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Anacreon, Fragment 413

Once again Eros (Love) has struck me like a smith with a
great hammer and dipped me in the wintry torrent.
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Boys were disappearing. Sometimes weeks passed before they turned up, dazed and confused, wandering in the park, down the street, on the rooftops of tall buildings. When asked about it, they had no clue how they got there, where they had been, and what happened while they were gone. Sometimes, if they thought hard enough, they’d have vague memories of a girl. But I know what happened. I know the girl.

I turn up the volume on the media screen in the taxi’s back seat as a reporter sticks his mic in the face of the latest victim – an eighteen-year-old boy found sitting under the bleachers in Times Square a few hours ago. He’d been missing for two weeks.

‘I … I don’t know,’ he says. ‘I was biking to the store and then I woke up here.’

The reporter pats his shoulder then turns back to the camera. ‘Three boys are still unaccounted for in the latest string of disappearances. Police are asking anyone with information of their whereabouts to call in to the hotline.’

A phone number appears in a thick, flashing font, followed by headshots of each of the missing boys, with their names, dates, and what they were last seen wearing. I turn off the screen and stare out the rain-streaked window, preferring a soggy New York to their faces. Besides, there’s nothing I can do about it and right now I have more pressing matters to deal with, like coming up with an excuse for being late.

The taxi drives through a large puddle as it turns into the parking lot. I sink deeper into the seat, delaying the moment I’ll be spotted by the tall blonde pacing the corner. I know that walk – shoulders back, arms crossed, quick determined steps.

She punches something into her phone and immediately my pocket buzzes. I pull out my cell to find our text thread filled with angry emojis. Marissa Bale, the pacing blonde, is the closest thing to a friend I have. Where I come from, we don’t pick our friends – we’re assigned accountability partners instead.

‘Miss?’ The driver clears his throat. ‘Miss, we’re here.’

I sigh, and sit up, flashing a strained smile to the man watching me curiously through his rear-view mirror.

Marissa spots me and stomps to my door, yanking it open before I’m fully upright. ‘What time do you call this?’

‘It was raining,’ I say, rushing to hand over the fare and leave the cab. ‘Finding a ride was—’ My foot shoots out as it hits the wet pavement, sending me tumbling, rear first, to the ground.

‘Classy, Rach, real classy.’ Her deep blue eyes study my feeble attempt at righting myself.

I glare up at her. ‘A little help?’

Instead she glances at her watch and adjusts a gold-blinged purse to sit higher on her shoulder.

‘Seriously? I’ll remember this next time you ask for something.’

Chunks of my black waves flop wildly about. I brush an escaped curl from my face, shoving it back in my ponytail. As I do, my skirt rises to expose the cut-off jean shorts smuggled underneath.

Marissa’s eyes lock on the shorts; her lips curl into a sneer. If it isn’t Vogue, it isn’t Marissa. ‘Really, Rach?’

She shakes her head and turns away, giving me the opportunity to take her in. At half a foot taller than me, though a lot of that is the navy heels, her height only adds to the fact that she looks like a model in our school uniform. The white dress shirt clings to her willowy form. It’s covered by a meticulously pressed blue blazer with gold buttons, and the matching skirt stops just above her legs – whereas on me, it hangs down my calves.

I sigh and use the door for balance while I wipe myself off and straighten my skirt. The driver taps impatiently on the steering wheel, the taxi jerking forward. Before I can gather my things, Marissa whirls around, her eyes bulging.

‘He’s rushing you? And you paid him?’

‘It’s fine,’ I say, loading my arms at record speed.

Still, she starts in a determined march to the door, making me drop my bag to grab her arm. All I can picture is the cab driver’s face, flashing on the screen beside the three other boys.

‘Just let this go,’ I say, giving her a gentle tug back.

‘Let it go?’ Marissa’s eyes widen even further. ‘He got you here late, which makes me late.’ She yanks her arm away. ‘Besides, nobody gets away with treating you like that.’

‘Oh really?’ I purse my lips, half smiling, trying to lighten her mood.

‘Really.’ Marissa taps the passenger window, turning back to add, ‘Nobody but me.’

I shake my head as her back arches like a cat readying for attack.

The cab driver glances past her, his eyes locking on me.

‘Let me just get my things,’ I say, rushing to the back seat and scooping up the bag. As soon as I shut the door he revs off, splashing water on to Marissa’s shoes.

‘Eww. Jerk.’ Marissa grabs an envelope from my pile, balls it, and throws it after the taxi. It lands in a puddle a few feet away.

‘That was my application for the social work program.’

Her arms cross, and she takes in my frustrated look. ‘So?’

‘So, it took me hours to fill out.’

‘Time wasted.’ She sighs at my glare, bending to wipe her shoes, and scowling at the dirty water left on her fingers.

‘Wasted? There are so many kids in need of help. You of all people should know what it’s like to be without a guardian.’

‘Should I?’ She glares and holds my arm for balance, her touch lingering extra-long, no doubt to dry her hand. The glare trails to my bird’s-nest ponytail. ‘You look pathetic.’

‘How kind.’ I bat her hand away, roll my eyes and adjust my armful of stuff, not sure if I should start walking to school or wait for Marissa, who looks to be rearing up for another lecture.

‘We’re late, remember,’ she says, taking quick steps ahead into the park.

I shrug and jog to catch up.

‘Why do you even pay the cabby?’ she asks. ‘Turn one into your personal driver. It saves a ton.’

‘I don’t think it’s right.’

‘Oh please. It’s wrong to not use your gift. Even in good weather, it’s impossible to get a cab in New York. At least you could do something about that.’

‘Anyway.’ I’m not in the mood for my lecture on tardiness to become a lecture on my lack of respect for our ability. ‘How was your night?’ I ask instead.

Marissa lifts her well-groomed eyebrows. ‘My mom sent this bag from London. My reward for straight As last semester.’

‘London?’

She pauses, thinking over her reply. ‘Her and her new lover are on vacation there.’

Lover is a gentle way of putting it.

‘Well?’ she says slowly. ‘Do you like it?’

I’m sure it’s a nice bag, just a bit too flashy for my taste. But there’s a certain spark in Marissa’s eyes that I haven’t seen for a while and I don’t want to be the one to dowse it. ‘It does make you stand out.’

Her smile becomes blinding. ‘And it matches the buttons on our uniform. Mom thinks of everything.’ Her face softens, and for a quick second she almost looks fragile. Then she hooks her arm through mine, nearly dislodging my armful of books, and uses my elbow as leverage to pull me through the park towards school, her gold bag whacking my side with each step.

Central Park is unusually empty for a weekday, a result of the morning rain. Still, a few people walk their dogs and a dark-haired boy sits by the Bethesda Fountain across the path. There’s something about the way he holds his headphones to his ear with one hand, singing quietly to himself as he reads a magazine. He doesn’t seem to care if someone notices, and I envy him for that feeling.

As we pass by, he looks up. I glance away, but out the corner of my eye it’s easy to tell his gaze is following us. He’s probably checking out Marissa. They all do. Still, his awareness makes my cheeks flush.

‘When’s your mom coming home?’ I ask, distracting myself from the guy.

Marissa’s pace quickens and her focus fixes on the ground. ‘I don’t know.’ She clears her throat. ‘No rush, though, I get the whole apartment to myself.’ She raises her chin and squares her shoulders. ‘Parent-free life is awesome.’

I force a smile. ‘Say hi to her from me. Next time you talk.’

Marissa misses a step.

‘Careful.’ I twist to hold her, dropping my books in the process.

‘I’m fine.’ She yanks her arm free and kicks a binder out of her way, scattering lined paper everywhere.

I sigh and bend down to gather them.

‘Great, we’ll be even more late now.’ Marissa crosses her arms.

‘You could help.’ It’s not like I can leave the mess. Losing my college application to the puddle is one thing – schoolwork, however, must be protected at all costs. I grab most of them before looking up to see what Marissa’s doing. She twirls a lock of hair, managing a playful grin while biting her bottom lip. I follow her gaze to the guy by the fountain. Of course.

He stands, smiles, takes a step our way.

‘He’s coming over,’ she says, her voice higher than normal. Marissa smooths down her hair, then a sober look floods her face. ‘You should probably stop him.’

‘If you mean what I think you mean, the answer is no. Always no.’

‘We can’t very well let him see this.’ Marissa taps her heel against the spine of a leather-bound book with a gold block font that reads: Eros’s Arrows: Indifference and Infatuation. ‘We have to do something.’

‘I am doing something,’ I say, picking up another loose sheet.

She lifts her chin, making her seem even more smug. ‘I’ve got all the bonus credits possible for turnings and you’re still at zero for the year. You really should do it. It’s not that big a deal.’

‘He’s probably just coming to help.’ I wave to the mess but she doesn’t take the hint. ‘He’s not a threat, and as long as we keep our cool, there’s no reason for him to become one.’

‘You’re the worst A.P. ever,’ she says, the muscles on her jaw bulging – it happens every time she’s mad. Marissa thinks being an accountability partner means me doing what she says. I do have to do everything with her, but I don’t have to like it.

The guy approaches. He passes Marissa, giving her a polite smile, and continues towards me. She mouths, ‘Do it.’ I shake my head a firm no, returning my attention to the papers. As I reach for one, the guy bends down and grabs it, our hands nearly touching.

‘Here,’ he says. ‘Let me help with this.’

I smile up, noticing how bright blue his eyes are. He hands me the leather-bound book and smiles. I flip it over, hoping he didn’t catch the title. Marissa’s a few paces away, waving at me to get on with it.

I ignore her and jump after a rogue sheet, trapping it underfoot. It flaps wildly over the toe of my Converse. Marissa huffs and beelines for the guy.

‘Hi, I’m Marissa.’ She extends her hand to him.

‘No! Don’t—’

It’s too late. She yanks him close, grazing his lips with her kiss. He jolts back – eyes blinking fast as he struggles against the power separating his consciousness and dragging him deep into a trance. Marissa screams from the pain of using her gift. One hand pressing her stomach, the other her head. But I focus on her victim. On the way his blue eyes now stare, his body twitches, and on the mixture of fear and release that pours over him the second his legs start to wobble under the pressure of it all.

Then I run to him. But before I reach the boy with the striking blue eyes, his legs give out. He falls hard to the brick walkway, convulsing at our feet. All I can think of is how there’s now four.

Four missing boys.
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Marissa steps over his writhing body, straightens her skirt, and saunters on like nothing happened. The truth is, she doesn’t care that she just stole someone’s will. And that makes me furious. It’s one thing to treat an A.P. badly, but this – taking away a stranger’s choice – it’s deplorable.

‘You … you can’t just leave him there.’

She spins, flicking her blonde hair over her shoulder with force. ‘Don’t be stupid, Rach, he’ll find me. They always do. You really need to come to terms with it.’

I focus on the guy curled in a fetal position, rocking back and forth on the ground, his denim jacket bunching by his neck and his white T-shirt covered in soggy brick dust. I can’t call for help – drawing attention to him could risk exposing us.

‘Why, Marissa? Why did you turn him?’

She shrugs. ‘Besides the obvious,’ she waves to the sloppy stack of school papers in my arms, ‘he’s cute … and he has nice shoes.’

‘Nice shoes?’

‘A guy with nice shoes brings good luck.’

I’m fairly certain she just made that up. ‘It wasn’t too lucky for him, was it?’

‘God, you’re melodramatic. It had to be done and I’m glad I did it. I haven’t turned a guy in days. I was starting to feel underappreciated.’

‘You’re out of control.’

Marissa ignores me. ‘Nothing makes you feel as valued as a fresh turn. They’re so desperate to please, all those heightened passions overcoming their other desires.’ The side of her mouth curls into some freaky smile/snarl hybrid. ‘There’s nothing like a man doing whatever I ask to keep me happy. You really should try it sometime.’

‘Do you hear yourself?’

She glares at the interruption. ‘Maybe I should tell this one I want someone who can fly and watch him jump off a building.’

I shudder. She can’t mean it, but I’ve heard of others doing similar things. It’s reasons like this that make me hate my gift. If you could call it that. Gift feels like a sick term for what it is we really do.

Steal.

Forcing a man to love me is not something I want.

I kick rocks away from the guy shuddering into my Converse sneakers. There’s nothing else I can do for him. He’ll stay like this until he’s fully turned.

Marissa lets out a long breath, waiting for me to say something. And I do. ‘I just don’t think it’s right.’

Somehow this infuriates her enough to continue towards school. When she’s a good few feet ahead, she pivots on her heels. ‘First the cab and now this.’ Her arms flail like one of those inflatable advertisements on a car lot. If it weren’t for the particulars of this argument it would be hilarious. ‘If this is your I want true love rant, Rach, I’m tired of hearing it. Those women in true love situations would die to get what we have. Well, what I have – a guy whose only purpose is fulfilling my every wish.’

I ball my fists and glance around, making sure no one heard her, or will hear what I’m about to say. Thankfully the park is still empty. ‘If women really wanted that, they would get a dog. Nobody wants to be followed blindly by a boy. They want someone to see their worst qualities and still choose to love them.’

‘God, you’re such a downer.’ Marissa nods back over her shoulder. ‘If what we do is so bad then why would the gods gift us with the ability? Huh?’

It’s a question I ask myself every day.

I hang my head, eyes closed to avoid seeing the guy. Why did the gods choose me to have this ability, to be a Hedoness? Why couldn’t I have been born to another family and missed the freak gene? It pains me to open my eyes, but I do, and look one last time at Marissa’s victim.

She’s right about one thing, he’s good-looking – even while mid-seizure with his headphones twisted around his head, and that’s saying a lot. He’s not much older than me. And now he’s Marissa’s puppet.

‘Stop moping,’ she says, glancing at her cell. ‘We have first block in five minutes. We’re supposed to pick a famous Hedoness to study for our final projects this morning. I want to get there before someone else chooses Marilyn Monroe.’

I point towards the guy on the ground. ‘What about him?’

Marissa folds her arms across her chest, gripping tight to her gold purse strap. ‘Haven’t you been listening?’ She lets out a dramatic breath. ‘Seriously. Forget about him. He’ll find me when he’s fully absorbed my power. Until then, I have a class to get to.’ With that, she flips a wave of blonde hair over her shoulder and struts off, wafting the familiar scent of rosemary and mint shampoo in her wake.

Even though my heart tells me to stay, I know there isn’t anything I can do to help him. Who am I kidding? Marissa’s right – I’m a Hedoness and no matter how much I want to, I can’t change that.

I run to catch up, guilt washing further over me with every step away from the will-less boy. That quickly shifts to anger. It irritates me how Marissa seems to float over the ground and how her gold mane sways in unison with her hips. She doesn’t even need powers to make men fall for her. It’s out of laziness that she uses them.

Marissa’s almost at the school by the time I make it to her side. She acknowledges me with a curt nod and then starts right back into her speech from earlier.

‘Amor est vitae essentia,’ she says, pointing to the words carved into the wood doors. ‘Love is the essence of life. Until you come to terms with that, Rach,’ she goes on, her tone dripping with contempt, ‘you’ll never experience any form of love. What we do might not suit your high morals, but it’s our calling, our purpose.’

‘Ladies,’ a gruff voice barks from the doorway. ‘You’re late.’

I look up in time to see Marissa curtsy, bowing her head to the large black form. ‘Yes, Mother Superior. Apologies.’

The woman in black turns her attention on me. She cocks her head, showcasing the wiry grey whiskers poking out from her chin. ‘And why is that, Miss Patel?’

‘Reverend Mother …’ I pause and attempt a curtsy of my own. By the look on her face, it comes across like a drunk trying to plié. I glance at Marissa. I could sell her out, buy me some much-needed favour with the nun. Though I can’t help noticing the uneasy way she grips the strap on her new gold purse.

‘The taxi—’ I begin, but Marissa cuts in.

‘I stopped to turn a guy.’

I hold my breath, waiting for Mother Superior to yell about how careless Marissa was for using her power without a teacher’s supervision, especially now, with all the media attention on the missing boys.

‘Good,’ she says instead, clasping her hands and lifting the side of her mouth in what I can only assume is an attempt at smiling. ‘What is your current turning span?’

‘They usually last for a few days,’ Marissa says. ‘Then I either turn them again, or set them free, depending on what the class needs are.’

Mother Superior strokes her whiskers. ‘That is passable, but you are an outstanding student and my expectations are high. You should be aiming for weeks, months – even years, soon.’

I’m pretty sure my jaw’s hanging open. The nuns are constantly telling us to be careful and not get caught using our gift. But now she’s practically encouraging it. It’s not surprising the reporters are starting to ask questions.

Mother Superior puts her hand on Marissa’s shoulder, but looks at me. ‘It is important to learn to control your gift. One day you will turn a future mate and that requires no error – it must last for ever. It is your duty to be fruitful and multiply so we can ensure the survival of the gift you were given.’ She drops her arm from Marissa, but her eyes remain locked on mine. I’m starting to see why Marissa didn’t get in trouble. Mother Superior seems more concerned with my lack of embracing the gift than Marissa’s overenthusiasm for it.

Her eyes wander down my body, taking in my dishevelled appearance. ‘Heavens, what muddy tragedy has happened to your uniform?’ Her voice cracks and her eyes bulge when they land on my shoes. ‘Did you dip your toes in white paint?’

‘They’re Converse sneakers.’

‘They’re responsible for the demerit I’m adding to your student file.’ She points to them, her nose turned up. ‘I never want to see those on school property again.’

‘Yes, Mother Superior.’

She nods and leans closer. ‘Now, how are your studies going? Have you had a successful turning yet?’ She glances at Marissa as she asks.

From the amount of times I’ve been sent to her office, you’d think she’d know.

I haven’t done it yet, and I don’t intend to.

Mother Superior clears her throat, waiting for my answer.

I hang my head and tug at my coat sleeve, wanting to tell her that I’m perfectly content to never test my ability. But instead I say, ‘No, your Reverence.’

She tsks and steps closer, a giant wall of black blocking me from the doors. ‘This troubles me, Rachel. Your mother was one of our best students – such a treasure. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t have developed your gift.’

There’s that word again. Gift. If it’s a gift, it’s a stupid one.

The bell rings, and Marissa shifts from one foot to the other.

‘You ladies better hurry or you’ll be shut out of homeroom.’ As soon as the words leave Mother Superior’s mouth, Marissa takes off, dashing around the nun and through the doors. I force a smile and follow after.

‘Miss Patel,’ Mother Superior says. ‘I want to see you in my office after school. Be prompt.’

I push down the wave of nerves and nod before continuing to the hall. Tuesday’s turning out to be the worst of the week.

My shoes squeak on the polished stone floor as I pass the housing wing and turn down the corridor of classrooms. Marissa’s way ahead of me and I realize I’m probably going to be late as I glance up at the domed ceilings painted with vivid scenes of angels and demons in a deadly war.

The halls, blue-striped wallpaper and wood trims, are peppered with art. Mostly historical pieces rescued from closing Greek museums, but there’s some custom work too, like the ceiling. I take a quick moment to study my favourite – a baroque of Eros gripping that magical golden arrow in one hand and a charcoal-black arrow in his other. His hair is curly like mine, his skin way paler, and his eyes are a striking blue. But the bow slung over his shoulder is what draws me to this particular painting: it’s carved with a celestial battle scene similar to the ceiling, but instead of angels and demons it’s the gods of Olympus versus man.

I continue to the stairwell, taking the stairs two at a time, skidding on to the landing in front of a procession of Sisters guiding a classroom of first-year students to their homeroom. I feel for every single one of them. It’s hard enough being a normal thirteen-year-old, but for Hedonesses, thirteen means discovering we have an ungodly ability, that we’re monsters, and that everything we thought we knew about life and ourselves is one big lie. We’re torn from our normal schools and sent to ones masquerading as religious institutions so as not to be detected. Schools like St Valentine’s, which specialize in guiding us into our power.

First year is a whole lot of girls, with a whole lot of confusion and anger and tears – something that’s evident in the group before me. They take in every inch of the hall, trying to make sense of this new place, this new stage of their lives, and they walk in parallel lines, forced to hold hands with their recently assigned A.P.s.

The nuns stop to send a warning look – they can’t have my tardiness setting an example for the first years. I quicken my pace, less for fear of angering them and more because I can’t stand seeing the cries for help hiding in the eyes of the girls. It reminds me just how stuck I am.

When I finally make it to homeroom, the large oak doors shut. I take a moment to straighten my uniform, though it doesn’t really help, then ring the bell signalling to the class that a tardy student waits in the hall.

The door groans open, and Sister Anthony Christine peers out. Her hazel eyes fall on me and she offers a welcoming smile.

‘I’m sorry I’m late, Sister. I was—’

‘No need to give reason, Miss Bale’s already informed me. Please come in and take a seat.’ She motions me to a spot at the front of the class. I scan the room for Marissa to find her in our usual place at the back. She offers me a brief shrug before spreading her things on my section of the table.

As I take my new seat, the Sister hands me a paper. ‘The other students have already picked their end-of-year projects. I’m afraid you’re left with Joan of Arc or Queen Guinevere.’ She looks on with anticipation.

I chew the inside of my cheek, flicking my pencil back and forth, thinking over the choices. Truthfully, I don’t care which Hedoness I do my project on, but my teacher’s dedicated her life to preserving Hedoness traditions, and after this morning with Mother Superior I want to be careful with my response. The last thing I need is more demerits – failing transcripts from St Valentine’s would be even worse than regular ones, and I really don’t want to take school all over again.

‘Who will it be?’ The Sister clasps her hands.

‘Um, I’m not sure. Who do you suggest?’

She leans against her desk, crossing her hands in her lap, the shadow from her habit making her look like a sad doll. ‘Hmmm …’ She thinks out loud. ‘Joan used her gift to turn men’s will towards her cause and help end a war. She was not interested in love, per se. But Guinevere had men believe she was the most beautiful maiden in the world, when in truth she was a regular girl much like you.’ The girls in the class fight back chuckles. But they don’t bother me – I know I’m no Marissa. Still, I can’t help running a hand over my wild black waves.

The weight of everyone’s eyes on me, waiting for my answer, is too much. ‘I guess I’ll go with Joan of Arc,’ I say, knowing I’d rather be a fighter than a beauty queen.

‘Excellent choice.’ Sister Anthony Christine jots some notes in her planner. When she finishes, she stands, smooths out her habit, and turns to address the class. ‘Ladies, I’d like you to take the rest of this period to plan your essays and presentations. If you need any resources, please come to me for a hall pass before leaving for the library.’

I flip open my notebook and glance around – most of the class has already set to work. The girl next to me, Paisley, leans over. I know her a little outside of school. Our mothers were A.P.s when they went here, and they’ve kept in touch over the years. Plus we’re the only students whose parents aren’t from the US – my ma’s from India and my dad’s from England. Her parents are South African. Paisley’s nice, and I think we would have been real friends if it wasn’t school policy to only be friends with our A.P.s.

‘Did you see My Vampire Alien Life last night?’ she asks, her accent a more musical and wild version of my father’s British one. She tugs on her necklace – a charm of a spaceship with vampire fangs.

‘Not yet.’ I smile at her.

‘OMG, you have to. It’s the new it show about hot vampires that come from outer space and go on dates with high school gi—’

‘Paisley.’ Sister Anthony Christine flashes a warning look. ‘Just because your A.P. isn’t in class today doesn’t mean you can disturb Miss Patel.’

‘Yes, Sister.’ Paisley nods and leans against her hand.

It feels like hours go by before the bell finally rings. I glance at my notebook, where I’ve doodled the words ‘Joan of Arc’ and ‘fighter’ over and over in twisted writing. Sighing to myself, I pack my books and leave for the next class – Turning 101. As I walk past Sister Anthony Christine’s desk she looks up at me, disapproval flashing in her eyes.

‘Hey,’ Marissa calls from the hall, giving me an excuse to rush past the Sister. ‘I got Marilyn. Rita tried to claim her but I gave her the dirtiest stare.’ Marissa hooks my elbow and chatters away as we walk towards second block. ‘She caved so fast it was hilarious. You should’ve seen it.’

She stops to wait for my reply as a pair of A.P.s skip past us down the hall, heads together, giggling about their projects. I look up, trying to think of what Marissa said.

‘Nice.’ I force a smile, hoping it’s the right answer.

‘You’re not even listening.’ She watches the girls until they bound around a corner.

‘I’m trying, it’s just—’

‘What?’ She turns back, somehow managing to make one word a weapon.

My grip tightens on my books. ‘After that guy this morning, then Mother Superior …’ I sigh. ‘My mind’s someplace else today.’

She crosses her arms. ‘It sucks being your A.P. sometimes.’

I’m too shocked to respond. Of the two of us, I thought I’d be the one saying that.

‘I just wanted you to be happy for me,’ she says. ‘For my new purse from my mom, the hot guy I turned, for Marilyn. But all you care about is yourself.’

‘I didn’t mean—’

With a flick of her hair and a scowl, Marissa turns and stomps away, leaving me feeling like the worst A.P. ever.

I can’t be a normal girl, and I suck at being a Hedoness.
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Maybe Marissa’s right. Maybe I have been self-focused, and though I don’t get why those things are important to her, they obviously are. She’s stood by me for the last three years of struggling with school. The least I can do is be here for her now. It’s what every good A.P. would do. Besides, somewhere along the way she’s become more than just an A.P. – she really has become a good friend.

‘Riss?’ I call after her. ‘Riss, wait up.’

As I enter the classroom behind her I cringe. Seated quietly on a bench at the front of class, where they’ve been told to wait since yesterday, are the three missing boys from the news report this morning. Though, unlike their serious headshot images, they have giant smiles now. Forced. False. But smiles nonetheless.

They wave and perk up when they see their girls. Paisley approaches her victim, a boy with the same shade of red hair as my father. He nearly stumbles getting off the bench to greet her.

‘How was your night?’ she asks. ‘Is there anything I can do to make you more comfortable?’ At least she cares about his wellbeing, in a way.

‘Making you happy makes me comfortable,’ he says with a giant smile.

I roll my eyes and turn my back so I don’t have to see the rest of their exchange.

Marissa’s already spread her things over my usual spot next to her. I ignore the message and plop down in the chair. She gives me one of her dramatic glares.

I force a smile. ‘You got Marilyn, that’s awesome. What are you going to do for your presentation?’

She crosses her arms and leans into the desk. ‘Like you care.’

The bell rings before I can reply, and Sister Hannah Marie enters.

‘Good morning, ladies. I trust you’ve come prepared to learn.’ Her voice is all sing-song which means we’re most likely having a pop quiz or a live demonstration. I hope to the gods it isn’t either, but if it has to be one, I’m praying for the quiz. ‘Why don’t you push your tables back, grab some floor mats and make a circle at the front.’

I groan – floor mats mean demonstrations. After this morning, this is the last thing I want to do. I debate excusing myself to the restroom or the sickroom. But of all the Sisters, Hannah Marie loves her job the most. Her eagerness to teach often results in me with a detention. If I don’t want to be sent to Mother Superior’s office early, I’ll have to at least look interested in the lesson.

‘How did your assignments from last class go?’ Sister Hannah Marie asks, surveying the room and taking a mental attendance as we get to work setting up our mats.

Marissa’s first to raise her hand. She kicks off her heels and stands on the edge of the squishy foam, waiting to be called.

‘Miss Bale,’ the Sister acknowledges with a nod.

Marissa’s head jerks up and she flashes one of her pageant-winning grins. ‘I turned a boy this morning. A cute one.’

The class bursts into a fit of giggles and Sister Hannah Marie claps her hands in joy at the news. I force a smile so as not to look too out of place.

She walks down the aisle to our corner of floor. ‘How did it go?’

Marissa’s posture straightens. ‘It seemed to affect him more than anyone I’ve turned so far.’ There’s a pressure in her gaze, a longing for perfection, and it freaks me out.

‘That’s splendid news, Marissa,’ the Sister says. ‘You’re well on your way towards top marks with all your accumulating turning credits. Where is he now?’

Marissa’s smile slips. ‘I haven’t been notified of any visitors and it’s been over an hour. Shouldn’t he be here already?’

‘For some it takes longer.’

It’s hard to believe that I’m listening to them talk about taking the will of someone so casually. But then again, there are three boys sitting at the front of class waiting to be called on for experimentation. I roll my eyes at the absurdity of it and Sister Hannah Marie notices. She gives me a warning look before returning to the board to jot down some notes.

‘It is important to learn to control your release. When you graduate you should be able to determine the amount of force required for the length of a turning you need. If you do not focus, you can under-turn your target. Too much, too soon can result in a very powerful but very short turning of a couple days. If you focus your release, you can turn someone for ever.’ She diligently writes her points on the board, making sure to underline the key elements.

I can’t help shuddering. I’ve seen someone who’s been turned for ever – it isn’t as glamorous as Sister Hannah Marie makes it sound.

The Sister stops writing and spins around, clapping for our attention. A cloud of chalk dust floats from her hands, sparkling in the colourful light from the stained-glass window as it drifts to the floor. ‘It seems to me, Marissa, that you released too strongly and didn’t control where you were targeting.’ She returns to the board, rewriting CONTROL in big letters and circling it.

‘Now, class, can anyone tell me what Marissa felt when she released her gift into the man?’

‘That part sucked,’ Marissa says, getting another round of laughter. She smiles, proud of herself, and takes a seat beside me on the mat.

Everyone in class has a hand raised, except me. It earns another look of disapproval from Marissa, and Sister Hannah Marie.

The Sister points to Paisley, kneeling on a mat a foot away, waving a little too keenly. ‘Yes?’

Paisley jumps to her feet, the momentum popping a button on her cardigan. ‘It’s painful. Almost like when your arm is asleep, or like a bee sting, or like vampire venom.’

The class giggles and Sister Hannah Marie purses her lips. ‘If vampires were a real thing, I’m sure it would be. Thank you for your contribution, Paisley.’ She looks to the other side of the room. ‘Now, can anyone tell me why it’s painful to release their gift?’

I know the answer – I read it in our manual. It says that Eros wanted to keep the arrow of infatuation away from his mother, Aphrodite. Apparently, Aphrodite wasn’t happy with his choice to marry Psyche, and Eros was worried she’d use the golden arrow to turn Psyche’s love towards another man. So while she was asleep, he hid it inside Psyche. But he didn’t know she was pregnant and the arrow pierced their unborn child, the power transferring to baby Hedone. Thanks to that we, the descendants of Hedone – Hedonesses – have the power of Eros’s golden arrow in us, but when we use it, we feel what that baby felt.

I don’t bother raising my hand. It’s one thing to read it, it’s another to announce it as truth.

When no one answers, Sister Hannah Marie walks to the middle aisle. ‘Pull out Eros’s Arrows and turn to here.’

I slide the textbook out from under my pile of papers. The leather cover’s still dirty from this morning. I run my finger over Marissa’s heel indent before flipping to the page. It’s a full-colour fresco of Eros shoving a gold arrow into Psyche’s swollen belly and the words IN THE BEGINNING. This is how we came to be – the Hedonesses’ origin is one giant mistake.

The Sister nods with excitement. ‘It all comes back to the arrow. The act of creating love is painful. All the tension, embarrassment, all the emotions balled together and injected into someone, just like an arrow piercing a heart. That is what you chosen ones feel when you use your power. What you feel is the physical manifestation of what Hedone felt when she was stabbed while inside the womb: fear, pain, isolation, the absence of love, and then all love at once.’ She pauses, letting us take it in. ‘Can any of you tell me why Eros gave up his arrow, his greatest power?’

I drift off, thinking back to the painting of Eros in the hall, and almost don’t notice Sister Hannah Marie calling my name until Marissa nudges me in the side.

‘Yes, Sister?’ I rub my ribs and glare at Marissa.

She raises an eyebrow and mouths, ‘You’re welcome.’

‘I was asking if you knew why Eros hid the arrow?’ the nun repeats.

I shrug. I’ve heard the story more times than I’d like. I just don’t want to be a participant in this conversation.

The Sister frowns, stepping back to scan the classroom. ‘He gave up the arrow in order to keep Psyche to himself.’ She places her hand over her heart, trapping her rosary beneath her chalk-tinted fingers. ‘You Hedonesses are a product of an act of love. Eros gave up his greatest power to keep his true love. This is no small gift from a god, and that makes it a huge responsibility bestowed upon you. Each time you turn a man, you give over a piece of your power, much like Eros.’

Marissa’s hand shoots up.

‘Yes, child?’

‘Will we lose our ability to turn men if we give over too much of our powers each time?’

I laugh to myself. Of course she’d care about that.

‘There’s no need to worry,’ the Sister says. ‘The love your charge gives you will fill you up, make you stronger. Most young Hedonesses’ power sparks for the first time when they feel love, or choose to pursue it. And some Hedonesses even learn to return the love of the men in some way. In those cases, we’ve seen their powers grow exponentially. In very rare cases, they can even turn men with their touch.’ She smiles and looks right at me. ‘Much like your mother, Rachel.’

I fidget in my seat, too afraid to look up for fear of locking eyes with anyone. I hate people talking about my mother’s heightened ability almost as much as I hate being a child of forced love. I imagine Joan of Arc riding into the classroom, the word fighter painted in red on her back, a fierce look in her eyes as she rams her sword through the Sister.

Marissa shoots up her hand again. ‘So if I love a guy I turn, I might be able to get powerful enough to turn by touch?’

‘Love is a most powerful magic,’ the Sister answers.

I’m so tired of all this. ‘What we do isn’t love,’ I blurt, regretting it when I see the look on Sister Hannah Marie.

‘It is love,’ she says with an icy sharpness. ‘Don’t you see? It’s the amount of love you offer that gets transferred into your charge. The more the intentions are true, the more power surges into him, the longer he stays turned, and the more it affects you.’

The class erupts in murmurs of understanding, and the fact that they buy everything they hear without question only makes me madder. If we’re really offspring of a god, shouldn’t that give us the right to some power of our own, something stronger than making puppets of men?

I glance at the boys seated up front and anger burns through me. ‘Who decides the intentions? One person might believe in something that another person thinks is wrong.’

Marissa inhales sharply and the hopeful expression on Sister Hannah Marie’s face fades to stone.

‘I am tired of your doubt.’ The Sister scribbles something on a piece of paper, a long something – it takes up the whole sheet. When she finishes, she seals it with wax from her altar candle, and lays it on the corner of her desk. ‘Take this letter to Mother Superior and remain in her office until she permits you to leave.’

I set to work packing up my things, running through every excuse I can give my ma when she finds out. Because she will. She always does.

Marissa watches me with a mix of sympathy and confusion. This stuff is important to her – she seeks her identity in being a Daughter of Hedone. All I want is to be normal.
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