze. But I wanted to know. I wanted him to show me. 

I wanted him to touch me.

So I thrust my hand out again.

Raines swallowed. “Here.” He held the back of my hand gently, pointing at the top of my palm with a long finger. “Your sun line is strong, even though your fate line is variegated.”

“Which means?” God, getting information from him was like pulling teeth.

“An uncertain path, but the potential for great power.” Raines glanced up into my eyes. “They call it the ‘outlaw’s crossing.’”

“Really?” I blinked. “How come I didn’t hear about this in my exetasis?”

Raines stared at me, as if the answer was obvious. Which maybe it was.

I pulled my hand back. It was strange how gentle it was to touch him like this now, compared to the other day.

Raines cleared his throat, straightening his collar. “Gods, they make these things so uncomfortable. Anyway, my point is, I realized maybe I’d been too harsh to you. So tonight, when I saw you leave the common room, I followed you. And now I’m here.”

Now it was my turn to stare at him. For a moment, neither of us said anything. 

“Hey, speaking of the other day,” I ventured. “Want to explain what the hell you meant? About Harlowe?”

Raines blinked. “Not really.”

I chewed my lip. As frustrating as this whole man-of-mystery thing was, I had to admit, I kind of liked bantering with Raines. If he’d just given up what I wanted to know, it would’ve been a disappointment.

“But then again, that’s why I came to find you.”

I gave him a quizzical look. “Uh...?”

“I don’t really want to tell you, Nova. Everything logical says that you’re someone to avoid. You’re too close to my brother. You break rules and cut class. You’re—”

“Half-human,” I finished for him. “I know.”

“That isn’t what I was going to say.” Raines looked away. “Don’t think you know me like that. I’m just as much of an outcast as you are, okay? In a lot of ways.” He held up his hand, and sure enough, there were the two lines, just kissing at the edge of his palm. He balled it into a fist. “You’re not the only one who’s been hurt by things in the past.”

“What was her name?”

Raines jerked to attention. Then pretended like he hadn’t. “Who?”

“The girl. Whoever she was. Is.” My heart hammered. It was none of my business, I knew, but I couldn’t not ask. Not when his pain was so close to the surface.

“Octavia,” Raines said, almost robotically. Then, lower, coarser, “Tavi.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, and I really meant it. I didn’t need to know the details—how different are the details each time, anyway?—but I didn’t like seeing Raines like this. It felt wrong somehow. Not his usual, cocky, snarling self, but...

“Don’t be sorry,” Raines said. “I don’t want your pity. I know what I am and I know what I’m worth.”

His eyes flared red, and it startled me. As crazy as it sounds, I’d almost forgotten we were demons. That we weren’t just two people, sitting together in a pool of moonlight, sharing.

“Anyway. Yeah, Harlowe wasn’t telling you the whole truth.” Raines ran a hand through his hair, his eyes fading to their normal color. “And now that I know you can, well...take care of yourself, I think maybe you should know.”

“Yeah?” My heart thudded again, for a different reason this time.

“The kyrioi aren’t here for something routine. Hades genuinely isn’t safe.” He blew out a breath. 

“How do you know?”

Raines’s eyes gleamed. “I asked him.”

I didn’t need an explanation of which him he meant.

“I hate myself for it,” Raines went on, “but yeah, I needed to know what was going on. More than everyone else, I needed to know.” He tensed a fist in his lap, pausing before continuing. “And I knew Wilder would cave. I know how to work him over. So I got it out of him. That’s what Col and Aleks were out doing during class. Trying to stop me before I did something stupid. But I didn’t—not beyond cutting class, anyway. And Wilder told me what I wanted to know. So when I saw you had been summoned to Harlowe’s, and you said that you didn’t know what was going on, I knew she hadn’t told you. That she’d basically lied to you.”

“So what is going on?” I said.

Raines looked up at me from under his eyelashes. “It’s the relics. Someone’s after them.”

“Oh,” I said. “I knew that.”

A strange expression mutated Raines’s face. “You did?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Camilla let it slip the other day. After I kicked her in the nose. Funny how that gets things out of people.”

Raines shot to standing. “Are you serious?”

“No, I’m lying.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Of course I’m serious. You think I attack people in boutiques just for fun?”

“I can’t fucking believe it,” Raines said. He ran his hand through his hair again, pacing in a little circle. “I come all the way out here, pour my heart out to you about all this bullshit, and you’re just working me over for information you already know. You tricked me. You—”

“I didn’t do any of that!” I cried, leaping to my feet. “I was out here to try and learn to channel, or whatever, and you burst in like some mopey YA novel hero and pour your angst out on me.” 

Raines shot me a glare over his shoulder. His eyes were blazing, brighter than I’d ever seen them before.

“You manipulated me,” he said. “You tried to make me vulnerable, and then—”

“Me? Manipulate you?” I had to laugh. “God, that’s rich. You’re the one coming out here to moan about Wilder, feed me all this bullshit about my hair and my hands, and cry over, what’s her name, Tavi—”

“Leave her out of this!” Raines roared. He lunged at me, and I jerked back, but he stopped short of my personal space.

“You don’t speak to me again, Nova,” he growled. “I should have listened to my instincts the first time. I never should’ve trusted you. When the shit goes down here, don’t you come crying to me for help.”

With that, he turned violently on his heel and strode off in the opposite direction of the common room.

I stood a moment longer, heart thudding in my chest.

I’d gained some insight, all right. But channeling had nothing to do with it.
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Chapter Sixteen
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If I hadn’t already known it was the day of the ball with Elysium, then the unicorns flying around outside my window would’ve been a pretty damn obvious indication that the time had come. 

Honestly, I was fangirling a little bit. I wasn’t the girliest of girls, even when I was much younger, but I loved unicorns as much as anybody back when I was in grade school. And these unicorns just chilling outside my window looked a lot like the ones that were on the old Lisa Frank folders that I and everybody else used to have—sparkly white fur that glistened in the sunlight, a swirly-shaped horn, and, most amazingly, rainbow manes. 

“Morgan, wake up right now,” I demanded. “You have to see this.” 

“Whatisit,” she mumbled, stretching and wiping the sleep out of her eyes. 
“Unicorns, Morgan. Honest-to-goodness real-life unicorns. Holy shit, they’re just flying all around out there.” 
She was up and out of bed in seconds, standing right beside me at the window. 

“You’re never going to believe this,” she said, “but I was something of a unicorn girl when I was little.” 

“Nope,” I said. “I believe it. We all were. Have you ever seen one before?” 

“Never. I didn’t know they would actually be so...extra. I fucking love it.” 

The unicorns were so transfixing that it was almost easy to miss that some of them had riders. Elysium students, I assumed. Angels, or guardians, or whatever they were technically called. 

They were all the very definition of “generically attractive.” Men with big forearms and chiseled jaws. Women with perfect figures and big smiles straight out of a Crest commercial. And though there was the occasional brunette, blonde hair seemed to be the norm. But some of them were for sure just shitty dye jobs. Or whatever kind of magical beauty charms Raines had been going on about in the garden.

Raines. My heart twisted just thinking about him. Not in a good way. Not in a bad way. Just...hurt.

The unicorns and their riders slowly flew circles around the entire campus, working their way closer to the ground with every loop. 
“Well, you can say one thing for angels,” I noted, “they know how to make an entrance.” 
“They do,” Morgan agreed. “Nothing like the entrance I’ll make at the ball tonight, of course, but a good showing nonetheless.” 

“And why do they arrive so damn early?” I asked, realizing the dance didn’t start for hours. “Haven’t they ever heard of being fashionably late?” 

“Just some silly tradition,” Morgan said. “These ones have the honor of being the first arrivals. They’ll start to come in a trickle throughout the day. Annoying really, because they’ll probably be taking up space at the refectory, and I would do foul things for a breakfast burrito right now.” 

On the way to get some much needed breakfast, we could hardly step a foot into the common room before Teddy came rushing our way. 

“Did you see the unicorns?” he asked excitedly. “How cool are they?” 

“Spoken like a true almost-went-to-Elysium student,” Morgan said snidely. 

“Don’t listen to her,” I told Teddy. “She loves them.” 

Morgan couldn’t help but smile. “I really do.” 

We weren’t the only ones excited. The whole room was buzzing at the arrival of the angels. But once some of the adrenaline wore off, I noticed there was also something else that had students talking. 

Stationed at the front of the room were several kyrioi. Until now, they’d only been lurking the hallways and classrooms. To see them this close to the dorms? Something was definitely up. The sheer sight of them there in the common room might’ve been enough to create a small panic if it were any other day. 

“Perhaps it’s just an extra precaution with the visitors here,” Morgan said, as the three of us made our way to the refectory. “Maybe they suspect there are some angels who could be up to some foul play?” 

All the angels who’d arrived so far sat together during breakfast. Nobody dared approach them to make awkward small talk. But they didn’t seem to be intimidated about being surrounded by demons—on the contrary, they were laughing and smiling more than anybody else in the room. And it was so show-offy! As if they wanted everybody to see how much fun they were having. 

“That’s typical angel shite,” Morgan said between bites of that breakfast burrito she’d so wanted. “Always happy and having the best time. We get it, you’re angels!” 

“I thought you’ve never met an angel?” I asked. 

“I haven’t met one, per se, but I still know all the stereotypes. I acquired my shit-talking genes from my parents, and they’ve told me plenty about how annoying Elysium kids are.” 

“They seem fine to me,” Teddy argued. “They’re just trying to have a nice time.” 

“Thinking you might meet a pretty Elysium girl tonight?” I teased. 

He blushed before I could even finish my sentence. “No, no, no,” he said bashfully. 

“I don’t know, buddy. You’re gonna be looking pretty damn sharp in that suit we found for you.” 

“Speaking of,” Morgan said turning to me, “I still don’t know what you’re wearing. Tell tell!”

We didn’t have any time during our trip to Westrock to shop for my dress—mostly my fault, due to that whole kicking Camilla’s face thing—and apparently there was no such thing as demon Amazon Prime that’d allow me to get anything suitable two-dayed to me. 

So yeah, I didn’t have anything to wear. 

But I was keeping that fact a secret, despite Morgan’s constant attempts to figure it out. I figured I could come up with something last-minute. What, I didn’t know. But something.

“Is it slutty?” she asked. I kept straight-faced as she swallowed a bite of burrito and stared me down. “You really aren’t giving anything away. Hell of a poker face you’ve got, Donovan. Okay, final guess: something elegant and conservative.” 

“Guess you’ll just have to wait and see,” I said, trying to keep the note of panic out of my voice. “In the meantime, I’m going back for seconds.” 

“Ugh, not me. I’m fasting until the ball.” She pushed away the remains of her burrito. “Not counting this, of course.” 

It turned out, after perusing the food offerings a second time, that I wasn’t really that hungry either. I just wanted to fast-forward through the hours between breakfast and the main event. There was too little time to do anything of substance, but still much more time than we actually needed to get ready. You could tell everybody was a bit on edge from a combination of nerves, impatience, and the presence of the kyrioi. 

Myself included.

Well, the kyrioi, and a certain red-eyed guy who I just so happened to be in class with.

Of course Raines and I hadn’t spoken since the night in the garden. Wilder and I hadn’t either—not outside the confines of class, anyway. The next exetasis was scheduled for three days after the dance—presumably to give everyone a chance to sleep off their hangovers—and so far it was totally business-as-usual with me and Wilder.

Which, of course, was totally fine. Honestly, my head was spinning between these two guys. 

“God, I hope I get a looker for the procession,” Morgan said as I settled back at our table with a single mandarin orange I probably wouldn’t even finish.

“Procession?” Teddy said through a mouthful of cereal.

“Cor blimey,” Morgan said, in her most exaggerated British accent. “Teddy, what kind of demon are you?”

Teddy averted his eyes, and I threw Morgan a look that said too far. I had a feeling that being this close to Elysium students was what was making Teddy look so unusually nervous. I had to wonder if he would have fit in there.

Something told me probably not.

“Right-o.” Morgan cleared her throat and took a sip of her tea. “As I meant to say, the ball commences with this jolly big two-by-two kind of thing—very Noah’s Ark—where we all walk in coupled with an Elysium student and do a kind of ritual dance. Don’t worry,” she added, seeing my look of panic. “It’s a dance only in the barest sense of the term. Basically walking around an altar in three circles one way, then three circles the opposite. Symbolism, et cetera, thus and so.” She waved a hand in the air. “Then we party like fiends.”

I nodded, picking at the peel of my orange. “Sounds like a cotillion. Or a quinceanera.”

“Or a werewolf bar mitzvah.” Morgan gave me a look when I laughed. “What? I watch 30 Rock.”

“I don’t know how that’s going to go,” Teddy said. He looked, honestly, kind of green.

“You all right, mate?” Morgan peered onto his tray. “That milk gone a bit dodgy?”

Teddy shook his head. “I’m just...bleh.”

“I hear that,” I said, although I hoped I didn’t look as clammy as Teddy did. “So we just get paired up with a rando Elysium kid?”

Morgan shrugged. “I think so. Maybe it’s alphabetical, I dunno. Loads of Elysium kids have friends at Hades, anyway. Even boyfriends.” She waggled her eyebrows.

“Really?” I said, unable to hide my shock.

“Oh, absolutely,” Morgan said, leaning forward with her characteristic let’s gossip gleam in her eye. “It’s scandalous, but not explicitly forbidden—at least, a quick snog or two isn’t. An angel-demon marriage would be...well, literally unholy.” She fake-crossed herself, but did it backwards—I think. “Still, as long as it doesn’t get to the point of creating offspring, everyone just looks the other way. A sort of ‘sow your wild oats’ thing.”

“So what you’re saying is, any of us has carte blanche to score with an Elysium guy. Or girl,” I added, glancing at Teddy. He gave me a weak smile.

“Now, Nova, let’s not be Camilla-like and make assumptions about our Teddy’s sexual preferences,” Morgan chided, staring Teddy down.

He shrank a bit. “No, I like girls. I’m pretty sure.”

Morgan widened her eyes with glee. “Then that’s it. We’re all bagging ourselves an angel. Boy you’re my angel, you’re my darling angel...”

I covered my ears with my hands. “Please, no.”

Morgan cackled. “Fine, fine. All I’m saying is that I’d bet you twenty quid that at least one of our beloved classmates has done the nasty with an angel.” She lifted an eyebrow. “And I’d put my money on one of those pretty boys over there.”

She was staring, of course, at the Infernal Three.

#
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A FEW HOURS LATER, a bottle of what seemed to be demon alcohol called Hellwater was being passed around the common room as we all lounged around waiting for the proper moment to start getting ready. 

“What the actual fuck?” I gasped after taking a small gulp of it. “That tastes...very very bad.”

“I know, right?” Morgan said. “It’s the best.” She tossed back another healthy slug before passing it to Teddy. “Bottoms up, Theodore. It’ll put hair on your chest.”

Teddy, bewildered, swung back the bottle like it was a Diet Coke. Morgan’s eyes bugged. 

“No, don’t—”

But Teddy was already coughing.

Even with the gulp of liquor, my nerves weren’t calming any. I’d never been to a “real” school dance before in my life—dropouts don’t typically attend prom, assuming they can even afford the tickets—and the fear of the unknown had butterflies the size of bats flapping around in my stomach. I twisted the ends of my hair—bad habits returning—which, annoyingly, made me think of Raines. What was I going to do with my hair that night, anyway?

No, screw that. Why did I care what I was going to do with my hair?

Morgan seized back the bottle and took another, final gulp, then looked at the enormous, many-wheeled wall clock that dominated one entire side of the common room.

“All right,” she said. “I’m officially declaring it time to get pretty. Nova, shall we?”

She leapt up and extended an arm, which I looped mine through and followed—albeit a bit unsteadily. I shook my head. I did not want to be drunk for my first encounter with an angel.

Back in our room, Morgan immediately set to shimmying out of her uniform and into her ballgown. Me, I stared at the armoire for a few minutes.

“You all right then, Nova?” Morgan’s accent became even more pronounced when she was tipsy, and my name came out Nover. She clip-clopped over to me in her heels.

I breathed out. “I don’t have a gown.” I shook my head. “I fucked up. After we got thrown out of the store, I...I don’t know. I couldn’t go back. And I guess I didn’t think about it. So now I guess I’m going...” I gestured at myself.

Morgan’s eyes bugged. “Oh, love, no. You can’t!”

“Well, I don’t really have any other option,” I said. “Unless you’ve got some kind of demon fairy-godmother thing that can conjure me a gown out of nowhere.”

My roommate’s gaze went razor-sharp.

“Remember how I said I didn’t bring anything to wear?” Her lips twisted into a grin. “I lied.”

She flung open her wardrobe to reveal an entire rack of black gowns.

“Take your pick.”

I gaped. “You can’t be serious.”

“Nova”—Nover—”if there’s anyone who’d pack an extra emergency dozen gowns, you have to admit that it’s me.”

I did have to admit that. “And you’re sure it’s okay if I wear one?”

“Positive.” Morgan tilted her head at me. “Noves, you’re pretty much my best friend now.”

I didn’t know if it was real, or just the Hellwater talking, but hearing her say that meant more to me than I could’ve imagined. I’d never had a best friend—hell, I’d barely ever had a friend. And now here I was getting the full experience: gossiping, drinking a little, and sharing clothes.

“Thanks,” I said. “Same here.” I shook my head. “So what now? Do we braid each other’s hair or something?”

Morgan squinted. “Come to think of it...what are you doing with your hair?”

I looked at the mirror.

“I have an idea.”
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Chapter Seventeen


[image: image]


The ballroom was unbelievable.

First of all, the space was gigantic. I don’t know where Hades had been hiding this ginormous atrium, but then again, this was the school that had a magical twenty-minute elevator leading practically to the center of the earth.

The walls soared up what must have been ten traditional stories, arcing overhead in an elaborate web of glass panels and wrought-iron beams. The floor was tiled in a gorgeous medieval-looking design of gleaming black and shimmering white tiles, and the traditional blue torches had been swapped out for what looked like just orbs of glowing glitter, spinning around in blown-glass spheres. Music played from somewhere on the mezzanine—classical-sounding, but with an edge to it, like orchestral rock—and the air filled with excited chatter.

But the most striking feature was dead center: an enormous altar, just like Morgan had mentioned, built of solid black and white marble and emitting a pulsing, steady glow. On the top, delicately-carved letters spelled out a motto I found I could actually translate.

“Through ages past, and for always,” Teddy said, echoing my thoughts. He lowered his eyes to me. “Whoa, Nova, you look—”

“Absolutely bloody stunning?!” Morgan cried. “Yes, thank you, I know. It’s my finest work.”

I blushed. I didn’t want to reject a compliment, but I also found myself more self-conscious than I’d ever been in my life.

The gown I’d borrowed from Morgan was nothing short of exquisite. It was a pure black, without even a hint of blue or purple, sleeveless, with embroidered lace panels on the sides and a long train that bustled so I could walk. A thin silver chain hung across my shoulders and trailed to the small of my back, which felt exposed even though the air in the ballroom was not unpleasantly chill, ending in a small, subtle pentagram charm.

As for my hair? Morgan had woven it through with small black and silver flowers, keeping it loose but elegant.

“No point in hiding what you’ve got,” she’d said. “This hair is truly your crowning glory.”

You’re not the only one who thinks so, I wanted to say.

Blood-red lipstick (of course) and a pair of black velvet heels completed the look. I didn’t like the absence of my Docs, but then again, a roundhouse kick to Camilla’s face in these stilettos would definitely leave a mark.

“Thanks, Teddy,” I said. “You’re not looking too bad yourself.”

He wasn’t, actually; in the suit he’d gotten at Westrock, he cleaned up pretty nicely. The greenish tinge on his skin was gone, and he actually looked pretty glowy with excitement. For all his nerdiness, Teddy wasn’t a bad-looking kid. Maybe he would score with one of the angels tonight.

Of course, there were kyrioi. I’d almost forgotten about their presence that afternoon. As soon as we descended from the common room, our Matrix-cosplaying friends were at the ready to swipe us for anything suspicious. Except now I knew what they were looking for—well, sort of. I didn’t understand how someone could even begin to steal those relics. For one thing, they were impossibly huge. It wasn’t like slipping a candy bar and toothbrush into your pocket at a bodega; this was some Ocean’s Eleven shit. For another, I didn’t quite get why you would steal the relics. I mean, sure, they were powerful, but to what end? What was the thief planning to do with them?

Correction, I thought. What is Camilla planning to do?

There wasn’t much doubt in my mind that she was somehow involved. She’d known about it being the relics, for one thing. The only thing I couldn’t figure out was her motivation. I didn’t necessarily know why somebody would want the relics, but a demon-purist seemed like exactly the type who might have a motive. And the way she’d cast accusations at me? It was possibly a ploy to get the stink off of her. Getting a half-demon like me expelled would just be the icing on the cake.

No matter what, I’d be keeping as close an eye on her as I could.

A clear, high-pitched chime sounded somewhere above us. The sparkling orbs dimmed, leaving a single beam of light on the altar, where Dean Harlowe in a deep crimson gown with a high neck and long sleeves was joined by a tall man with shockingly white hair and a thin pair of glasses in a silver-blue suit. 

“Good evening, students,” Dean Harlowe said, her voice resonant even in the enormity of the space. “And welcome to our ball. We are so pleased to be hosting this year’s celebration, and welcome Dean Serathiel and the students of Elysium Academy for this symbolic occasion.”

The white-haired man nodded, and took a small step forward. “The feeling is mutual. Our students are grateful to the Hades Academy community for the warm welcome—”

Someone behind us hissed, and a round of titters arose from the Hades students, only to get shot down with a single glare from Dean Harlowe.

“—and we look forward to another year of solidifying the immortal partnership that we have forged.”

Dean Harlowe nodded. “Together, we work, despite every difference—no, because of our differences. Hades students, I trust that you will come to regard your fellows at Elysium as colleagues and trusted collaborators—”

Another, subtler round of giggles.

“—and likewise,” Dean Serathiel continued smoothly, “guardians of Elysium, I invite you to get to know and respect your Hades peers.”

From the other side of the room—blocked by the altar—I heard a wave of murmurs. The Elysium students, clearly—except that I couldn’t see them, no matter how hard I craned my neck.

“Now, without further ado,” Dean Harlowe said, clasping her hands. “Let us process.”

The music swelled, and Dean Serathiel offered Dean Harlowe his arm, which she took. They descended the small set of steps encircling the altar, and steadily walked around it once, twice, three times. Then they broke apart, and returned to their respective student bodies.

“All right,” Dean Harlowe said as she reached us. “First years, are you ready?” She grabbed—rather forcefully—the first student in front (it turned out to be alphabetical after all), and set her into motion.

The girl strode across the floor to meet one of the Elysium guys, who honestly could’ve been central casting angel, like an extra on Supernatural or something. He gave his arm, she took it, and they went in for their first go-round the altar. The next couple paired up—a Hades guy this time and an Elysium girl—and before I knew it, we’d reached the Ds.

My turn.

Head held high, I strode out into the middle of the ballroom, straining to see who was coming around from the Elysium side. He was a tall, sandy blonde, dressed in a well-fitting sapphire-colored suit, and did I mention he was tall?

I was kind of into it.

He nodded as I approached, and offered me his arm. “Hi there.”

“Hi yourself,” I said, and threaded my arm through his. I realized that I couldn’t remember the last guy I’d actually touched—well, not entirely. I’d touched Wilder. And Raines. But still. That was different. 

I think, anyway.

My dance partner was saying something as we stepped clockwise around the altar. “Sorry?” I said.

“I asked what your name was,” he said in a low voice, bending in so he could speak into my ear.

“Nova,” I said. “Donovan. And you are?”

“Achilles. Achilles Combothecra.”

“Are you kidding me?” I said, before I could stop myself. I shook my head. “Sorry, it’s just...”

“Quite a name,” he said—Achilles said. “I know.” His voice had a light accent to it—Greek, I had to presume. “Don’t worry, I won’t ask you to spell it.”

“Thank God,” I said. “I’m still figuring out Latin.”

Achilles raised a blonde eyebrow as we began our second circle. “Raised with humans?”

I swallowed. “Half. Human, that is.”

He nodded. “Me as well. The name is supposed to be ironic—my one weakness, being part human.” His smile was unfairly dazzling. Did angels get a good deal on Whitestrips, or something?

I wobbled a little, and chose to blame the heels rather than my weakening knees. “So what’s it like, being an—a guardian?” I asked.

Achilles gave a small shrug, guiding me gently into our third and final circle. “It isn’t much of anything yet. Still a lot to learn.” He gave a small grin. “And a demon?”

“I’ll let you know when I manifest any powers,” I said, and instantly wondered why I was being so honest. Was I that much of a sucker for a sexy smile? Or a Greek accent? “What I meant was—”

But I lost my train of thought. Entering the procession now was a tall, lean guy in a sharp black suit, black shirt, black tie. His hair was as unruly as ever, but the expression on his face...

I looked to the Elysium side. Approaching was a girl who was slender, pink-haired, and hopelessly beautiful. Even Camilla’s Instagram-model-good looks couldn’t touch this girl. Her skin was ivory with a small smattering of freckles, and when she blinked, her eyes were a brilliant violet. She wore a powder-blue dress than floated around her in petals, two gauzy swooping straps just grazing her shoulders.

I shot back to Raines. He was...stunned. There was no other word for it.

He offered his arm, the look in his eyes somewhere between disbelief and pain, and the girl put a slim hand in the crook of his elbow. I felt a sharp pang of—I didn’t know what. Maybe jealousy. But maybe something else. 

I could sense the intensity of whatever Raines was feeling, and it was flooding me to the core.

Sense it in a way that maybe, just maybe, didn’t feel fully human.

“Who is that?” I said, turning up to Achilles. “That girl.”

Achilles looked over his shoulder as the couple joined the procession. “Who, Octavia? Octavia Kennedy. No relation to the human president. Why, do you know her?”

A ringing filled my ears, almost drowning the music. But I managed to shake my head.

“No,” I said. “Never heard of her.”

I focused my eyes straight ahead. We made the final turn in our final circle, and Achilles bowed and said something that was no doubt polite and charming, except that I didn’t even hear it. I took even, measured steps back to the Hades side, where Morgan was just about to head off.

“Ooh, that was your bloke?” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Not bad at all, Noves. Now wish me luck...” She fluttered her fingers farewell and marched out towards the altar, making the entrance she’d always dreamed of.

I just stood there, breathing hard. Why was this getting to me so much? So Raines’s ex went to Elysium. Morgan herself had said that wasn’t unusual. Maybe they’d known each other growing up, or whatever. Did I just think he didn’t have a past?

Most importantly, why did I care?

Beside me, we’d reached the Ts, and Collum Tavish strode out, his suit equally well-tailored to Raines’s, but in a black with hints of red. Aleksandr Voronin was right behind him, his suit a gray with black lapels that was, if you asked me, flirting with too light for Hades-appropriate.

Both of them flashed me a look as they passed.

Could they tell?

“Gods.” Teddy padded into place next to me, looking strangely exhilarated. Probably just the excitement of processing with an Elysium babe. “That was a trip. I could do it again, I think.”

“Yeah,” I said, glancing at Achilles, and then—just as Octavia slipped her hand away—at Raines. “Same.”

It seemed like only a few seconds before the chime sounded again, and the music keyed up in earnest. Morgan descended on us in a flurry of black ballgown, positively beaming.

“Did you see Camilla’s face when I walked out?” she squealed. “Absolutely brilliant. God, inject that right into my veins.” She looked at both of us. “What the bloody hell is wrong with you two? Let’s dance!” 

And before we could protest, she’d dragged us after her.

#
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I’LL SAY THIS MUCH: angels and demons together know how to throw a damn good party. A party so good that all my moping about Raines and his precious Tavi—God, how I hated that stupid pet name—quickly fell by the wayside. What reason was there to be sad about some silly, brooding boy when you were dancing the night away surrounded by literal angels?

The playlist was eclectic to say the least. Which was probably necessary seeing as the DJ—who took over from the proper musicians and was, by the way, wearing a full-size unicorn mask—needed to cater to a variety of tastes. I quickly learned that I should take a bathroom or water break whenever angel music played, which sounded like some unholy mix of classical and cheerleading. The loud, atonal demon music was just as bad, but watching my fellow students head-bang like their lives depended on it was too hilarious to miss. 

“Look at Camilla absolutely going wild listening to this shit,” I observed. The sight of a classic mean girl dancing to what amounted to heavy-heavy-metal was just so baffling that I couldn’t help but stare. 

“Demon purists have the worst taste!” Morgan shouted over the music. “Just absolutely dreadful.” 

I’d been keeping a close eye on Camilla throughout the night—it was, at the very least, a good distraction from thinking about what Raines’s face had looked like. So far, she hadn’t done anything overtly suspicious. But the night was young.

Thankfully, the traditional music was kept to a minimum. What angels and demons really loved to party to—much to my delight—was human music. 
“Fuck yes!” Morgan screamed when “We Found Love” started playing, which she continued to do all five times a Rihanna song played. And she wasn’t alone. All this time I’d been thinking Morgan was an outlier with her love of human music, but no, it turned out the haters were the exception. 
And the biggest hater in the room was exactly who I would’ve guessed. While the rest of the crowd was bopping all over the place and singing along to “Old Town Road,” Camilla and the bitch squad stood in a corner with their arms crossed. 

I loved the cognitive dissonance of seeing the preppy girl pissed off by the music that all the popular girls I went to high school listened to. 

“So she’s just gonna get all pouty every time the DJ plays a pop song?” I asked Morgan between songs. “I fucking love that.”
“She’ll probably at least tolerate Beyoncé,” Morgan said. “Even demon purists adore Beyoncé. Truly, she transcends all borders! There was a rumor going a few years ago that she’s demon, but that was a load of bollocks. Sadly. And really—”
She stopped mid-sentence as “Sexy And I Know It” blasted out over the speakers. But she was staring past me, her jaw dropped. 

Probably Camilla stirring shit up, I thought to myself before turning around to see what was happening. 

Holy shit.

There was Teddy, surrounded by a whole sea of angels and demons, crushing it on the dancefloor. A circle formed around him as he moonwalked, did the worm, break danced, and God knows what else. He moved seamlessly from style to style. I’d never seen anything like it. 

“Did he ever...tell us that he dances?” I asked Morgan in shock. 

“Not once,” she confirmed. “That cheeky bastard has moves like that and he decided it wasn’t important to tell us? Bloody hell.” 

“And of all songs, this is the one he chose to bust this out. Incredible.” 

And it wasn’t just good dancing in an “oh, wow, I can’t believe Teddy is dancing!” way. This was more of a “oh, wow, Teddy could wipe the floor with anybody here in a dance battle” moment. 

“Go, Teddy! It’s your birthday!” chants began to break out in earnest, as if this were some kind of cheesy throwback 90s party. 

And the girls? They were swooning. I knew those looks—Elysium and Hades girls alike had twinkles in their eyes and smiles plastered on their faces. Even Octavia was hooting and hollering, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t take a little solace in the fact that she was giving Teddy more attention than she’d paid to Raines all night. 

A bombshell Elysium girl in a skintight white dress jumped into the circle and started dancing, too. That kicked off a whole wave of women vying for Teddy’s attention. 

Honestly, it was the coolest thing I’ve ever seen. 

“Our boy is gonna get some action tonight if he wants it,” I cheered. 
“ You can say that again,” Morgan mumbled. “He’s...amazing.”
I looked over at her. She had that same look in her eyes and the same smile on her face as all the other girls. For the moment, even she was smitten by Theodore Dewberry III. 

The uproar lasted through a few more songs until, finally, the DJ leaned into his microphone and broke the crowd out of its reverie. 

“It’s time to slow things down a bit,” he said. “This one is for all the lovers out there.” 

He sounded like the host of some radio show from the 1950s that you’d listen to when you drove your steady gal to makeout point and tried to get lucky. 

In my excitement leading up to the ball, I forgot that there would be slow dances. I dreaded moments like these. Some couples instantly paired up, while other people retreated to get more punch. For his part, Teddy already had his arms around that busty Elysium babe who was boogying in his dance circle just moments before. Camilla had grabbed ahold of Aleksandr, who didn’t look pleased at all.

“What d’you think,” Morgan said. “Figure I can get one of those bad boys to dance with me?” She nodded at a massive kyrios, standing at the side of the dance floor. I was surprised he didn’t have a little earpiece in, but then again, I guess demons didn’t need stuff like that.

Before I could answer, I felt a tap on my shoulder.

“May I have this dance, Nova?”

I spun around, expecting Achilles or maybe a now-detached Teddy or...

...anyone but Wilder.

He was wearing the absolute hell out of his suit, which was a narrow-cut black with a deep red tie over a gray dress shirt. He still had the glasses on, of course—probably came straight from his office, if I were to guess.

I swallowed. Then I realized that I hadn’t answered, and that Morgan was giving me a tiny shove between the shoulderblades.

“Uh,” I said. “Of course.”

Wilder nodded, and we stepped over to a gap in the bodies filling the dance floor. He put his hand on my waist, gently, politely, and yet I felt the heat bloom in my cheeks almost instantly. I put a hand on his shoulder, and he took my other hand in his, and slowly we began to sway.

“I don’t know how to dance,” I blurted out. Great opening, Nova.

Wilder chuckled. “You’re doing fine.”

I cast an eye around the room, instinctively looking to see if anyone noticed a professor and a student were dancing together. No one seemed to notice. The lights had gone so low it was hard to see any individual couple.

“Nothing indecorous,” Wilder said. “I promise you that we’re allowed to fraternize with our students. Everyone is an adult here, after all.”

I nodded and wondered just how far the definition of “fraternize” could be stretched.

“Nice suit,” I said, to change the subject. Wilder chuckled.

“I think I’m supposed to compliment you first.”

“As long as that’s still permissible fraternization,” I retorted. Wilder chuckled again.

“You’re enjoying your first ball, I take it?”

“It’s...really something,” I said. It was as if I’d taken another shot of Hellwater—everything going soft and a little wavy. But not at all in a bad way. Wilder’s hand stayed steady and sure on my back.

“It is indeed,” he said. “Quite a production.”

We swayed a few moments more.

“Nova,” Wilder said. “I don’t want to talk business here. But your next exetasis is coming up. As you know.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve been...practicing. Channeling. So hopefully—”

“You don’t need to worry about that,” Wilder cut in. “I’ve been looking over your results. Studying it a bit more deeply. There’s many layers to things like chiromancy, and—”

“The sun line.” Now it was my turn to cut in. Wilder looked surprised.

“Among other things, yes,” he said slowly. “The outlaw’s crossing?”

I nodded.

“May I ask how you...”

“I did some research of my own,” I said, lying through my teeth. “I was curious to know if I had any...you know, real potential.”

“You do,” Wilder said. “Trust me, you do. What I found was...well, your family history is quite fascinating, Nova.”

Goosebumps erupted over my skin. Family. The word pulsed in the center of my brain. 

How did he...how could he...?

Dimly, I felt his grip tighten just slightly on my back. Just a bit firmer, enough pressure to be authoritative. Was it my imagination, or was Wilder touching the charm at the small of my back?

I would let him, of course.

I would let him do much more.

The song swelled to a finale, and then faded into a bombastic dance number—Beyoncé, at last.

I didn’t want Wilder to release me, but he did. The cool air against my back felt especially chill. 

“What do you know about my family?” I said, my voice lower in my throat than I’d anticipated.

Wilder bit his lip. “I don’t think we can—I shouldn’t have brought this up here.”

“No,” I said. “You absolutely should have.”

He glanced around the ballroom, as if looking to see if the coast was clear. No one was paying attention to us—even the kyrioi’s eyes were trained on the dance floor, scanning the students, only occasionally flicking to the exits. Then, a decision seemed to be made.

“All right,” he said. “Come with me.”

He took my hand—again, just a little roughly. Not that I minded, honestly. There was something extremely intriguing about this buttoned-down philosophy professor who had a strong side to him.

That, and he might know something about me. About my family.

We slipped into the sides of the room, and through a wrought-iron gate to a hallway that led not to the heart of the Grand Stairway, but somewhere further in the opposite direction. Torchlight flickered around us, more shaded than the bold lights of the ballroom, illuminating small alcoves throughout. Each alcove had what looked like a small bench inside, but as we approached, I saw carvings—people on their backs, their stone eyes wide open, arms crossed over their chests and their hands frozen in some kind of mysterious symbol.

Finally, Wilder stopped me just inside one, and glanced back up the hallway.

“I think we’re far enough away,” he said, his voice heavy. “This isn’t something you’d necessarily want everyone to know.”

“What isn’t?”

“I should tell you, this is just a suspicion,” Wilder said. “The last thing I want to do is get your hopes up. But as I did some digging, through the annals of genealogy, family trees, that sort of thing—”

I idly wondered how this kind of research was possible. It wasn’t like there was some kind of demon internet. I pictured Wilder up late in the library, digging through volume after volume, just for me. Something about it touched me. 

And kind of turned me on.

“The outlaw’s crossing,” Wilder went on, “is extraordinarily rare. And if my connections are correct, it only turns up in demons—or half-demons—of likewise extraordinary parentage. Not just your typical demon pairing, but at least one parent would have to be possessed of strong supernatural ability.”

“Like the kyrioi?”

“More,” Wilder said. His eyes gleamed in the torchlight. “I know you won’t get to the full history and ranking of demons until second semester, but there are tiers of ability. Leaders and followers, you might say. And to be descended from one is...well, it’s extraordinary. I really can’t think of another word for it.”

I didn’t say anything. This was a lot to take in, obviously. And the energy of the dance was still fizzing inside me. I had so many questions.

“But you didn’t find anything about...who,” I said. “Or what. Which side. Which...parent.”

Wilder shook his head. “No. Just about the nature of the marking. But trust me when I say that—”

Footsteps echoed in the hallway. Wilder’s head snapped to attention. I straightened up too, realizing that I’d been leaning against the wall, Wilder facing me, very very close. I could feel the heat radiating from his body.

“Who’s there?” Wilder called, his voice ringing out against the flagstones.

The footsteps sped up, and a few seconds later, a heavy-breathing Professor Lattimore rounded the corner.

“Wilder,” he panted. “There you are.” His gaze settled on me. “Nova, you—”

“We were discussing her exetasis,” Wilder said shortly. “What’s the matter?”

If Lattimore found that explanation suspicious, he mercifully didn’t say anything. “Wilder, there’s been a...breach. Regarding the...” He trailed off as his eyes darted to me. “You’ll need to come quickly. All faculty are to report to the staff common room.”

Wilder looked at me, then back at Lattimore. “Of course. Nova, if you’ll excuse me.”

He gave me a brief nod, and departed at a clip with Lattimore, leaving me alone in the torchlight, a girl with more questions than answers about who she was and what she was capable. 

What she was feeling.

But just as quickly, I realized my feelings didn’t mean shit right now.

Because that “breach” could mean only one thing: something was going on with the relics. 

And I’d let Camilla out of my sight.
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Chapter Eighteen
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My immediate instinct was to haul ass back to the ball and warn my friends that some serious shit was going down. Lattimore and Wilder had both looked genuinely upset, and my instincts told me that if the professors at a school for demons were scared, then there was cause for serious concern. 

My second instinct was to figure out where the hell Camilla had gotten to. I cursed myself for letting her out of my sight. I’d been so distracted with the music and the dancing and the...Wilder that I hadn’t remembered that I was on a mission.

But no—I had to find my friends. It wasn’t even clear to me what good warning Morgan and Teddy would do, but at least we’d all be on guard. And if something dangerous was about to happen, I’d want them by my side. 

In my panic, I failed to realize that of course everybody at the ball already knew something was going on. The entire faculties of Elysium and Hades weren’t just going to suddenly leave the room for no good reason. The DJ was still playing music—Lady Gaga this time—and there were still pockets of dancing, but it was impossible to miss the nervous chatter. 

The Elysium students and Hades students processed the situation in very different ways. 
“Something terrible is happening” or “this is fucked up” the demons were muttering to each other. The angels were far less cynical. “They’re just planning some kind of surprise finale,” I heard a boring-looking blonde guy saying to a boring-looking blonde girl. 
Teddy was still on the dancefloor with his Elysium girl. I spotted Morgan milling about over by the punch, trying to act all casual even though the look on her face told me that she was very worried about what was going on. 

Camilla, however, was nowhere to be seen.
“What happened?” Morgan asked. “Did you and your favorite professor go off for a snog?”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course not. It was about my exetasis.” 

“Is that what the kids are calling it these days?” 

“Just stop,” I snapped. “Lattimore came to fetch Wilder, and it was obvious something happened with the relics. He seemed really worried. There’s some bad shit happening.” 

“So we can tell,” Morgan said.

“Where’s Camilla?” I asked. “I think she’s—”

“Behind you,” Morgan said. 

I swear, I could feel those eyes on me. Why was Raines always sneaking up behind me? I really wished he’d start approaching me like a normal person, you know, from the front. 

“Can I speak to you in private?” he asked in a stuck-up voice, like somebody had shoved a stick up his ass. 

I whipped around.

“I don’t know,” I said snidely. “I don’t want to take away any of your precious time with Octavia.” 

Raines stared at me, and I wondered if maybe I’d gone too far. 

“Very funny,” he said shortly. “Please. We need to talk.” 

“Is this really a good time for one of your lectures?” I asked. “Can’t you see there are more important things happening right now?” 

I turned back over my shoulder, scanning the dance floor for Camilla. No dice. Which just further solidified that she was up to something.

When I looked back at Raines, his eyes flashed red, so he must’ve really meant business. “This is important.” 

“If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” I said to Morgan, “Raines is due to give me a talking to where he says a few vague things and warns me about something or another. I’ll be back in a few!” 

I followed Raines to another hallway just outside the ballroom. I had a pretty good feeling what this chat was going to be about. 
“I saw you go off with my half-brother,” he said as soon as we were alone. 
“Relics are being stolen, the entire staff of two schools are freaking out, and you want to yell at me about talking to your brother?” I said in disgust. “I get it. You have a shitty relationship with him. And you’ve got a dumb little crush on me, so you seethe with jealousy any time you see me talking to him. Give me a break. Now’s not the time.” 

“Let me guess,” Raines said. “He told you about your sun line.”

My mouth snapped shut. I folded my arms. “So?”

“So he only knows about that because of me.” Raines’s eyes flashed. “Because I have it, and he doesn’t. He’s always been jealous. Like, fanatically jealous. Felt like it wasn’t right, or fair, or whatever, since he’s the legit heir. So when he saw you had it too, and realized I probably talked to you first...he’s just going to use you as a pawn, Nova.”

“He’s my professor,” I retorted, a hollow feeling eating at my chest. “He was proctoring my exetasis.”

“He’s manipulating you,” Raines said shortly. “You’re not that stupid, Nova.”

“Don’t try to make this about me,” I said. “You couldn’t care less what’s happening to me. You just care about getting back at him. You don’t want to save me from being a pawn, you want to make sure I’m your pawn.”

Raines’s eyes blazed red, and he stepped towards me, closing the space between us so that we were almost pressed together. “How dare you—”

Under my high heels, the floor trembled.

The rumbles started slowly at first, but quickly built up speed. The chandeliers swung from the ceiling, with one even falling to the ground and breaking Phantom of the Opera–style. But most foreboding of all were the flames on the torches—they’d turned from blue to black.

This was more than an earthquake. It was pure chaos. 

But was it little-c chaos or capital-c Chaos? 

I stood still, unsure of what to do. But when I heard screams coming from the direction of the ballroom, I sprang into action. I needed to get back there. 

“What are you doing?” Raines screamed, running after me. “It won’t be any safer back there!” 

“I don’t care!” I called back. “My friends are in there!” 

And as if the forces of Chaos could hear me—if that’s what this was—the ceiling in front of the hallway back to the ballroom collapsed in a waterfall of stones and dust. My heart nearly stopped, and I only just jumped back in time to avoid getting clobbered by a chunk of ex-wall.

“Shit.” There wouldn’t be any way to get past all the rubble. Some sort of demon telekinesis power would’ve really come in handy right then. But nope, I was still useless, and Raines didn’t seem to have any ability to deal with the mess either. “Shit, shit, shit.”

The shaking underfoot got stronger, like a truck was passing outside—only it was a monster truck, and there were a hundred of them. From the pile of rubble, a thin crack spiderwebbed up the wall, then overhead, then split into more cracks spitting dust and splinters. The tapestries and wall hangings around us clattered to the ground, littering the way out. It was only a matter of time before the rest of the ceiling would fall in on us, and yet I remained frozen in my tracks. I needed to get to Morgan and Teddy. 

“Nova!” Raines grabbed me by the arm. “Come on. We need to go the other way. Now.” 

I was sick of Raines’s demands, but I knew he was right this time. Staying still and worrying about my friends could be a death sentence. 

I ran as fast as I could, but that wasn’t so easy when the ground beneath my feet was trembling at full force. I needed to move carefully, or else I’d probably trip and fall flat on my face. I kicked my heels off my feet.

Sorry, Morgan, I thought. But those aren’t gonna get me far.

Even seeing more than a few feet ahead of us was impossible. Those ominous black flames didn’t do much in the way of lighting the way, and the falling torches and demonic coats of arms weren’t helping.

“Hurry!” Raines said. 

“I’m doing my best,” I said. “This isn’t exactly easy, you know!” 

Right, the shaking grew even stronger, with an earsplitting slamming sound like a giant whump. 

“Ah!”

I whirled around. Raines had fallen to the ground, and he was struggling to get back up.

“Raines!” I ducked to the ground, dropping to a crouch, my dress billowing around my legs as I tried to get him to standing. But the floor was pitching wildly underneath us now, and even once he got back up, it only took us two steps before the shaking threw us back to where we’d been, or even further back towards the falling ceiling. 

Another whump, like an elevator making a hard landing, and we were thrown back to the ground.

Running wasn’t doing us any good. There was nothing left to do but just hope for the best. 

My life didn’t flash before my eyes. But I did feel oddly at peace. I closed my eyes and channeled as much as I could given the circumstances. I cleared my mind of fear and negative thoughts.

And then, moments later, it stopped. 

No more shaking, no more crashing chandeliers, and no more black flames. Everything was back to normal—other than the wreckage that littered the hallway. 

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

Raines shook his head, dust flinging from his hair.

“Is it over?” I said, panic in my voice. “Is it coming back?”

“No,” Raines said, rising to his feet. “I think the situation is under control.” 

I swallowed. “Was that...Chaos?” 

“If it wasn’t Chaos, then I don’t know what it was.” He gave me a long look as he helped me to my feet. 

“What?” I said. “Am I bleeding?”

“Your eyes.” 

“What about them?” I blinked, once, twice. Everything felt okay. Could I be bleeding out of my eyeballs and not notice it?

Raines stared. “You can’t tell?”

“Tell what?”

He looked up and down the hallway, as if he was worried someone might interrupt us. Then he shoved his hands in his pockets.

“They’re glowing.”

“Seriously?”

I blinked a few more times, held up my hand and stared at it. Still couldn’t see anything. 

“You’re fucking with me,” I said. Raines rolled his eyes—his still-normal eyes, I realized. He glanced up and down the hallway.

“Here.” A few steps away was a polished shield that had clattered off the wall during the Chaos. Raines grabbed it and held it up like a mirror. It wasn’t perfectly clear, but there was no mistaking it.

A soft, gold light lit the upper part of my face.

My eyes were glowing.

“No way,” I said. “No freaking way.”

I felt like I was floating on air. If my eyes were glowing, then Wilder was right. I did have powers. There was demon in me. 

“Hell yes,” I said. 

“They’re golden,” he added. “They look really—”

“Really what?”

“Forget it.” Raines cocked a grin at me. “I don’t want you to get an ego.”

He’d gotten so close to complimenting me that I almost forgot how mad I was at him for dragging me off just to complain about his brother. And worst of all, I didn’t know if Morgan and Teddy were okay. It wasn’t even clear how we could get back to the ballroom. 

“Okay, great,” I said. “But now what?”

Instead of answering, Raines started walking. With no choice, I followed.

We wandered down the hallway in silence, searching for an exit that wasn’t blocked. So much of the ceiling had fallen that it was a small miracle we were even alive. 

Or maybe not a miracle. Maybe some demon power. 

No, don’t get ahead of yourself.

“Are you mad at me?” Raines asked suddenly.
“Yes,” I said. I wasn’t in the mood to explain myself. The grunt he gave me in return seemed to indicate that he got the message loud and clear. 
Finding our way out was like navigating one of those corn mazes. We’d make a turn, only to eventually find ourselves at an impasse, then we’d retrace our steps and make a different turn. Hades Academy was difficult enough to navigate on a good day, let alone after some sort of Chaos earthquake. 

It all felt so useless. 

But then we heard voices. 

Quiet and barely discernible voices, but just enough to give us an idea of which direction to go in. They could be our breadcrumb trail out of here. 
“Hello!” I yelled. “Can you hear me?” 
“We hear you!” a female voice yelled back. 
“Keep talking! We’ll come find you!”

From there, it was like the shittiest ever game of Marco Polo, with me yelling “hello” and the other girl yelling “hello” back until she got louder and louder. 

A few minutes later, we found ourselves face-to-face with them.

Standing there below a miraculously uncollapsed archway was a group of three angels. Two guys I hadn’t seen before, along with a girl who was unmistakable.

Octavia. 
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It would be an exaggeration to say I was pleased to see Octavia. Just looking at her gave me pangs of—well, not jealousy, but something in my stomach. But given how pissed I was at Raines, the awkward look on his face almost made everything worth it. 

I decided to be a petty bitch and milk the moment. 

“Hi,” I said. “I don’t think I had the pleasure of meeting any of you at the ball. I’m Nova. And this right here is my friend Raines.” I paused for dramatic effect. “Well, really more of an acquaintance than a friend, but we have a few classes together.” 

The two guys—who I had real trouble distinguishing between—introduced themselves as Bacchus and Adonis. Ridiculous names, but I expected nothing less. 

Octavia was hesitant when it was her turn to introduce herself. I could see the wheels spinning in her head—she was trying to decide whether or not she should pretend that she and Raines had never met before. 

“I’m Octavia,” she decided on. “But everyone calls me—”

“Tavi!” added Bacchus or Adonis—I’d already forgotten which was which.

Raines visibly tensed up at hearing her referred to by his pet name. I bet he thought he was the only one who got to call her that. The sucker. 

“Hi, Raines,” Octavia—Tavi— said. He gave her a stiff nod.

“Oh, do you two know each other?” I said, badly feigning airiness.

“Yeah,” Tavi said, her voice a little hesitant. “Our families are friends,” she said, just as Raines said, “We go way back.” 

I was eating the awkwardness up. Served Raines right for pulling me away from my friends. Such glorious karma. 
“Any idea on how to get ourselves out of here?” asked one of the boy angels. “We wanted to explore the campus and take a little break from dancing, and then boom, all that craziness went down.” 
“We’re just focused on getting to that ballroom and helping out any way we can,” added the other boy. “Seems like it’s gonna be a real mess in there, and we’re happy to lend a few extra pairs of hands.”

Oh, angels. So pure and noble. 
“We’ve just been wandering ourselves,” I said. “Most of the ways that would take us back out toward the ballroom seem to be blocked. Any ideas?” 
“Probably best just to remain positive,” maybe-Adonis said. 

Raines and I both let out an unintentional scoff. It was just such a stupid non-solution, I couldn’t help myself. 

“So basically what you’re saying is we should just wait around until help comes?” I asked. 

“No,” maybe-Adonis corrected me, looking a little embarrassed. “We should collectively try to draw in positive energy.”

“I don’t know if that’ll do much,” Raines said. I could sense that he was trying to be polite around Tavi. Otherwise he would’ve been much more critical of the peace-and-harmony bullshit. 

I was going to have to be the blunt one.

“Doesn’t anybody here have rubble-moving powers or something?” I asked. “Or the power to break through a wall? I’m really not in the mood to wait here for hours.” Or starve to death.

“Those aren’t really things guardians do,” Tavi said. “We’re not destructive by nature.”

But you sure destroyed Raines’s heart, I held myself back from saying. 

“Then what do guardians do?” I asked. 
“We protect,” maybe-Bacchus said proudly. “And we bring positive energy into the world.”
Never did I want control of my powers more than in that moment. Tearing shit down was totally the kind of thing a good demon should be able to do. And if I was really harboring as much latent skill as Wilder seemed to think—if my glowing eyes meant anything—then it was frustrating that I couldn’t just use it. My friends were out there somewhere, maybe even buried under debris, and I needed to know now if they were okay. 

“Tale as old as time,” Raines said, an edge to his voice. “Angels and demons just aren’t made to agree. It never works out.”

“You say that like you’ve experienced something like this before,” I said, playing dumb. Even at a time like this, taking shots at him was just too juicy to pass up. 

Raines glared at me. I blinked innocently.

“I can’t just stand idly by while you trash the working relationship that guardians and demons have had for millennia,” snapped one of the boys. “Working side-by-side with our demon compatriots is a pleasure. An attitude like yours is exactly what started all these problems tonight.” 

“Don’t get all high and mighty.” Raines groaned. “Of course the relationship between our people is important. But we should also recognize that working together isn’t always easy. Why are you so naive about that? Creating balance isn’t all fun and games.” 

Super convenient that everything he said was still echoing his feelings about his romantic relationship with an angel, but from my early impressions, he wasn’t wrong. These angels were useless.

“That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try!” said the other boy, aghast. “It’s the whole point of us being here!”

“You think we’d come to this place voluntarily?” said the first one. “Honestly, I’m not surprised this happened. Even if it is some sort of test—”

“Okay, everyone shut up!” Tavi’s face was flushed pink. “Raines, you’re not making this any easier. You don’t think it’s weird and hard for me to see you too?”

Adonis and Bacchus gasped. 

“I’m sorry about what happened, Raines,” she said “I really am. But you’re being a jerk right now. And you’re proving to me that I did the right thing.” 

As much as I was enjoying this Very Special Jerry Springer episode, we needed a plan. What if Raines was wrong and the Chaos started back up? The ceiling might finish its collapse and then we’d all be dead. And dying in the middle of an argument between supernatural ex-lovers? That’s not how I wanted to go.

No one said anything. Tavi sighed, and dragged the heel of her hand along her eye, her shoulders shaking gently. 

Was she crying?

“Tavi—” Raines said, and stepped toward her. But he stumbled, then fell to the floor. 

“Raines!” Tavi and I gasped at the same time.

We both moved forward but Tavi was faster. She lifted his head, gently, and turned it to the side.

“He’s bleeding,” she said softly. 

He was bleeding, I realized—a not-insignificant gash over his right eye, now streaming blood down his eyebrow and towards his mouth. And clearly it was enough to take him down.

Raines mumbled something indistinct.

“Shit,” I whispered. But before anyone could move, Tavi reached out, two fingers extended, a silver light shining from her hand. Gently, she touched Raines’s cut, and when she drew back, the bleeding had stopped and healed to a mere bruise.

The pain was probably gone, but you wouldn’t know it to look at Raines’s face. He looked...well, I couldn’t even think of a word for it. It was a look I’d never seen on him before.

“There,” Tavi said. “Anyone else hurt?”

I did a quick scan—covered in dust, but no blood. The angel boys shook their heads.

Raines blinked, then rolled quickly to sitting and stood, wiping the blood from his face with his shirttail.

“Okay.” With a deep inhale, Tavi shook her head, swept, blonde waves off of her neck, and swooped them up into a ponytail using some unseen hair tie. She squared her shoulders and put her hands on her hips. “Enough stupid crap. This girl—”

“Nova,” Raines and I said at the same time. Tavi blinked. Raines’s hand instinctively went to his former injury.

“Nova is right,” Tavi went on. “We need a plan, and we need it sooner rather than later.” She glared at Bacchus and Adonis. “Please try to be productive, guys.” Her voice was gentle, but firm.

Damn. I didn’t hate her as much as I wanted to. I maybe even kind of liked her attitude.

“Do you have any powers, Nova?” she asked. “Something that’d be useful here?”

I stared at my now-bare feet. Tavi was still wearing her pearl-colored heels, I noticed. “Uh, no. Unfortunately.”

“Okay, no big deal,” she said, genuinely sounding like it wasn’t. “As you can see, I’m really only any good at healing so far. And these two...” She glanced back at Bacchus and Adonis.

“I’m sure we’ll figure something out,” said one of them. Tavi all but rolled her eyes.

“Thanks for the positivity,” she called back. She blew out a breath. “Gods, maybe I could have made it work as a demon.”

She glanced sideways at me, smiling, and then—for just a second—Raines. I didn’t know whether to smile back or scowl or what.

“Raines,” I said, taking charge of the conversation. “You can do something, right? Anything? Even if it’s a long shot.”

He hesitated. I knew that look.

The bastard was keeping something from us. 

“Spill it,” I demanded. 

“I can do an advelum,” he blurted out. 

The angels audibly gasped. Tavi looked the most shocked of all. 

“You’re just going to admit it?” she said, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Just like that? What if she—”

“She doesn’t know what it is,” Raines interrupted. I realized that she was me. 

“Hey,” I said. “I’m right here. And I want to know what an advelum is.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Raines said. “I’m not doing it.”

I gaped. “Why not? We need to get out of here.”

“Because I don’t want to.”

“Why not?”

“Because it will hurt you,” Raines said. “Okay? I’m not doing it.”

Mouth open, I glanced around. 

“It’s a powerful spell,” Tavi said, as if she was almost embarrassed that Raines was being such a brat. Probably had enough experience with the situation. “Like a...radial blast, I guess? Did you ever play League of Legends? It’s basically an AoE spell.”

I gave my head a little shake. “Uh, like the video game?”

Tavi blushed. “I mean, video games are fun. Anyway, the real point is, it does have downsides—”

“And so I’m not doing it,” Raines said.

“You didn’t answer the part about how I could get hurt,” I reminded him. 

“The advelum is so powerful that it can injure anybody with demon blood within close range. Guardians are immune. I’ll be able to break apart some of this rubble, and maybe clear a path, but it’s not worth it.”

“Why not?” I shot back. “We’re all stuck here!”

“Because I would hate myself forever if I hurt you.” 

The hallway fell deadly silent. Tavi looked at her toes. Bacchus and Adonis even could tell that something awkward was going on.

No. I had to focus on solutions. I did want to get out as soon as possible, but I also wanted to get out alive. We’d have to think a little more about this one. 
“What kinda injuries are we talking here?” I asked. “A scrape? Nausea? Death? Sudden loss of blood pressure?”
I was sounding like one of those warnings at the end of a pharmaceutical commercial. 

“Any of those things, or even nothing,” Raines said soberly. “The advelum is unpredictable. Some serious broken bones are a real possibility. Your life could be changed forever.” 

“Well,” I said, weighing my options, “if we don’t get out of here soon, there’s a chance we die, and that would also change my life forever. Not to mention everyone else’s.” I couldn’t help but glance at Tavi at that. Sure, I didn’t know her as much more than Raines’s angel ex-girlfriend who apparently liked human video games, but I also didn’t want her to up and die if she didn’t have to.

“We’ve gotta risk it,” I said. “Do it.” 

“You don’t need to be so heedless,” one of the guys jumped in. “There’s always the power of positive thinking!” 

“Yeah, I’ll pass on that,” I said. “Do it, Raines. Let ‘er rip.”

“Are you sure?” Raines turned to me, so that he filled my vision, blocking everyone else from sight.

It occurred to me, for no reason at all, that if this were a movie, he’d kiss me now. In case we both died in the blast. Or just because.

But he didn’t, of course.

Come to think of it, I wasn’t even sure where that thought came from.

“Nova. Are you sure?”

I nodded.

Raines shook his head. “You have to say it out loud.”

“Why, so the spell will work?”

“Because I need to hear you say it out loud.”

I swallowed, my throat inexplicably dry. “I’m sure. Do it.”

Raines nodded. He took a step back, and motioned for Tavi and the guys to clear out to the opposite side of the hall.

“Stand in front of Nova,” he said. Tavi nodded, and the three of them actually joined hands and stood guard in front of me. Like guardians, I realized. I felt a swell of gratitude. Tavi could have been a total bitch to me, the girl who was to all appearances Raines’s new girlfriend (ha), and instead she was actually going to protect my life.

Raines threw off his suit jacket, and rolled up his sleeves, standing in front of the wall of rocks. He clenched his fists, and jerked his head upwards, which would have looked ridiculous had he not immediately been covered in a column of black smoke.

“Shit,” I whispered.

Then the smoke turned to blinding light.

For a powerful, rock-clearing blast, the advelum was oddly quiet.

At first, I heard nothing at all. Then a high-pitched whine like a broken TV set, getting gradually louder until, all at once, a wall of sound that shook me through to the insides, ten times more forceful than the loudest concert I’d ever been to. I felt myself thrown backwards, at once speeding faster than I’d ever fallen and moving as slowly as through a wall of Jell-O. It was, quite frankly, terrifying.

Then I slammed to earth.

“Nova!”

I blinked, but the first face I saw wasn’t Raines’s, but Tavi’s.

Up close, she was even more beautiful, and I wanted to hate her for it, but I couldn’t. Even with dust coating her eyelashes and her lipstick smeared, she was still astonishingly pretty. Suddenly, I imagined Raines kissing her, and the image struck me like a flaming arrow to the heart.

“Ah!”

“Are you okay?” Tavi’s eyes widened with worry. “Are you hurt? Show me where.”

I shook my head. “No, it’s just...” I didn’t think I was hurt. I sat up, slowly. My back was against the wall, now, but the stones had cleared—or cleared enough that we could get through.

Tavi looked over her shoulder. Raines was crouched on the floor, in the center of a crater of split flagstones he must have broken in the blast.

“Raines,” she said, “are you okay?”

He stood, pitching forward as he did, only to have Bacchus/Adonis rush out and hold him steady. “I’m fine,” he growled. His tie was loose around his neck, and a thin trickle of blood escaped the corner of his mouth. “It didn’t hurt me too much.”

Too much? I started to protest, but a wave of pain crashed over my body, like I was being squeezed in a giant vice grip.

“Ah!”

“I know,” Tavi said. “I bet it sucks. But I don’t see any major injuries. That’s good news. Here.”

She put her hand to my forehead, like a mom taking a kid’s temperature, and her skin felt pleasant and cool to the touch. I, meanwhile, felt disgusting for the thin sheen of sweat coating me. Then a warm, blissful feeling swept through me, and when it dissipated, the pain was better—still there, but less.

“I’m afraid that’s the best I can do,” Tavi said. “I’m really still learning. Did it help?”

I nodded. 

“Let’s get out of here.”
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Chapter Twenty
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The five of us managed to crawl through the hole Raines had created in the rubble, carefully but surely, picking our way through on our hands and knees like it was the world’s worst McDonald’s playplace tunnel. When we emerged, we were in one of the anterooms to the ballroom, which was a total mess—jackets and purses strewn everywhere. This must have been where the Elysium kids were keeping their stuff. Across the way from us, a massive pair of doors marked a stop on the elevator, one we hadn’t used on our trip to visit the relics, which were bolted shut several times over.

As soon as she got through our hole, Tavi gasped and ran forward, throwing herself into the arms of two girls who must have been her best friends. Bacchus and Adonis played it a little cooler, but I could tell they were relieved, too.

“Thanks,” Bacchus—I’m pretty sure he was the shorter one—said, and extended a hand, which Raines actually shook. “You saved us.”

Adonis followed suit, and they followed Tavi to where Dean Serathiel and some other Elysium profs were trying to get a head count.

I scanned around the room, looking for any Hades students, but everyone was in silver, white, or blue. 

“Probably back in the common room,” Raines said. 

“You think?”

He nodded, took a step, and winced. 

“Are you okay?”

“Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “Let’s just find our people.”

I followed him out of the anteroom and back to the staircase that had led us down to the ballroom just a few hours earlier. God, it felt like a lifetime ago that Morgan and I were trying on dresses in our dorm room. Now I wasn’t even sure if Morgan was okay. Or Teddy. Or anyone who’d been on that dance floor.

Raines and I shuffled up the steps in an awkward silence until I felt I had to say something.

“Thanks,” I said. “For the advelum.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” Raines said. “It was the only option.”

“Not necessarily,” I said. “We could’ve starved to death. That might have been fun.”

Raines stared at me like I was crazy.

“Joking,” I said. “Humor is my default post-trauma response. Sorry.”

Raines said nothing. He’d perked up a little since we left the anteroom, I noticed, and wasn’t wincing anymore.

“Tavi seems...” I cast around for the right adjective, but couldn’t find one that encompassed friendly-nerdy-but-not-putting-up-with-your-shit, so I settled for “nice.”

“Don’t talk about her.”

I rolled my eyes. “Sorry, dude, but after she and I ended up stuck in a castle basement together, I think I’m allowed to have an opinion on her personality. I’m not judging her solely as your ex-girlfriend, okay?”

Raines made a sound like a low growl. Then he picked up the pace.

“Hey!” I balled up the dress in my fist, trying to keep up. “Slow down! Some of us are still a little injured.” A thought struck me. “Wait a minute. Weren’t you hurt, like, two minutes ago? Didn’t the advelum get you?”

Raines slowed his pace. “I’m fine.”

“Uh, well, you shouldn’t be,” I said. “Or were you just bullshitting me about how dangerous it was, and how you absolutely needed my express verbal consent, and—”

“I wasn’t bullshitting.”

God. I almost tugged at my hair in frustration. Why was every conversation with him like this?

“So you are hurt,” I said. “And just trying to be macho.”

At that, Raines paused on a step and shot me a look.

I sighed. “Okay, so you’re not macho. Can you just tell me what the fuck is up, then?”

He stopped, and I legit ran into him, and would have tumbled all the way back down the stairs if he hadn’t grabbed me by the hand.

But as soon as he’d grabbed me, he let me go. I sighed.

“Fine, don’t tell me,” I said. “I’ll figure it out eventually.” And then, because I couldn’t resist, “Maybe I’ll just ask Wilder.”

“Wait.”

Knew that’d do it.

Raines sprinted up to my side. “Look, I wouldn’t have done that if it hadn’t been life or death. I never would have. Understand?”

“Sure,” I said. “So what’s going on?”

Raines stared straight ahead as we turned a curve in the staircase. The blue torchlight flickered over his face, casting deep shadows beneath his cheekbones. “It didn’t hurt me because of who I am.”

“Who you are?”

“Or what I am, I guess,” Raines said. “Nova, I’m half-demon, but the other half isn’t human.”

What the fuck?

“So that means you’re—” I started. 

“Half-demon and half-guardian.” 

I was literally lost for words. “How?”

Raines still didn’t meet my eyes. “I think you know how babies are made, Nova.”

I decided not to press that angle. My head was spinning. That certainly explained how he ended up dating an angel. He was an angel. Well, half of one, at least. 

“So that’s why the spell didn’t hurt you or me that much,” I said. “Because we’re both half.”

Raines gave a short nod.

“But you acted like it did, because you didn’t want the angels to know.”

“Except Tavi,” he said softly. “She already knew.”

Of course. That’s why she asked him about it. “Does anyone else know?”

Raines didn’t say anything. Which was an answer in and of itself.

“Wilder,” I said.

“Yeah, Wilder,” Raines said, his voice almost a snarl. “To him, I’m not just a bastard, I’m an abomination. An abomination who got the power he’d always wanted.” He looked down at his palm and balled his hand into a fist. “So when you make this whole thing seem like some stupid sibling rivalry—it’s not, Nova. All he has to do is tell Dean Harlowe and I’m gone from here. Away from my friends, away from...” He blew out a breath. “But he hasn’t yet. He’s waiting to see how I can be useful.” His eyes flashed. “And if it has anything to do with the relics—”

We’d arrived at the grand staircase. Raines turned to face me.

“I think we’d better go back separately,” he said abruptly. “To the common room.”

“What?” I was still wrapping my mind around everything I’d just learned. Raines was an even rarer half-demon than I was. Wilder hated him for it and was jealous of his sun line—the same line that I had. Raines had a weird blasting power that hurt me, but not too much, and his ex-girlfriend healed me. He thought Wilder was after the relics. But it could also be Camilla. Oh, and I’d lost my best friend’s shoes somewhere in a pile of stone and plaster.

“I mean, fine,” I said, when I realized Raines was just staring at me. “I don’t care. I’m just exhausted. So whatever. You go first.”

Raines nodded.

“Thank you for...”

“Don’t thank me,” I interjected. “I didn’t do anything. You saved us.”

“Tavi saved us,” Raines said, and even though I knew we’d’ve been sunk without her healing powers, hearing her name stung.

“Fine,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “Well, thanks, universe.”

“Don’t tell anyone,” Raines said, voice urgent. “Please, Nova. I have to trust you now. But don’t.”

I looked into his eyes, which had just the faintest red gleam, and swallowed.

“I won’t.”

Raines nodded. “Thank you.” He took to the stairs, then stopped. “I like what you did with your hair.”

#
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“NOVA, YOU DREADFUL bitch, don’t you dare make me worry like that ever again!” 

I’d hardly stepped a single foot into the common room and Morgan already had her arms wrapped around me and gave me a peck on the cheek. 

“You look like a mess,” she admonished me. “A hot mess, but a mess nonetheless.”

“I’m sorry I lost your shoes,” I said as I wiggled my way out of her embrace and gave her a once-over. “You look perfect. Even after all that.” 

It was true. Her dress remained unblemished and not a single strand of hair was out of place. Meanwhile, a quick glance at the rest of the students was enough to see that everybody else looked much more worse for the wear. 

“Tell me everything,” she said in a whisper. “You snogged Wilder and his brother in one night? You minx!” 

It’s a true testament to Morgan’s love of gossip that I couldn’t tell whether or not she was joking. It would’ve been totally on brand of her to care more about snogging—which I’d gathered just meant “making out”—than how I’d actually managed to find my way safely back to the common room. 

And of course, the more pressing subject at the moment was what we should do to figure out if Camilla was truly the one responsible for everything. But I knew Morgan wouldn’t want to discuss something so serious until she got her fill of gossip. 

“No snogging for me tonight,” I said. “But maybe a little too much excitement anyway. Can we sit down somewhere?” 

We grabbed a spot on one of the plush couches and, I have to say, it never felt so good to just sit my ass down. 

I scanned the room a bit more. What was that thing it said on the Statue of Liberty? Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses. That’s kind of the vibe I was getting. Lots of exhausted looking demons with scrapes and bruises just vegging out. I spied Raines holding court with his Infernal buddies, both of whom looked a little shellshocked. Camilla, on the other hand, was nowhere to be seen. 

Shady. And unsurprising. 

“How bad did it get back in the ballroom?” I asked Morgan. 

“It was funny at first,” she said, much to my surprise. “The DJ was playing ‘Shake it Off,’ so all the movement felt like it might be part of the production. But then when it became clear something was amiss, it was sheer pandemonium. No major injuries that I saw, but certainly a few twisted ankles and such.”

“Teddy?” I asked. 

“Our poor boy puked his guts out on that Elysium lass as soon as the shaking really picked up,” she said sadly. “You should’ve seen it. Motion sickness and too much Hellwater is a deadly combo.” 

So much for Teddy’s chances at snogging an angel. 

“But enough about the ballroom,” Morgan blurted out. “I want to know every little thing about what happened between you and Raines. Did you kiss? I really hope you didn’t, because ew. Were you trapped? Was he a jerk? Spill, spill!” 

So I spilled. 

Sort of. 

I was surprised by how many details were necessary to leave out. The story I told amounted to: Raines wanted to talk about Wilder, ceiling caved in, met some Elysium kids (I did tell her about Tavi), and then Raines used some powers to get us out. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Morgan. At this point, I wasn’t sure if there was anybody in the world who I trusted more than her. But even though Raines wasn’t my favorite person in the world right now, revealing his secret would be needlessly cruel. 

Plus, the story was plenty juicy enough for Morgan even in its stripped-down version. Raines running into his ex-girlfriend and me milking the moment for maximum awkwardness? That was Morgan’s catnip. 

“Got your fill of gossip?” I asked Morgan as I wrapped the story up. 

She nodded. “That tea was exceptionally good.” 

“Then down to business. What was Camilla up to when this was all going down?” 

“She was one of the first to run out of the room! In that shitty little dress of hers. You’d figure the girl who fancies herself the alpha bitch of her class would wear something less basic.” 

“Have you seen her since then?” I asked. 

Morgan shook her head. 

It wouldn’t surprise me if Camilla was the type to project an image of herself as a tough broad when, in reality, she was the first one to run away screaming as soon as something bad started going down. I’d met plenty of those girls growing up in the foster system.

But something wasn’t adding up. I did one more scan of the room and spotted her two cronies passed out on a loveseat—it was almost hard to recognize them without their ringleader. 

Running off from the ball and not returning? Leaving her “friends” behind? As far as I was concerned, that constituted “shady-ass behavior.” 

“She has to be the one behind the stolen relics,” I said confidently. “And that somehow created an opening for Chaos. I think. Something like that. But what’s her motive?” 

“Well, we know she’s a terrible, irredeemable bitch,” Morgan said. “Isn’t that enough?”

And maybe that was enough. Camilla’s pure awfulness couldn’t be understated. And if that awful person decided her school was too accepting of impure demons, she very well might see it as her duty to invite Chaos in. 

“Do you think we should be scared?” I finally asked Morgan. That question had been on my mind for the past few hours, but I knew Raines would have too much manly pride to give me any answer other than “no.” 

“I trust that our professors can handle the situation,” Morgan started, “but I really don’t know, Nova. ‘Til now, it’s been my pleasure to answer any question you’ve had. But this is new territory, even for me. I wish I had an answer.” 

I rested my head on her shoulder. “I guess we’ll just have to figure this all out together.” 

As far as I knew, hundreds—or even thousands—of years had passed since the last time Chaos showed its face at Hades Academy. And while nobody seemed to be seriously hurt, and this could well just be a blip on the radar resulting from some asshole—Camilla—messing with the relics, that didn’t make me feel any easier. 

Because I couldn’t help but feel some sort of connection between my arrival here and the craziness of the past few weeks. A feeling deep inside my stomach was telling me you have a responsibility to figure out what’s going on. 

If this was Camila’s doing, I was going to have to be the one to prove it. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-One
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Launching a full-scale investigation of Camilla was easier said than done thanks to that whole “going to class, studying, and doing homework” thing. I wanted to prove she was the culprit, but I also really wanted to avoid failing out of Hades. 

Quite frankly, I was disturbed how quickly the faculty at Hades tried to pretend that none of it ever happened. At the very least, I’d expected some sort of school-wide assembly where Dean Harlowe thanked us for our tenacity and assured us that everything was okay. 

But no. Nary a mention of how the ball had devolved into—for lack of a better term—chaos. As if we’d all forgotten that a giant supernatural earthquake hit the school in the middle of a Taylor Swift song. 

“ Let’s pick up right where we left off, shall we?” Lattimore began his first class following the ball. “The Great Depression was, of course, caused by a panic in the stock market. And despite the rumors, no, that panic was in no way the fault of demons.” 

I had a fondness for Lattimore, I really did. He was the one who first took me away from my mess of a life, and I’d always be thankful to him for that. But the extent to which he was ignoring the elephant in the room was honestly a little insulting. How did he expect us to focus on a panic in the 1930s stock market without addressing the panic during the ball? 

Everybody looked checked out. The kyrioi were still everywhere, nobody was answering any of our questions, and we all had a vague fear that something bad could happen again at any moment. 

To put it another way, everybody had a much shittier attitude toward learning than usual.

Well, all except for Camilla. Her attitude was just as shitty as it ever was. 

“Wow,” Camilla said to nobody in particular. “Finally a historical event that we’re not blaming demons for. Bravo!” 

Her unchanged behavior only served to make me more suspicious of her. You’d have to be a sociopath to go through the events of the other night and remain exactly the same. She, on the other hand, remained totally unfazed. 

Lattimore, as usual, ignored the obvious disdain of her comments. “Indeed,” he said. “Demons are certainly responsible, at least in part, for many awful things throughout human history. But the Great Depression was different. In that moment, demons took a step back and allowed the guardians to exert as much positive influence as possible in order to restore balance. Alas, it took the guardians many years to do so. Not an easy task for them, I’m afraid.” 

It was an interesting lecture to consider, and I’m sure I would’ve been much more drawn in if it weren’t for the million other things on my mind. To learn about history while straight-up ignoring recent events was just ridiculous. 

In pyromancy class, Professor Lamoureux was just as tight-lipped. And really, what use was there in divining the future when we couldn’t even make sense of the present? 

She was giving another one of her back-to-basics lessons where we literally had to create sparks by rubbing sticks together. It was strenuous work, and I found myself drenched with sweat even before I could see the smallest of sparks. 

“Avec passion!” Lamoureux demanded as she strolled the room. “You must rub the sticks with passion and vigor!” 

Aside from a few half-hearted giggles at her unintentional double entendre, she wasn’t inspiring anybody to do particularly better. 

Rarely have I seen a sight as pathetic as a room full of demons boredly playing with sticks. Maybe we deserved to have the ceiling crash down and put us out of our misery. 

As for Remedial Latin, Professor Stultior had no problem passing out at the beginning of class, just as usual. 

“Maybe we should take it as a good sign that he’s not losing any sleep over this,” I joked. 

Teddy, still looking a little green, didn’t laugh. Even with a full day to recover in bed between the ball and classes, he looked like he could unleash a torrent of barf at any given moment. 

“Still feeling crappy, huh?” I said. “Well, if it’s any consolation, you were the highlight of the night before all that other stuff. Where’d you learn to dance like that?” 

“That was the first time I’ve ever danced,” Teddy said. He burped. “I don’t know what got into me, but the moment felt right.” 

“I guess that Hellwater makes for damn good liquid confidence. Although maybe you should drink a little less next time. It figures hangovers from demon liquor would be worse than hangovers from regular liquor.” 

Teddy shook his head. “I think it’s more than just the Hellwater at this point. My insides feel like they’re desperate to burst out of my body. But Gods, the Hellwater sure didn’t help.” 

I absent-mindedly flipped through the workbook to see if motivation to study might suddenly strike. But odds were high I wasn’t going to learn a lick of Latin today. Probably best just to chill out for a bit and chat with Teddy—to the extent he could without puking.

“That Elysium girl you were with was a babe,” I teased him. “I’m sorry you weren’t able to seal the deal.” 

He moaned before taking his time to respond. “Maybe it’s for the best. A love affair with an angel would be bound to end in tragedy.” 

“Yeah, seems like that’s a theme of angel-demon relationships,” I said.

Of course I was thinking about Raines. We hadn’t talked since that night, and he wasn’t even doing his annoying “stare at me intensely from across the common room” thing anymore. I was, apparently, persona non grata (which was Latin for “chopped liver”). I was thankful that I wasn’t being subjected to any more of his lectures, but if I was being honest, I missed the attention. Just a little.

Then there was what he told me about Wilder. 

Was Wilder really so awful? If he’d genuinely been that harsh and jealous of Raines, he probably wasn’t the most trustworthy. But then again, if anyone could sympathize with “being frustrated with Raines,” it was me. So should I refuse to trust Raines, too? I was at a loss. 

The smart idea was probably to be cautious of both of them, I realized. Because maybe neither had my best interests in mind. 

But Raines was so scared of hurting you with the advelum, I reminded myself. That’s not the kind of guy you should be skeptical of. 

I tried my best just not to think about it. And yet, these kinds of thoughts were hard to avoid when I’d have to see both of them in Philosophy.

Except the first thing I noticed when I walked in was that Raines’s usual seat was conspicuously empty.

The mood in Wilder’s class was different. We all seemed to realize that of all the professors at Hades, Wilder was always the most likely to go off on a rant or share his own opinions, even when that was kinda sorta something he probably shouldn’t be doing. 

In other words, if anybody was going to spill the beans about what was going on here, he was the one. And everybody knew it. 

“I trust everybody had a boring, but relaxing weekend,” he said with a smirk. It was the first time any professor had so much as acknowledged what happened. And of course he did it with that trademark Wilder sarcasm. “In all seriousness, before we get started for the day, I just wanted to say that I’ll be making myself available this week for anybody who needs to talk.” 

At that, several hands shot up in the air. 

Wilder laughed. “Looks like some of you want to talk now. I can say a few things at present and answer any individual questions later, but it might mean our lesson today is cut a bit short. How’s that sound?” 

He was met with eager nods. 

I was getting better at seeing through him. To me, it was more than obvious that he was dying to share his thoughts. For better or worse, the dude loved the sound of his own voice. 

Not that I could blame him.

“Well, sure thing,” he said, as if he hadn’t been expecting that exact reaction. “And remember, this is just my opinion. But in recent years, we’ve been teaching demons to create fear too dispassionately. And there is something to that, certainly. But I worry that in emphasizing this point so heavily, we’re producing weaker demons. Telling students that they should perform their duties with studied detachment is counterintuitive. Of course you shouldn’t go into the human world and relish in creating as much terror as possible—not at all. But if you perform your duties and have maybe just a little bit of fun—I don’t think there’s necessarily anything wrong with that.”

I looked around the room. Nobody—including myself—was quite grasping the connection yet. This wasn’t so different than the usual controversial opinions Wilder sometimes spouted. 

“I know, I’m repeating previous lectures here,” he said as if reading my mind. “But here’s the point. A bored, totally dispassionate demon is a weak demon. Weak demons can’t do their part in creating balance. And this...this provides an opening for Chaos. At this point, I know you’ve all heard the rumors about missing relics. It’s pointless for the staff to play dumb with you. I believe that all this trouble is only possible because we’ve let our guard down. Putting that guard back up, despite what other professors might tell you, is going to involve putting passion into our work.” 

He paused, knowing full well that he was heightening the drama of the moment. This went against almost everything we’d been taught so far, and while it was always clear Wilder had his own opinions, to hear them voiced so bluntly made all the difference. 

“Take joy in your work—the balance of the entire universe is at stake,” he concluded, before smiling one of his handsome grins. “No big deal.” 

He sure had a flair for the dramatic. 

And personally, my mind was racing. Wilder so casually dismissed the maxim that demons should perform terror without passion, that part of me felt that perhaps his ideas weren’t as radical as I might assume. If it were such an extreme notion, would he even be on the faculty at Hades Academy? 

Professor Lattimore’s history class was full of examples of demons overstepping their responsibilities and going too far. Surely, many of those demons of the past enjoyed creating fear in the hearts of humans. I had to wonder—was all this business about “creating fear dispassionately” something that most demons only prescribed to in theory rather than practice? And were they right to do so? 

Wilder continued on with class as normal. He was discussing something about demonic existentialism, but I just couldn’t pay attention. As much as Hades Academy felt like my new home, I hadn’t been engrossed in this world long enough to know right from wrong when it comes to demon-ing. 

I thought back to my three-card monte scams in Brooklyn. I was doing it for money, of course, but didn’t I also take a sort of pleasure out of tricking my marks? Was it wrong that I enjoyed parting fools from their money? 

When the bell rang and Wilder said “class dismissed,” I realized I hadn’t been paying any attention for at least the last half hour. I got up, ready to head back to the common room and just process a little, when I heard my name.

“Nova.”

It was Wilder, of course. As the rest of the class trickled out, I lingered. He was leaning on his desk, the way he always did, the same smile on his face.

“Hi,” I said, clutching the strap of my satchel.

“Hi yourself,” he said. He cleared his throat. “I’m glad to see that you’re all right. Do you...need to talk?”

Did I? Even with my self-appointed mission to get to the bottom of this, to see what I might have to do with the stolen relics and the Chaos emerging, I didn’t feel like I wanted to tell Wilder everything. Not now. It felt too much like showing my hand.

“No,” I said. “Not really. I mean, this stuff is all crazy, but everything seems like...weirdly normal, now.”

My eyes went to Raines’s empty seat—not on purpose. I shook my head, hoping Wilder didn’t notice.

He chuckled. “Yes, well, as with any academic bureaucracy, Hades is committed to the appearance of authority and normality.” He licked his lips. “I only ask since our conversation the other day was cut a bit short, and your next exetasis is...on the horizon.”

On the horizon, meaning tomorrow. I nodded. 

Maybe there was a way to learn what I personally had to do with all of this, and learn more about what Wilder and Raines’s deal was, and do it through my exetasis.

I held up my hand. “What’s the deal with this? The sun line?”

“Ah.” Wilder ducked his head at my outstretched hand. “May I?”

I gave a small nod, and he took my hand in his, holding it gently, examining my palm.

“The outlaw’s crossing,” I prompted. “What does it mean? Am I the only one who has it? Or are there...more?”

Maybe I was pushing it. But if Wilder noticed me nudging him towards revealing his own family secrets, he didn’t show it. His brow furrowed above his glasses.

“You’re not the only one,” he said, still intent on my hand. “But the crossing doesn’t always correlate with the same origin. It’s a phenotype, not a genotype. An outward manifestation, but not the cause,” he explained. 

I blinked. “Okay.”

“What it means is that you came from some kind of powerful union,” Wilder went on, almost transfixed. “Something more than just a demon and a demon. The sort of thing that drives the demon purists crazy.” His eyes flashed. “Personally, I’m agnostic. I see their arguments for purity. And yet I can’t help but be intrigued at what limits we might push if we loosened those strictures.”

“Wait,” I said. “So demon purists aren’t just snobs? They’re trying to make sure demons don’t have these...uncontrollable offspring? With...this?” I pulled my hand back, skin against skin, and traced my own palm.

“Partially,” Wilder said. “I’m sure some of it is more garden-variety prejudice. But philosophically—so, you know, the way I think of it—there is that argument for demon purity. Control. Bloodlines. Strength.”

“What’s happened to the relics?” I blurted out. I didn’t like toeing this close to the line about my origins, not in front of Wilder. Not if he knew more than I did.

Wilder tightened his jaw. “Nova, I really can’t tell you more than I did. You’re a student.”

A desperate feeling clawed in my chest. I was getting so close to answers. “But someone’s taking them,” I said. “Is it a demon purist?”

Is it Camilla?

Wilder stood to his full, impressive height. “I think we’re done here, Nova. I’m glad you’re holding up.”

“But—”

He folded his arms. “I’ll see you at your exetasis.”

Before I could protest any further, Wilder disappeared in a column of smoke.
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I GOT BACK TO THE DORMS ten minutes later, desperate to find Morgan.

I knew exactly what I wanted to ask her. 

“Nova Donovan!” she greeted me when I walked into the room. “How are ya, lady?” 

I climbed onto her bed and wrapped my arms around her. 

“Poor girl!” she said. “Having a bad day?”

“A bad week,” I corrected. “But I guess we all are. I could just use some girl time.” 

“What’s up? Feeling torn between Mr. Mopey and Professor Hottie?” 

I laughed. “It’s more...fundamental than that.” I hesitated. “Morgan, what did your parents tell you about what it means to be a demon?” 
Wilder’s comments made me realize that what I was missing the most was context. Morgan or Teddy could filter all they learned at Hades through the things they understood to be true as the children of demon parents. And my supercharged potential lineage notwithstanding, I just didn’t have that background. When it came to demon stuff, their bullshit barometer was much better than mine. Maybe if I knew a little more about how Morgan was raised, I’d get at least a small chunk of that much-needed context. 
“Well they each felt differently about it, of course,” Morgan said. “Typical parent stuff, really. Dad is a real hardliner. He scares the pants off of humans then laughs about it at the pub with his friends. My mum hates creating fear. She’ll find any excuse to get out of her duties. She finds it uncouth. Sometimes I wonder if she’s secretly a guardian and that’s why I’m such a messy bitch—bad DNA, or whatever.” 

I ignored that last line even though it stung to think about. “But they’re not...purists,” I said, carefully.

“Gods, no!” Morgan looked alarmed. “What on earth has gotten into you?”

I took a deep breath and explained: about Wilder, about the argument for demon purity, about the uncontrollable nature of my power.

“But I thought you said you didn’t have powers,” Morgan said. “Or that they weren’t coming through properly.”

“They’re not,” I explained. “But I think there’s a reason.”

Morgan raised an eyebrow. “And this has to do with the relics...how?”

“I’m not positive,” I said. “But I think that a demon purist—let’s just say Camilla—is using the relics to create chaos and blame it on someone like me. Or, no, not like me—exactly me. Then she can make the argument to close ranks in the school, kick half-demons out, and keep things, well, pure.”

Morgan looked shocked. “But what if someone gets hurt?”

“You really think she’d care?” I said. “Especially if it’s someone worthless like me. Or Teddy. Or maybe even you. Just for being sympathetic to half-demons.”

Morgan fluttered her eyes and put a hand to her forehead. “Gods, and here I was thinking the biggest drama of first year would be who’s sneaking off to whose dorm room for a quick shag.” At that, she opened her eyes. “Speaking of, where do you think Raines has gone? Awfully suspicious not to be in class, isn’t it?”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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I strolled into my second exetasis session with a renewed confidence. I felt like Teddy after a few slugs of Hellwater.

I had some kind of power, even if I couldn’t control it or channel it.

I had a strong lead on who was messing with the relics—Camilla—and why—to screw me and other half-demons over.

But what gave me the biggest boost was my realization that my destiny was mine to create. Nobody at Hades was going to tell me who I was. That much was for me to determine. 

Well, me, and the results of my exetasis.

“As you can see, I still haven’t straightened up,” Wilder immediately apologized when I walked in. His office looked just as messy as before, if not even more so. “You’d figure I would do that after the first session, but I guess I’ve just been busy. But here I am, making excuses.”

“It’s fine,” I assured him. I took my seat in front of his desk. “So what semi-awkward thing are we gonna do this time? Hug for an hour or something?” I couldn’t stop myself from chattering. It was weird.

Wilder didn’t laugh, but instead gave me a strange look, which he blinked away quickly.

“I mean, not that that’d be awkward,” I rushed on. “Hey, so, I wanted to ask you something about the relics. Because I was wondering—”

Wilder put up a hand.

“Nova, I’m going to have to ask you to stop right there.”

“But—”

“This is your exetasis, and I need you to focus,” Wilder said, all congeniality gone. “If you don’t mind.”

Embarrassment flooded me. I shook my head.

“You should know that even if your exetasis produces satisfactory results, that does not guarantee your continued matriculation at Hades,” Wilder went on. “I don’t mean to be harsh, but if I were you, I’d stay out of trouble. Given what happened at the ball, all first-year students are under extra scrutiny. Professors are now designated reporters for any student mention of curfew-breaking or trespassing, including even a passing mention of the relics. Is that understood?”

I nodded.

“Very well. Tonight is a measurement of your mental powers.”

“Meaning?”

Meaning, it turned out, a pen-and-paper test. Well, a quill-and-parchment test, but same diff. For the next two hours, I wrote out answers to questions both basic (“Full name”) and complex (“In seconds, how old were you when the sun, Venus, and moon were last in ascendant syzygy?”). Each letter of my responses was then assigned a number based on a chart that Wilder referred to constantly.

“I prefer the Chaldean method to the Agrippan,” he explained, pushing his hair out of his face as he scribbled. “It eliminates the number 9, but it draws more closely on the Hebrew alphabet, which I feel, kabbalistically speaking, is sounder, but—”

“So what’s it coming up with?” I asked. “How am I doing?”

Wilder said nothing, but his face went dark. “Let’s just proceed, Nova.”

I was so completely tuned out by the end of it that I felt almost as drained as I had after tunneling my way to freedom with Raines, Tavi, and the angel twins. That, and my hand was cramping like a mofo. At about two in the morning, I finally left Wilder’s office, not even knowing my results, since apparently they had to be calculated in what I assumed was some kind of demonic scantron machine. No on-the-spot clues. Nothing.

And now I was exhausted.

Trudging my way back to the dormitories, I mentally flicked through what my results could possibly mean. Was it possible to get those answers wrong? Wilder would’ve said something. He seemed distracted, anyway.

As I walked, another set of footsteps echoed behind me. I turned over my shoulder to see a massive kyrios striding a few yards behind me, his eyes glass-black and staring straight ahead. Honestly, I couldn’t get used to the sight of them. They were like the world’s creepiest school resource officers.

I slowed my pace. The kyrios did too.

I picked up. So did he.

Even though I knew he was there for protection—for all of our protection—I kinda didn’t like being stalked this close. I needed at least a few minutes of privacy to recombobulate after that test. And if Wilder was right, and I was going to end up on some watch list just for uttering the word “relics,” then I definitely didn’t want this guy tailing me right this instant.

Up ahead, on the right, was a door with the words LAVATORIUM FILIAE inscribed above it—perfect. 

“Just going to the bathroom,” I said, more loudly than necessary. “Then I’ll be on my way.”

The kyrios’s footsteps stopped, and I swung open the door. I wasn’t 100% clear on demons’ attitudes towards gender roles, but this guy was going to give me a little privacy, at least.

Inside, the bathroom was pretty epic, with a giant fountain in the center to wash your hands and an entire shelf of differently-scented soaps and lotions. Back in my former life, I’d’ve been lucky to find a tampon machine that didn’t just eat my quarters.

I sank onto one of the stone benches and held my head in my hands. All my confidence had totally washed away. To hear Wilder tell it, not only was I getting iffy exetasis results at best—my outlaw’s crossing notwithstanding—I was on thin ice just by mentioning the relics. But if whoever was using them to create chaos got away with it, I’d probably get blamed anyway and expelled.

My stomach clenched at the thought. No more gorgeous castle. No more beautiful dormitory and gourmet meals. No more uniforms and textbooks and magic—well, watching other people do magic, anyway.

No more friends.

A tear trembled out of my eye and down my cheek.

Fuck. 

I hated being weak.

A soft rustling sound echoed across the expanse of the bathroom. I jerked to attention, and my heart sank.

The one thing that could make tonight worse had just emerged from a stall.

“My, my, my,” Camilla said. “Poor little human lost her way?”

“Shut the fuck up, Camilla,” I said through my teeth.

“Ugh.” She wrinkled her nose, delicately splashing her hands in the fountain water. “You’re vulgar, did you know that?”

“Takes one to know one,” I shot back. Not the most original insult, but I was operating on about 5% battery, here. 

“Hmph.” Camilla patted her hands dry and tucked her hair behind her ears, examining herself in the mirror. She stared at me in the glass. “You threaten me one more time and I’ll have that kyrios in here in two seconds.”

“What, can’t even stand up for yourself?” I got to my feet. “You know what, Camilla? I’ve learned something about demon purists. You’re not just bigots. You’re afraid. Afraid that people like me, half-demons like me, might actually have something more powerful than you do. Might be able to fight Chaos better. Might actually be the ones who should call the shots.”

I was advancing on her, step by step, my Docs echoing against the smooth tiles. Camilla stood straight, but I could see that look in her eyes. 

“It’s just you and me here,” I said. “Your cronies aren’t around. There’s no audience to back you up. So I have to wonder, if half-demons are so worthless, why do you look so scared?”

Camilla thrust her shoulders back and got right in my face.

“Listen, you little half-breed,” she hissed. “You—”

“No, you listen,” I shot back. “I know what you’re up to, Camilla. With the relics. You’re the one causing chaos.”

“What?” Camilla said. “Prove it.”

“I heard Collum and Aleksandr talking about you,” I said. “In the hallway.”

Camilla went pale. “No you didn’t,” she spat. “Prove it.”

“I can’t prove it,” I said, and as I said it, I realized that maybe they weren’t talking about Camilla. Raines had said they were trying to stop him from confronting Wilder. And I never heard them say her name. Only that “she” was pissed about the security measures. And “she” could have been anyone.

Including, I realized, me.

“Didn’t think so,” Camilla said calmly. She flicked a strand of my hair over her shoulder, which for some reason infuriated me.

“Stop it,” I cried. “You’re using the relics to create chaos just to pin it on me. To get me expelled, or...or I don’t know what. But you have to stop lying. Someone’s going to get hurt. You’re lucky no one died during the ball while you were off underground.”

“Underground?” Camilla wrinkled her nose. “I wasn’t underground any more than you were.”

“So where were you?” I countered.

Camilla’s cheeks went pink. “I don’t have to tell you that.”

Something tingled at the back of my neck. 

“Fine,” she said. “Fine! You want to know where I was? Collum and I snuck off. The Hellwater made me all...I don’t know.” She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not lying. You can ask Zelda or Ruby if you don’t believe me.”

The tingling got stronger. I couldn’t deny it—this was that vibe. 

The vibe I got when pulling my three-card monte scam. 

The vibe that told me when to run and when to stay. 

The vibe I’d trusted my whole life, demon or not. 

“Gods,” Camilla said, shoving me back a little. “What in hell’s name is wrong with your eyes?”

I stared up into the mirror. A soft, golden glow emitted from my eyes, flickering gently in the reflection.

Then I blinked, and it was gone.

“You should learn to control that,” Camilla said, brushing off her shoulders, in the tone of someone scolding a dog who isn’t house-trained. “Just because you’re jealous that I made out with one of the Infernal Three doesn’t mean you get to accuse me of treason. Because I’m innocent, human.” 

And I knew Camilla was telling the truth.
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AFTER FOUR HOURS OF terrible sleep, I jolted awake. As I blinked to consciousness, I saw that Morgan’s bed was already empty. The grandfather clock in our room read 8:25, which meant I had just over half an hour before our first class.

I leapt up, going through my usual routine in double time. I was dying to tell Morgan what had happened. She’d gotten back from her own exetasis at a much more reasonable hour (so, like, one a.m. as opposed to two) and was passed out by the time I returned to the room.

In two minutes flat I’d brushed my hair, splashed some water on my face, and thrown on a clean uniform. Grabbing my satchel, I dashed through the hallways, out into the common room, and towards the refectory.

“Whoa! Slow down!” Morgan’s cat-lined eyes widened as I skidded to a stop by our usual table. “You look rough, girl. Take a load off, as you Americans say.” She kicked out a chair for me, and I sat.

“Here.” She pushed over a cup of coffee. “Late night? I was zonked from my exetasis so I didn’t wait up. Did you have to do that bloody test thing? Felt like I was taking my stupid O-levels or something. I swear, if the best way demons have come up with to test our mental acumen is by doing some weird numerology bullsh—”

“Morgan,” I panted, not even sipping my coffee. “It’s not Camilla.”

Morgan arched a brow. “What now? You mean with the relics?”

“Keep your voice down,” I hissed, and told her what Wilder had told me.

“So the profs will rat us out for so much as mentioning the r—the r-word?” Morgan said, her voice lowered a few notches. 

I nodded.

“Bloody hell.” Morgan flicked her gaze to where two kyrioi were looming by the door to the upstairs hallways. “So what else? How d’you know it’s not her?”

I explained about last night: the exetasis, Wilder’s warning, the run-in with Camilla in the bathroom and my mini-interrogation.

“My eyes have only done that once before,” I said. “And I just...I felt that she was telling the truth. I know it means something.”

“I’ll say,” Morgan said, and threw a glance back at the Infernal Three. Well, the Infernal Two—Raines was still missing. “It means that Collum has much lower standards than I anticipated.”

“Morgan.” I rolled my eyes, although I’d have been lying if I didn’t say the same thought hadn’t crossed my mind. Sure, Collum associated with Raines, my second least favorite person at Hades, but I didn’t think he’d stoop so low as to make out with my first least favorite person. 

“I’m joking,” she said. “Mostly. No, what it means is that you have a built-in lie detector of sorts.”

“When I can figure out how to use it,” I said. “Which I pretty much can’t. I’m like a broken clock that’s right twice a day.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Morgan said. “Go use it on our buddy Collum over there. See what’s gotten into him. Honestly, and I know this isn’t the point here, but I’m shocked. Like, I couldn’t be more shocked if Camilla snogged Teddy.” She paused to swig some tea, then frowned. “Hang on. Where is our Ted?”

I looked at the table—nothing there, not his bag or his blazer or anything. Then I scanned the refectory, as did Morgan, but nope—no Teddy.

“Maybe he’s just ill again,” Morgan said. “He has been looking terribly peaky lately.”

“Maybe,” I said. But something seemed off. Not off enough to spark a tingle at the back of my neck, but still—

No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than the two kyrioi stationed at the door sprang into action. With huge strides, they closed the distance between their post and the entrance. Beneath one of their jackets, a crimson blade glittered with what looked like a heatless flame.

As they passed, I heard them barking something to each other—something I didn’t recognize until I heard the words.

“—cella scansoria—”

I widened my eyes, and Morgan followed my gaze. She spun back to face me.

“Elevator,” I said. “They just said elevator. In Latin.”

Morgan blinked. “So...congratulations on paying attention in class, then?”

I shook my head. “That’s the thing, though. We don’t learn words like that in the textbook—it’s all useless ancient vocabulary. I only know it because I heard Teddy say it that one time and thought it was funny, like, of course Teddy would have found out this word...” My mind was spiraling faster than I could put words to thoughts. “But he couldn’t have learned it in class. And if he knows it, and the kyrioi know it...”

“Oh my God,” she gasped.

“Exactly.”

“Should we...” Morgan cast a nervous glance around the room.

I jumped to my feet. “I think we have to.”

Before I could reconsider, I had shouldered my bag and was walking as quickly out of the refectory as I could without arousing suspicion.

“Nova!” Morgan called after me, and I slowed just enough to let her catch up.

“What d’you suppose is going on?” she panted.

“I don’t know,” I said, breathing heavily myself, “but I don’t like it. Did you see which way they went?”

Morgan shook her head. We’d come to the grand staircase, and I paused, trying to think.

“The elevator’s that way,” I said, motioning, “but if we just charge after them—”

“We have to find Teddy first,” Morgan said.

“Right.” I squeezed my eyes shut, heart pounding. “Okay. It’s not like he can make the elevator work by himself, so maybe he’s just nearby. Like in a side room or—” I snapped my fingers. “That’s it.”

“What is?”

I took off down the stairs, flipping my hair out of the way to call back to Morgan. “There’s this anteroom...thing. I was there after the ball, when—”

When Raines saved me.

I shook the thought away. 

“Anyway, there’s another opening to the elevator there. So maybe...”

I let the sentence speak for itself as I picked up the pace, twisting behind the grand staircase to where Raines and I had emerged only a few days ago. My feet took the steps two at a time as I dashed to the waiting room and the elevator doors.

It was darker than it had been the night of the dance, with only a single brazier burning with its blue flame. The doors were bolted shut, like they’d been before, but now the bolts had massive chips in them, welts, like someone had been striking at it with a giant axe. 

“Holy...” Morgan’s eyes widened as she skidded to a stop behind me. “Something’s been at it.”

“Or someone,” I said, spinning around and squinting in the dark. I didn’t see any kyrioi, or any flaming daggers—a good start. But where was—

“Nova?” A voice said from out of the darkness. “Morgan?”

“Teddy?” Morgan and I said in unison. “Is that you?”

A shape emerged, a body in roughly the shape of our friend, and relief was so instantaneous that I just started babbling.

“Oh my God, Teddy, you had us freaked the fuck out. I heard the kyrioi say something about the elevator, the cella scansoria, and was like wow, that’s so weird that they said that, when Teddy just learned that word, and then I put it together with the fact that you weren’t there, and—”

“Nova,” Teddy said. He’d come forward just enough so that I could see his face, his hair falling in his eyes and over his glasses. 

“Yeah?”

“Shut up.”

A burst of blue light seared through the room.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Three
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The next thing I heard was a body hit the floor.

It was Morgan.

“Morgan!” I screamed, my voice like fire in my throat. Panic flooded me, every sense on high alert, and my mind cartwheeled into rapid fire—

Is she dead is she dead is she dead

« Stop »

I jerked myself back from my lunge to Morgan’s body at the sound of the voice. It was Teddy’s voice, but not his, not really his the way I knew it. It was deep and resonant and dissonant, like two recordings played back at slightly different pitches. I whirled around.

Teddy was floating.

His eyes glowed pure blue fire, with crackles of energy streaming from his arms, his hair and necktie floating as if he were underwater. In his hand was a long, massive blade, glowing a searing orange, at least eight feet long—and yet he held it like it was nothing.

“Teddy?” I said, my voice cracking. “What the hell—”

« Stop » he repeated, and, with a snap, he swooped impossibly fast through a hole in the wall—the hole that Raines had knocked down to free us.

“Nova?”

On the ground, Morgan stirred. Relief poured over my entire being, making me literally weak in the knees. 

“Morgan!” I rushed to her side at the ground. She looked pale, and scared, but she wasn’t bleeding.

“Gods,” she said croakily. “What on earth—where’s Teddy?”

“Are you all right?” I glanced frantically around. “He’s gone. I need to—”

“Go get help,” Morgan said. “Now.”

“But you’re—”

“If the kyrioi find me, they’re not going to kill me,” she said, coughing. “But if they get to Teddy—”

She didn’t have to say it twice.

“Go,” she whispered.

I leapt to my feet and started running up the stairs.

It was all coming together in my mind. Teddy being sick. The insane, out-of-nowhere dancing talent. The weird bursts of energy. 

Chaos had chosen him.

As I rushed to the foot of the grand staircase, I had to stop and think. Where was I going? If I went to Dean Harlowe, I’d have to admit that I knew about the relics, and if that was going to get me in deep shit, I didn’t want to waste my time. Same with really any of the professors.

Except Wilder.

Before I could second-guess myself, I sprinted to the left, in the direction of Wilder’s office, wishing like hell that I could do that magical demon teleportation thing instead of running like a slob. I was sweating, my feet were sliding in my Docs, and I was scared. Scared in a way that I hadn’t been since I’d come to Hades.

Scared because for the first time I had something to lose.

Tears streamed down my face as I rounded a corner, and I wiped them away, only to run into something hard.

I fell on my ass, still crying.

“Nova?”

Raines didn’t ask before pulling me to my feet. His eyes widened. “Gods, Nova, what the hell is wrong?”

He didn’t ask before wrapping his arms around me, either.

It felt good—I hated that it did, but it did—but I also didn’t have any time for this bullshit.

“Stop.” I sucked in a breath, steadying myself. “Raines, get out of my way. I have to find Wilder.”

Raines’s eyes flared red. “Wilder? What do you—”

“It’s Teddy,” I said. “Teddy’s somehow gotten possessed, or something, by Chaos, and he’s the one causing everything. He just knocked Morgan off her feet and disappeared into that passage we were stuck in the other day, and now I need help, and I’m going to Wilder because, well, he knows that I know about the relics, and—”

“Nova,” Raines interrupted. “I know what you’re going to say, and I know you’re panicking, but you have to believe me: do not go to Wilder if you want your friends to live.”

If he had said anything else—anything—I would have told him to go fuck himself and kept on my search for a responsible adult.

But the fact was, I did want my friends to live. More than anything.

So he had my attention.

“What else do I do?” I cried. “I don’t have time for a Plan B. He could be—”

“I’ll come with you,” Raines said shortly. “What do you think I’ve been doing out here all this time? I’m trying to stop this as much as you are.” He took two steps down the hallway, then stopped. “Well? Are you coming?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I thought you hated me.”

“Maybe I do,” Raines said, unable to resist a smirk. “But I don’t hate Teddy. Or Morgan. And I sure as hell don’t want Hades Academy to fall.” 

I swallowed. Raines held out a hand.

“Follow me.”

I did.

#
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THE POUNDING OF OUR footsteps was the only thing I could hear—the only thing I could feel—as I tore down the hallway with Raines. We flew up the grand staircase, past the streams of students milling out towards the classrooms, and towards a side door from the refectory.

“Where are you—” I started.

“Just run,” Raines yelled over his shoulder. We burst out into the open air, a gray day with slick grass and the mountains in the distance crowned in iron-colored clouds. “I can feel where he’s gone.”

“You can?” 

Raines didn’t answer. But I had no choice but to trust him.

We dashed past the herb garden, the scents of the plants now replaced with the tang of copper and rain, and towards an outcropping that surrounded the castle.

“The archway,” Raines said. There was an archway, I realized, coming up quick to our right, leading back into the castle. 

“How did you know that was here?” I panted. Raines just threw me a glance. Of course—the Infernal Three had their ways.

Inside the walls once again, the temperature dropped, and my vision temporarily blanked as my eyes adjusted to the darkness within. Squinting, I looked up and recognized the vast windows, the rows and rows of seating, the stage in the middle—it was the assembly room, from the first day of school, the one we hadn’t returned to since. It was lit from within with a terrifying blue light, sharper and brighter than anything I’d yet seen at Hades. It hurt to look at, and I once again threw up a hand to shield my vision.

Raines skidded to a stop, and I did too, in the narrow passage between the front rows of cubicles and the stage. 

“Now what?” I said. “Can he—”

The answer was a resounding crash.

Somewhere, in the air in front of us, Teddy—or whatever remained of Teddy—was calling down huge chunks of debris. The ceiling, I realized, as one hit with another thud. 

« There you are. »

It must have been Teddy’s voice—the voice of Chaos. It was still eerily deep and echoing, utterly inhuman, utterly un-demon-like. 

It’s not him, I reminded myself. It’s not him. He’s not doing this. Above, dozens of feet in the air, Teddy’s body twisted, his eyes still luminous, and with another flick of his wrist, he sent a massive block of stone hurtling from the ceiling down to the ground. A light spray of moisture showered us—rain, from outside. Chaos was destroying Hades Academy one brick at a time.

« Your existence is over. Everything here will be gone soon. The power of Chaos is...consuming. »

Sure enough, no sooner had he boomed out his declaration than the chunks of stone flickered, like bad graphics in a video game. Then, with a quick fizz, they vanished. Gone. Nothing there. I stuck my hand out, reaching for the space where the rubble and dust had been, and there was just...nothing. 

As if it had never existed.

“You can’t get rid of us that easily,” Raines said. “We’re not just inanimate rocks.”

He clenched his fists. His eyes were blazing like I’d never seen them before, lighting up his whole face, and his hair was billowing as if an unseen breeze was blowing over him.

Not only that, but—

“Raines,” I gasped. “You have—”

But before I could finish, another voice boomed out across the auditorium.

“Leave it, Raines.”

I whipped my gaze up to the hallway door. Someone had taken the long way and caught up with us.

Wilder.

Raines whirled around, his wings fluttering.

Because yeah, he’d sprouted wings. 

Honest-to-an-actual-God, feathered-and-flying wings.

If the day weren’t already so totally bonkers, I would have passed out.

“Back away now,” Wilder commanded. “Don’t do anything foolish.”

“Don’t tell me what to do,” Raines snapped. His wings twitched. They weren’t snowy white, like you’d think an angel’s wings would be, but a kind of dappled gray, like a barn owl might have. If the circumstances had been different, and I didn’t have to devote all of my energy to not fucking dying, I would have thought they were beautiful.

Another chunk of stone crashed in front of us, splintering the nearest cubicle and showering us in dust and wood slivers.

“Don’t you see?” Wilder roared. “He has the Sword of Kimaris. It craves instability, magnetically attracts to it, subsumes it into its void. Your presence—your imbalance—is making it worse. You’re not counteracting the Chaos; you’re feeding it.” In a single, fluid motion, Wilder took a giant leap and alighted in the cubicle behind us. His eyes were, well, wild behind his glasses, his hair in disarray. “This is why you can’t be here, Raines. You’re destabilizing. You’re tainting this place. You’re an error.”

“Shut the fuck up.” Raines held up his palm and let loose a blast of orange-red flame that Wilder dodged just in the nick of time. Holy shit. Guess someone had been paying attention in pyromancy.

“Guys,” I interrupted. “As charming as this is, we are about to die. Do you mind putting your bullshit behind you?”

Both brothers stared at me. 

“Nova,” Wilder said, as if he had forgotten I was there—or never noticed in the first place. “You need to—”

A crackling sound from overhead, and then the room lit with another blast of blue energy.

“I need to not die is what I need to do,” I yelled. “And you two need to quit fucking fighting. This isn’t a chance to redeem your self-worth”—I glared at Raines—”or some theoretical exercise about the nature of fighting Chaos”—I glared at Wilder. “This is about not fucking dying. And I think I’ve had a little more experience doing that than either of you has.”

“No,” Raines and Wilder said almost in unison. They glared at each other. Raines’s wings rustled.

“Also, we definitely have to discuss those things,” I said. “But not right n—”

I couldn’t even finish my sentence, because I’d lost my footing. Not stumbled, or anything—just lost it. The ground between the stage and the seats had vanished, replaced with a pulsing void, ringed with blue light, and terrifyingly vast. 

Wilder leapt back, immediately, out of self-preservation, I suppose, and landed in a crouch a few rows back with enough force to split the boards of the stairs. I looked down, and my feet swam in empty space below me, like I was staring down into the world’s deepest swimming pool—and I was sinking.

“Nova!”

The void pulled on me, gently but irresistibly, like a soft whirlpool. I felt my body flush with warmth—not uncomfortably, but all-encompassingly, like I was falling into a nap.

“Let her go,” came Wilder’s voice. “Chaos wants her. Let it have—”

Another crack of bright blue light, and Wilder fell silent, his body slumped.

But I could barely see him now. I was still sinking.

Sinking, and not stopping.

Something wrapped around me. Arms. The brush of feathers.

Raines was pulling me back from the void.

“Don’t be this stupid, Nova,” he said in my ear, his teeth gritted. “Don’t be this stupid. Don’t give in.”

I felt my legs steady, and I dropped to the ground. Firm, real ground. Ground that hadn’t disappeared. Instantly, my senses returned to me. Sharper, even. I felt keen and eager and ready to fight.

The only problem was, I had no powers.

“Can you do an advelum?” I asked hurriedly. Raines stared back at me, a deep gash across one cheek, and I wished I had Tavi’s healing powers. “Teddy’s still essentially a demon, even with the Chaos, so it should hurt him, right? But not...”

...kill him. I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. 

“I can, but not from this distance,” Raines said, and spat blood onto the floor. I followed his stare to where the void that had almost swallowed me was seeping ever outwards, and didn’t even protest when Raines yanked my arm and flew—flew—us a few feet away.

“If only you had a way to get closer,” I said.

“You seriously have the brainspace for sarcasm right now?” Raines said.

“Can you fly, or not?” I shot back. “Get up there and hit him with everything you’ve got.”

“I can, but—shit,” Raines said, and looked up into the air. 

I followed his gaze. Teddy hovered, the outline of his form pulsating, each pulse throwing the edges of his shape larger and larger like the booming of a bass speaker in a cartoon until, at last, he split into three.

“Shit,” Raines said again. “Chaos.”

Of course, I thought. Of course it wouldn’t be as easy as just blasting Teddy-full-of-Chaos with a smack of magic energy. No, suddenly it was demon whack-a-mole.

“If I miss,” Raines shouted, “we’re sunk. I can’t do it more than once. Not with any real force.”

The three Teddys glowed hot and bright, the “real” one still in the center. Slowly, they began to rotate.

And even more slowly, a thought dawned on me.

“Go,” I said, not taking my eyes off of the spinning forms in the air. “Fly up there and on my signal, blast the one that’s nearest to you.”

“What?” Raines frowned. “Are you crazy? This is Chaos, Nova. I’m not going to just guess which one is which.”

“It’s not Chaos,” I said. “There’s a pattern—there’s always a pattern. So unless you want to die, get up there and follow my lead.”

I gave him a shove, and Raines flapped, once, twice, then zoomed up into the air so he was within striking distance of the spinning trio of forms.

I jumped up the nearest set of stairs two at a time, the void ebbing ever closer to the toes of my Docs, never breaking my gaze.

Maybe I didn’t have reliable demon powers.

Maybe I couldn’t fly up there and cast a spell.

But I’d be damned if I couldn’t follow three-card monte.

The real Teddy ducked from side, center, side again, far side, center—I never lost him, but I wasn’t going to call for Raines until I was absolutely certain he’d land the strike. Around us, the auditorium was stirring to a whirlwind, gathering dust and debris with every rotation of the three forms above us.

Oh, and there was the terrifying voice.

« I am Chaos » it echoed. « Chaos reigns »

It was scary as fuck.

Still, I never lost my focus, never ripped my gaze away. I followed the real Teddy left, right, left, left, down, left, right, up, left. 

“Raines,” I screamed. “Can you hear me?”

“Yeah,” he called back, his voice just carrying over the howling of the wind.

“Okay,” I yelled. “On my signal—”

Left, right, up, right, down—

“Ready...”

Down, up, down, up, right—

“Now!”

Raines thrust his hands in front of him. A pinprick of gold light flared from his fingers.

Then a shockwave.

Then nothing.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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I was in the sick ward. That much was clear. The bare white walls and soft, glowing overhead lights—rare for the torch-obsessed Hades Academy—were enough to figure that out, although I’d never actually been there. Well, until now. 

But that’s all I could figure out. My vision was blurry, my body was sore, and worst of all, it felt like somebody was taking a jackhammer to my head. 

On the plus side, the school was still standing and I hadn’t been sucked into a void of Chaos, so I wasn’t about to complain too much to whatever nurse would surely come to check on me now that I was awake. 

Sure enough, I could make out the outline of a woman walking into the room. She stopped at the very edge of the bed and looked down at me. 

I couldn’t make out the details of her face. She just stood there silently. 

“Hi?” I croaked out. Even just speaking was painful. I was going to have to shut up for once in my life. 

No response from the lady. And no more movement, either. Just staring. 

I rubbed my eyes, naively hoping that would somehow make my vision clearer, but all it really seemed to do was pull a muscle in my arm. 

I must have been pretty zonked, because the room started to go fuzzy at the edges. The woman—the nurse, I guess?—got a kind of gleam around her edges, like she was the moon blocking out the sun in the eclipse.

There was something about her, too—something familiar and comforting, when really, a strange figure just standing there completely still should’ve been awkward. But then I noticed her hair. Even with my blurry vision, it stood out. It was dark and big and poofy. Just like mine. 

It was my hair.

And it was the hair of my mother. Exactly as I remembered it. 

“Mom?” I managed to muster out despite the knives in my throat. “Is that you?” 

No response. Just continued staring. But that feeling of peace persisted. 

It was the feeling of comfort that I’m sure young adults who moved away from home felt whenever they returned and were reunited with their mother. A sense of being safe. A sense of belonging.

I could feel the tears building up in my eyes, but it would’ve been too painful to wipe them away. This was my mom here in the room with me. I just knew it. 

But was she actually here? Or was she using some kind of power to project the image of herself? Did that mean she was the parent I got my demon genes from? 

Stop overthinking it, Nova. Just take in the moment. Relax. 

And so I sat there soaking it all in, until her image slowly began to dissipate. She was gone without a trace. I hadn’t even gotten a chance to see her face. 

That’s when the nurse walked in, as if she’d been waiting for the presence of my mother to clear the room. She too wasn’t much more than a blur, but I could tell she was wearing what seemed to be the demon version of blue scrubs: a little more form-fitting and stylish, and covered in some kind of silvery runes that twisted and morphed along the fabric. 

“Looks like you’re awake!” she said in that classic cheerful nurse voice. “You’ve been through a lot, and I know you must have a million questions. I’m just going to ask that you don’t strain yourself too much. You’re on the road to recovery, but we don’t want any setbacks, do we?”

I could’ve asked if she’d noticed my mother, but I didn’t want to waste my breath for a question that I already knew the answer to. Nobody else had seen that—not a chance.

“Let’s just do a quick check on your vitals,” the nurse went on, producing a palm-sized glass disk from her pocket, which she held to her eye before looking me up and down. I couldn’t tell if I was supposed to hold still, like an MRI or whatever, but then again, I didn’t feel much like moving at all. 

“Very good,” the nurse said approvingly. “Now just slide this under your tongue—there’s a good girl.”

She popped a totally spherical pill between my lips, which I obediently rolled under my tongue. I felt a brief snap, like I was eating Pop Rocks, and then nothing.

“Well done. Now, there’s a visitor here who’s been waiting for a while,” the nurse told me. “But I’m happy to shoo away if you’re not ready for that. It’s up to you, dear. Just blink twice at me if you’d like company.” 

Morgan. It had to be Morgan. She was safe after all. And maybe she’d come bearing news of what happened after all the Teddy stuff—poor, poor Teddy. I hoped he was all right. 

I blinked twice without hesitation. 

“Very well,” she said. “I’ll send him in.” 

Him? 

I’d sort of assumed that Raines was off somewhere in a sick bed of his own. If that advelum did such a number on me, I could only imagine what it might’ve done to him. 

I saw his figure enter the room as the nurse shuffled back out to give us some privacy. 

“I’m happy to see you’re awake,” he said. 

But that wasn’t Raines’s voice. 

It was Wilder’s.

He was maybe the last person in the world I wanted in the room. Back in the fight against Chaos Teddy, he appeared resigned to the fact that I could be sucked into a void and lost forever. What was it he had said? 

Chaos wants her. Let it have—

But he’d never gotten the chance to finish the sentence before Teddy took him out. Convenient. And evidently he was doing just fine now. Probably because he’d totally wussed out during the fight. 

He pulled up a seat beside my bed. 

“How are you feeling, Nova?”

“Weird question to ask,” I rasped. “Considering.”

Wilder chuckled. “So, back to your usual self, I see.”

If I’d had the energy, I would’ve scowled.

“Nova, you showed a lot of bravery last week,” he went on. “Lots of foolishness, too, but you were brave nonetheless. You really are...extraordinary.” 

Last week? I’d been out longer than I’d thought. 

“Your friends are okay,” he said. “I’m sure that’s what you wanted to know. Teddy’s still here in the sick ward, but he’s going to be fine. Poor kid did nothing wrong. Chaos just happened to see him as a useful conduit.” 

He still wasn’t addressing the most important thing—he was going to leave me to die back there. No matter how much it hurt my throat, I was going to be the one to have to broach the subject. 

“You said,” I managed before needing a small break. “You said, Let it—”

“Nova.” His voice was firm, as if he knew clear well where this was going. “We need to clear up this misunderstanding right away. I was saying that as a tactic. I needed Teddy—the Chaos inside him—to turn his attention from you to me. That’s all.” 

I waited to see if my intuition powers tipped me off. If he was lying, I could call bullshit. 

But I sensed nothing one way or the other—nothing telling me that he was full of shit, but also nothing to reassure me either. Maybe I was just off my game. 

“Okay,” I said. I was going to have to take him at his word. But I could still keep a healthy skepticism.

“And you should also know that the school is safe for now,” Wilder said. “The student body knows what happened—well, enough of what happened. You’ll need to be discreet, of course. Is that understood?”

I nodded against my pillow. Of course, I’d be telling Morgan. But I trusted her.

“That, and we’ll need to step up our guard. The administration, the students—everyone. These are still fertile breeding grounds for Chaos.” 

This was so not the conversation I wanted to be having right now. Especially with his condescending, too-good-for-me tone. It would be infuriating if I weren’t also, totally perversely, slightly enjoying the fact that Wilder—handsome, scholarly Wilder—was at my bedside. 

There was still one thing I needed to know.

“What about the relics?” I managed. “The sword?”

“Restored,” Wilder said. “To where it belongs. We’re still not clear how they left the crypt—or who’s responsible. Teddy claims he doesn’t remember anything, and, well...I’m inclined to believe him.”

He stared at me, his gaze boring into me, and I couldn’t tell if it was from genuine concern, or if he was pausing just so I’d fill the silence. Classic manipulation tactic—I wasn’t born yesterday.

“Well,” said Wilder rising to his feet, probably sensing my frustration at his company. “I’ll be off. I just wanted to see your face and make sure you’re okay.” 

It felt genuine. Not in a “demon powers of intuition” sense, but in a more general way. Or maybe Wilder was just suave as fuck, even after demonstrating that he kinda sucked. 

He quickly left the room, immediately after which yet another fuzzy figure entered—although this one rushed inside, leaving me no doubt who it was. 

“Nova Donovan!” Morgan screamed. “Gods, the nurse sent word to me was soon as you woke up, and I rushed down here as fast as I could.” 

She stopped me before I could even open my mouth for a “hello.” 

“And don’t you dare speak,” she snapped at me. “Nurse Aquaria told me it must hurt for you to talk. But then again I’ve never had a problem chatting your ear off without you getting a word in edgewise, right?” 

Say this for Morgan: she was back at 100% already. 

“Yes, I’m fine, I’m fine,” she went on. “Just a little banged up, but nothing that hasn’t healed. Gods, you were out for days. I’m so glad to see you awake. And how ‘bout Teddy?” she said with a laugh. “I am never going to let him live this one down. Poor boy, and all, and I’m absolutely flooded with relief that you’re both okay, but Chaos choosing Teddy of all people is such a laugh. Do you suppose it had something to do with how much he loves that elevator? Although I’m not sure he was even taking the elevator to get to the relics. He might’ve needed something more supernatural for that task. Hmm.” 

She paused a moment to catch her breath. “And you know the worst part?” she asked with a hint of sadness. “He probably can’t even dance without being possessed. What a drag.” 

“Bollocks,” I managed to say. 

“Absolute bollocks!” Morgan cried, delighted. “I’m sure there’s a lot you’re wondering about. Let’s see...classes were put on hold, but they’re set to begin again in a few days. And Dean Harlowe called together an assembly for the entire school. The faculty couldn’t just say nothing again. But it was pretty rudimentary. Didn’t give us a lot of answers: just to continue our lives as normal, not panic, blah blah blah. I’m sure you’ll give me more of the actual story later, but—Gods, you look weak. I’m already overstaying my welcome, aren’t I?”

She was right. Her company was nice, but every cell in my body was telling me I needed to shut down again for another few hours. Maybe after that I’d be able to see more than just blobs of color. 

“Thank you for coming,” I said weakly. 

“Don’t you dare thank me!” Morgan said. “This is what best friends are for.” 

A wave of gratitude crashed over me, and I plunged back into sleep.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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I spent a couple more days in the sick ward until Nurse Aquaria allowed my release, and then life returned to normal.

Wouldn’t it be great if it were that simple? 

Nothing was ever going to be normal again. The last few months had made that readily obvious. I wasn’t Nova Donovan, street-hustling smart aleck, anymore.

I was Nova Donovan, half-demon. Warrior. And student at Hades Academy.

And I knew that whatever the next few months brought for me, they were probably going to upend everything all over again.

In truth, though, things at Hades did regain a shred of normalcy. We were nearing the end of the semester, and the professors had a lot of material to cram in thanks to the nearly full week of cancelled classes. It was easier to get back into the swing of everyday life when there was so much that needed to get done—including studying for finals. 

“I somehow find myself faced with the challenge of taking us from World War II through the modern day in only a few short lectures,” Lattimore began his first class back. “Certainly not an enviable task for any professor of history. Alas, I will do my best to make this work. I trust that many of you are familiar with certain modern events in human history anyway, so perhaps I will cheat a bit and skip some of that. This is far, far from ideal, but it will have to do.” 

Other professors were a bit less peevish. Lamoureux was confident that her students were finally starting to grasp the most basic concepts of pyromancy. 

But that’s burying the lede. Maybe it was my brush with death, but I was beginning to find myself capable of the tiniest bits of demon power. 

“Just a petit flame will do!” Lamoureux instructed the class. “To get an idea of where we are.” 

I was still the best in class at creating fire through manual non-supernatural methods, which made me feel like a teacher’s pet. But that day, almost without thinking, I lifted my finger and tried for what felt like the thousandth time this semester to produce a spark with it. 

“Voilà!” yelled Lamoureux, seeing my success immediately. 

It certainly wasn’t some big blast of fire, but it was unmistakable—I’d used more than my fingertips to create a flame. What had once seemed impossible was suddenly feeling almost second-nature. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. 

I can do this demon shit after all, I thought. Transmorphs, here I come. 

Professor Kawasaki didn’t miss a beat either, and had us finally graduating to full-on backflips off of her fake boulders. Best of all, I got to sit out, due to being injured and all. The look on Camilla’s face was priceless. It was hard to say exactly how much she knew, but I realized it didn’t matter—I had dirt on her, kind of. I at least knew that she’d made out with Collum, and you could bet your ass I was keeping that in my back pocket in case it came in handy.

Remedial Latin was the same as it ever was. Only a few more chapters of the workbook to get through, and then I assumed I’d be ready for Remedial Latin Part 2 or whatever they were going to throw my way next semester.

But I was mostly just happy I got to have a class where I could spend time with Teddy. 

“Our boy,” as Morgan called him, was in good spirits, all things considered. He was a little beat up, and his right arm was still in a cast—the demon version, which basically was a shiny, black shell, like a gauntlet from a suit of armor—but he seemed genuinely happy to be alive. No longer was he feeling weird and nauseous for “mysterious” reasons, and he kept saying things like “I feel better than I have in weeks!” 

Still, I’d put good money on him still being traumatized about the whole thing. He nearly killed me and Morgan—he was literally a vessel of pure Chaos. That’s not the kind of thing you can just forget about, and despite his cheery facade, I really hoped he was okay. 

Luckily for him, only Dean Harlowe and a few professors knew the truth. Teddy was quickly found to be at zero fault, and it was decided that more people knowing about his situation than necessary wouldn’t do him a lick of good. The official word was simply that he was a “victim of Chaos,” just like me. 

Then there was Philosophy. Wilder looked a little, well, wild for our last classes in the semester, and we spent most of the class period in small groups or reading from the textbooks. Half the time, I’d look up and see him staring at me, that tingle at my neck irresistible.

What was frustrating, I realized, was how badly I wanted to figure him out. The brilliant, booksmart demon teacher, the one so sure of himself and his theories, who nevertheless had a dark side—a dark side even for a demon. I couldn’t help but feel, because my mind was a total perv ever since I’d seen his bare chest in the showdown, that he was probably into some freaky stuff in the “horizontal activity” department. That, and Morgan had basically declared her certainty that he was when we were gossiping.

But Wilder, of course, wasn’t the only thing to notice in Philosophy.

If I’d thought Raines could glower before, I hadn’t seen anything. His black eye was something magnificent, even as his dark hair fell over it, and a constant red glow flickered under his lashes on that side. He spent all of our classes with his arms folded, whispering with Collum and Aleksandr to the extent that he said anything at all, and flew out of there as soon as the bell rang. If he spent time in the common room at all, it was in a hidden corner where I couldn’t see him well, and God knows he never darkened the door of the library.

It was the second-to-last Philosophy class of the semester, and I was bagging up my stuff and headed to the hallway when I heard my name.

“Nova.”

Not Raines this time, though. It was Collum—the anti-Raines, basically. He nodded down the hallway, the opposite direction of the flow of students.

I glanced back at Morgan, who gave me a micro-shrug, but nodded, and slapped Teddy between the shoulderblades to ensure that he walked back to the common room with her and gave me my space.

I drew away, to a slight alcove under a torch, where Collum was waiting.

“Uh,” I said. “Hey.”

It was weird: for all I’d shared with Raines, both verbally and on the literal battlefield, I barely knew one of his closest friends. Had no idea what they talked about, had no idea how they’d met, nothing. All I really knew about Collum, besides what he looked like—which, let’s be real, was not at all hard on the eyes, especially with the light dusting of freckles I could see this close—was that he’d hooked up with Camilla. Which I still found kind of hard to believe. He just seemed like he’d have better taste.

“Hey,” Collum said. “You and I haven’t really talked much one-on-one, have we now?”

“Yeah. Can you read minds?” I said, before realizing that maybe he actually could. Who knew what powers were possible for demons?

Collum chuckled. He had just the faintest dimples when he smiled. “Alas, nah. Not I. Think it’s possible, though. Any rate.” He stuck his hands in his pockets. “Don’t mean to make this awkward, eh, but Raines didn’t want his half-brother seein’ you talk with him.” 

“Ah,” I said. Figured. “So what’s up?”

“You’re feelin’ all right, then?” Collum said, and I realized he wasn’t asking for Raines. Just for himself. I nodded.

“I mean, I’ve been better. But I’ve also never shot down a Chaos-possessed demon, either, so.”

Collum cracked another smile. God, those dimples were really a gift from the demon gods, weren’t they?

“Good.” He cleared his throat. “Well, anyway, Raines just wanted to say that, if you were out tonight, maybe channeling, like you were that one time? He might, y’know, see you there.”

Even when Raines was having someone else deliver a message, he still managed to be obtuse. I almost rolled my eyes before I remembered it wasn’t Collum’s fault.

“Got it,” I said. “Message received. You, uh, let him know that, I guess.”

Collum nodded. “I will.”

“You three are really tight, huh? With those two?”

He shrugged. “Never really known a life without ‘em. So yeah, I’d do anything for ‘em.” He dipped his head a little. “Well, wouldn’t want to keep you.”

“Sure. Thanks.” I turned to go, and then, before I could lose my nerve, spun back around. “Did you actually make out with Camilla?”

Collum looked absolutely stricken. “What now?”

“At the ball,” I said. “I heard you guys, you know, snogged.” Or more, maybe.

Collum slowly shook his head from side to side. “Well, I dunno who’s been telling you that, Nova, but they’re a damn liar.”

Interesting. Very interesting. I knew it sounded too convenient to be true. At the same time, my intuition had told me Camilla wasn’t lying about messing with the relics, and that I did believe.

But if she wasn’t with the relics, and she wasn’t with Collum...where was she?

“Just between us?” Collum said, leaning in closer to me, even though we were alone. “I’ve got better taste than that.”

He winked, and my mouth fell open in delight.

“See ya round, Nova.”

And with that, he strolled off.

#
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SO YEAH, I WENT OUT to channel that night.

Not that I could clear my mind in any way, shape, or form. Finals notwithstanding, it felt like all I’d done for the last three weeks was just process information.

Chaos is real, and took over Teddy, but he’s fine.

Someone was screwing around with the relics, but no one knows who.

Wilder maybe wanted me to die, but maybe not.

I might have some crazy weird powers, but maybe not, because I’ve barely been able do shit with them yet.

Although sometimes my eyes glow yellow.

And I can intuit whether someone’s telling the truth.

And I made a not-too-shabby flame in Pyromancy.

Oh, and Raines has fucking wings.

“Nova.”

I opened my eyes. Raines loomed over me, in classic Raines style. It was a decidedly cold night, so I’d bundled up in an extra layer of a down vest over my thermal, and put on wool socks beneath my Docs and a pair of fingerless gloves. Still, the chill was getting to me more than I wanted to admit.

“Raines,” I said, in the same dead-serious deep voice that he always used. Raines flicked his eyes upwards, in an almost eye-roll.

“Can I sit?”

“You’re asking now?”

That made him genuinely roll his eyes. He sat.

“So what, are you here to thank me?” I said, only half-jokingly.

“Not yet.”

“Not yet?” Okay, I guess I’d let that one slide, because I had something bigger I wanted to know. “Fine. Whatever. I just want to know one thing: what the hell is up with those wings?”

Raines’s eyes—both of them—flared red. “I don’t want anyone to know. No one can know, Nova.”

“That’s an answer to a different question,” I said, “but okay. So who does know?”

“You,” he said. “And Wilder.”

“And your boys? Collum and Aleksandr.”

Raines looked away. “They don’t.”

“Seriously?” I gaped. “I thought you told each other everything.”

“Almost. Almost everything. It kills me not to tell them. But it’s better that they don’t know.” He leveled his gaze back at me. “I don’t like you knowing, Nova. I really don’t. If I could wipe your memory, I wouldn’t hesitate to.”

“Is that a thing?”

“No,” Raines said. “Not that I know how to do, anyway.” He plucked at a blade of grass as a gust of icy wind blew over us, stretching the clouds that obscured the moon from view. “So I have another option.”

“Kill me?” I said. “Because sorry, Raines, but that’s not the way I’m going to go. I’ll take your secret to the grave if I have to, but that grave is a long way off.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” Raines said. “Even if I kind of want to sometimes.”

“So you and your brother have that in common.”

Raines’s eyes blazed brighter. “Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that. Never again, Nova. That’s an order.” He seized my wrist and pulled me close so that we were almost dead eye-to-eye. “Understood?”

I had no choice but to nod. I wasn’t a girl who liked being bossed around, and yet, at the same time, it only added to whatever twisted appeal I saw in Raines.

And that was something Raines had in common with Wilder, whether he liked it or not.

“What I need you to do is something else,” Raines said. “Something serious. But ultimately something for your protection as much as mine.”

“Okay?” I said. “Because you know my demon abilities have the firepower of a dollar-store sparkler, right? There’s probably barely anything I can do for you unless you want me to rig you another game of three-card monte.”

“Your powers won’t matter,” Raines said. “Just your soul.”

My soul?

He can’t mean—

“I need you to soul bind with me, Nova.”

My heart almost stopped in my chest. The cold of the night felt like it was pressing in from all sides, chilling me to my core. Raines wasn’t meeting my eyes as he spoke.

“It’s a last resort, but there’s nothing else I can do. My being half-guardian, my wings”—he said it with such loathing in his voice—”it’s the only way I’ll know that secret is safe.”

“Hang on,” I said, holding up a hand. Wasn’t soul binding like demon marriage? That was...quite a leap to be taking.

“It’s not romantic,” Raines said, as if he were reading my mind. “It doesn’t have to be and it won’t be. I don’t want anyone thinking that. It’s more dangerous if anyone knows, actually.”

“Yeah, well, what’s in it for me?” I said, only realizing once the words slipped through my lips how callous that sounded.

“Plenty,” Raines said. “For starters, more power.”

“You mean any power?” I said. “Because I’m starting from basically zero here. Are you sure that will even work?”

“I was actually paying attention in class,” Raines said, “so yes.”

Okay, he kinda had me there. That was definitely a day when Wilder was more than a little distracting to look at.

I swallowed. Gaining power was more tempting an offer than I was prepared to admit. I didn’t know if I was still in danger of getting booted from Hades, but given that Wilder maybe-or-maybe-not wanted me to die and was responsible for reporting on my powers to Dean Harlowe, I probably shouldn’t take any chances.

But at the same time, I knew that soul binding was serious shit. This wasn’t a spit-on-your-palm-handshake kind of deal, or splitting a heart-shaped pendant. I mean, hell, I’d already signed a contract in my own blood, and that was just school paperwork. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what kind of fucked-up ritual soul binding would involve.

And yet...

I didn’t want to fuck things up for Raines.

Even with his jerky attitude and his petty-as-hell rivalry with his brother and his mopey heartbreak after Tavi—which I remembered like a dagger to the heart—I could kinda relate to him. Not belonging anywhere. Not having a super-great, or even existent, relationship with your parents. Needing your friends more than anything to get by.

Maybe I hadn’t asked for the burden of knowledge about his wings, but I hadn’t asked for a lot of things that Hades had given me. And if defending them gave me a purpose, the kind of purpose I’d been searching for my whole life, well...

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll do it.”

END OF BOOK 1
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Free prequel
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Ready for more Hades? Join my mailing list and get a free prequel novella from Raines’s POV.

Click here to sign up!

“The truth was, I didn’t know why I’d been having the nightmares. Hades Academy was the only place that could fix me. And I was going to get myself back together if it killed me...”

Learn just what happened to Raines before he arrived at Hades...
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Afterword
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Dear reader,

Thank you so much for reading Hades Academy. I hope you enjoyed the book and loved hanging out with Nova as much as I loved writing her.

Reviews are so helpful to authors, so if you have a second, would you consider writing a quick review? Even a few sentences can hugely help a book’s visibility.

There’s more coming! Book Two in the Hades Academy series will be here soon...

Click here to preorder!

xoxo,

Abbie

http://www.authorabbielyons.com
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