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[image: Images]ou would think, if you were battling ice griffins, you would want your best fighters on your side. Or at least someone with experience. These creatures—half bald eagle, half snow leopard—weren’t exactly a picnic. Most kids could avoid their giant hooked beaks, the talons on the feathery front legs, and the claws on the furry hind legs, but what you really needed to worry about was their breath. Each griffin could breathe out air so cold that it would freeze puddles into ice slicks under your feet.

But the eighth graders wanted to fight this flock all by themselves.

The ice griffins herded them together in front of the soccer goal. If an eighth grader tried to stab one, the griffin just flapped its wings a couple times and dodged into the sky. Our guys were completely trapped.

“Wow. This is going to end so well,” I said.

“We should really follow the Director’s orders,” said Lena, my best friend. “You know, keep looking.”

“Just a sec. Seeing this gives me a warm fuzzy feeling inside,” said Chase, my other best friend. His dad, Jack, a big-deal warrior, kept track of how many dragons, griffins, and trolls Chase slayed on every mission. So getting demoted to backup was harder on him than it was on most of us seventh graders.

We all attended Ever After School, a program for fairy tale Characters-in-training, which met every weekday after school let out. We would all survive our own Tale someday, but in the meantime, we trained. Sometimes we even went on missions to make sure magical creatures didn’t attack any innocent bystanders. Usually, that meant fighting dragons or ice griffins sent to kill some Character EAS hadn’t discovered yet.

Like now. Earlier this afternoon, the Director of EAS had received a report that ice griffins had attacked an all-girls boarding school on Lake Michigan, and she’d given the eighth graders the mission. We lowly seventh graders were just supposed to find the new Character who was under attack.

Seniority was stupid.

A roar thundered across the field. The lion head of the chimera, the flock’s three-headed captain, had given an order. The griffins stopped herding, but it didn’t matter. The eighth graders were completely surrounded. The snake head wiggled a little, another signal—three griffins shrieked straight at the ground. The puddle underneath them turned to ice, and suddenly the tight knot of warriors twisted and wobbled like they were all simultaneously trying on roller skates for the first time.

I groaned. This was actually painful to watch.

Normally, some people from the boarding school might have come out to investigate all this noise on their soccer field, but we were lucky. Lake Michigan was extremely foggy. We only caught a glimpse of their brick buildings every few minutes. If any students or teachers heard all this shouting, then they probably just thought someone was having an extra-epic soccer game. I wasn’t sure what they would think of all the roaring, shrieking, and bleating.

Two eighth graders slipped and landed facedown on the ice.

The chimera’s goat head bleated. A half dozen griffins leaped into the air and swooped down at their victims, talons and claws outstretched. A few eighth graders screamed.

“Can we help yet?” Chase yelled at Hansel, EAS’s sword master. He was also our chaperone for this mission, but, lounging by the bleachers, he didn’t look too concerned that the eighth graders were losing.

“Bryan, you’re the smallest, fastest, and tastiest. Use that to your advantage!” Hansel shouted. The eighth grader whose Tale had turned him into a fawn darted out of the ring. He squeezed between two griffins and cantered as fast as his hooves could carry him. The walking, talking venison was obviously too snackworthy for three griffins to resist. They broke rank and swooped after him, despite the chimera’s protesting roars, bleats, and hisses. The eighth graders started fighting their way out.

In all the commotion, one eighth grader in a bright red blazer was too busy not slipping to get his spear up. Seeing the opening, an ice griffin closed its talons over his shoulders and lifted him bodily away from his classmates.

“Crap!” Chase said, and Lena gasped and clutched my arm. My hand closed over my sword hilt, like that would help.

“Go after Ben,” Hansel told us, pointing. The kid in red screamed as the griffin carried him across the field toward Lake Michigan. “Make sure he doesn’t drown.”

And so we were demoted to lifeguards.

We sprinted forward before we lost Ben in the fog. Lena pulled out in front. The grass under our feet gave way to sand. We scrambled down a dune toward the shore.

Ben yelled again.

“Poor sucker,” Chase said. “His second day at EAS and he gets kidnapped by an ice griffin.”

The kidnapper in question glided straight past the beach and over the lake.

“We can’t follow them over water!” Lena cried.

The fog was thicker here. All we could see now was a silhouette of ten-foot wings and kicking legs. Plus one long pointy thing. “Ben! You still have your spear! Use it!” I said.

“Aim for the wing joints!” Then Chase added, much more quietly, “And hope you don’t break your neck hitting the lake.”

I didn’t think of that. Maybe he hadn’t heard—

Ben grabbed his spear with both hands and jerked it upward into the feathery chest. The ice griffin shrieked and released him. I gulped hard, watching Ben drop. I hated heights more than most people.

“He has a better chance of surviving that fall than—” Lena winced, interrupted by a huge splash. Ben was in the water. The fog made it impossible to see exactly where he fell in. “—the griffin taking him back to her nest.”

“Ben!” I said. We sprinted across the sand to the water. “Ben! Shout back if you can!”

No answer. I put a finger on my nose and glanced at my friends. I didn’t want to be the one who went in after him. It was cold here.

Lena caught on, her finger on her nose. “Not it!”

“Awesome. Thanks, guys.” Chase kicked off his sneakers.

He was moving so slowly. I’d seen him muzzle dragons faster than he was unbuckling his sword belt. “Ben could drown, you know. If he’s unconscious,” I said.

“Nah. He probably just had the wind knocked out of him.” Chase shoved his sword, jacket, and shoes into my hands and waded into the lake.

“I’ll check this way,” I told Lena, heading left.

She ran right. “Ben!”

For anyone looking for a kid who might have swum to shore on his own, fog doesn’t really help. It muffled my shouts, and every slap of waves sounded like Ben splashing back onto the beach. I nearly ran into a boulder, but I didn’t find him.

I had just started wondering if the others had had any luck, when Chase called from the water, “Let me know if you’ve got him!”

“He’s not here!” Lena shouted, so far away that I could barely hear her.

“Ben! BEN!” I hadn’t meant what I’d said about drowning, but the idea didn’t seem so crazy suddenly. Trying not to panic, I listened harder, past the chimera’s roars, the griffin squawks, and the waves.

“Here.” The voice came from behind me. It definitely wasn’t Ben—it belonged to a girl. I turned around, listening again, and the voice said louder, “Here!”

I ran back, and near a clump of stones I’d searched a minute before, I spotted two figures. But by the time I reached them, only Ben was there—his jacket covered with wet clumps of sand.

“Found him!” I shouted happily.

He vomited water, on his hands and knees, eyes squeezed shut. He had also lost one shoe. His rescuer had disappeared.

“Thank gumdrops!” Lena cried, through the fog.

“So, I got all wet for nothing?” Chase shouted, but he sounded relieved too.

Ben wiped his mouth and drew a shaky breath.

“Anything broken?” I asked him anxiously.

“My lungs, maybe,” Ben wheezed without looking up. Then he threw up some more.

Chase splashed out of the water beside us. “Sense of humor’s intact. I bet this one’s going to live.”

“Who rescued you?” I asked Ben.

Ben frowned. “A girl. Long dark hair. Great swimmer.”

That didn’t sound like anyone on this mission. “Did you recognize her?”

“Not precisely,” Ben said. “She might be a student here.”

“Give him a break, Rory.” Dripping, Chase squatted down beside the eighth grader. “The kid was busy drowning.”

“Well, that explains the huge splash,” said someone behind us. Adelaide, one of my least favorite seventh graders at EAS. “We were wondering.”

Four figures marched down the beach, their bows and quivers slung over their shoulders—Adelaide, Daisy, Tina, and Vicky. They were the seventh-grade archer squadron. I liked the last two the best. Tina’s dad and Vicky’s mom had just gotten married in January. They spent a lot of time bickering over who would be Cinderella and who would be the ugly stepsister. Daisy just did whatever Adelaide said.

“We heard all the shouting and came to see what was up.” Tina whirled around suddenly, bow raised, like she’d heard something behind her. But it was only Lena, sprinting along the water.

Chase carefully peeled Ben’s red blazer away from his shoulder. “Just two talon punctures. Your shoulder pads took the brunt of it. Once we get back to EAS, we’ll get you fixed up before you get home.”

“Did you guys find the Snow Queen’s target?” Vicky asked.

Lena shook her head and glanced at me. She knew my stomach always flip-flopped whenever that name came up.

The Director had never mentioned it, but every Character at EAS knew: Only one villain commanded armies of ice griffins and dragons—Solange, the Snow Queen. During the war that had lasted half of the twentieth century, she’d almost wiped out everyone who opposed her, including all Characters. These days she was locked up in the Glass Mountain, but apparently that didn’t stop her from sending monsters after defenseless kids.

“Ooooooh! I forgot!” Lena started digging in the tiny electric-blue backpack she carried everywhere.

It always worried me when she did that. Since she was a magic inventor, Lena’s bag of tricks was more unpredictable than the average seventh grader’s. Once, in the Boston Common park, when we were flushing out the troll that lived under the bridge, she whispered a spell to a painted dragon scale, and a phoenix as big as a limo flew across the sky, a riot of flame and feathers. She told us it was the most beautiful light show she could whip up on short notice. Since trolls can’t resist pretty things, she guaranteed that the trick would lure the troll straight to us. Which it did, but every other troll in a ten-mile radius came too.

Humans can’t do magic. That was one of the first things the grown-ups told you when you joined EAS.

But every rule has exceptions, and Lena was one of them.

Lena becoming a magician was the weirdest thing that had happened since we’d climbed the beanstalk last May. Melodie, the golden harp we took from the giant’s safe, had taught Lena a whole bunch of spells, where she could use dragon scales, phoenix feathers, or unicorn hair like magic batteries. Usually, Lena enchanted them to power new inventions.

All Lena’s searching woke up Melodie. She stuck her golden head out of Lena’s backpack and yawned. “What is it you’re looking for, Mistress?”

“Got it!” Lena waved a fabric-covered square triumphantly in our faces. It kind of looked like an e-reader cover, but I knew from experience that the hard casing held a square mirror. An M3, to be exact—the EAS version of a walkie-talkie. “My mini magic mirror.”

“Big whoop.” Adelaide never missed a chance to criticize us. She had been Chase’s closest friend before Lena got the Beanstalk Tale, so we definitely knew why. “You invented those back at Thanksgiving. You can’t expect us to still be impressed.”

“When was the last time you invented something, Adelaide?” I snapped.

“I’ve been modifying the mirrors.” Lena’s eyes gleamed behind her glasses. She was obviously too excited to get her feelings hurt. “I’m trying to give them new capabilities, so they can do anything smartphones can do.”

“Text?” Tina said, interested.

“Tetris?” Vicky asked, impressed.

“No, not those,” Lena said, in a smaller voice.

The others looked disappointed, so Melodie sniffed. “All practical uses.”

Lena just opened the M3 and muttered something in Fey. Chase, the only other kid in earshot who spoke that language, burst out laughing.

I sensed a joke. “What?”

“Don’t you dare translate, Chase Turnleaf,” Melodie warned. “If you do, Lena and I will turn you into something small and slithery. Like a salamander. We just perfected that potion.”

For someone about a foot tall and attached to a golden harp without legs, Melodie could be really scary when she felt like it. Chase abruptly stopped laughing.

“Tell me later?” I whispered to him.

“Do I look like I want to turn into a salamander?” Chase whispered back. “If she’d said frog, I would’ve considered it. ‘The Frog Prince’ isn’t a bad Tale.”

Ben laughed, but then he choked a little and brought up another round of puke. My chest squeezed in sympathy.

“Wow,” Adelaide said mildly. “Did you swallow half the lake?”

Lena angled the M3 at Ben and his watery bile. His face was nearly as red as his jacket.

“Geez, Lena.” I pushed the magic camera down with maybe more force than was necessary. The paparazzi had recorded enough of my ugliest memories for me to know that it sucked. “Do you have to film this?”

But Ben perked up. “You filmed it? Did you get the whole thing?”

“I wish.” With a sigh Lena swung the M3 around, toward the eighth graders’ fight. The wind thinned the fog, and past the lumpy dunes and half the soccer field we caught a glimpse of feathers. “I just turned it on.”

“How far did I fall?” Ben asked eagerly.

“Fifty feet or more,” Chase said.

“Really?” Ben sat up with a wince. He actually sounded pleased with himself.

Adelaide and Daisy both rolled their eyes.

“You’re gonna be one big bruise tomorrow,” Chase said, with the air of someone bequeathing bragging rights.

“I don’t think it’s very funny.” The voice came from the lake, so soft that you could barely hear it. “He was underwater for a long time.”

We all turned. A girl splashed to shore, water dripping from her plaid skirt and jacket. Her long black hair was the kind that got very wavy when wet—but it made her look elegant, not scruffy. She had the beginning of a tan, which gave her skin a golden sheen, and her light blue, long-lashed eyes took up most of her heart-shaped face.

She was beautiful. Not just normal beautiful, but too pretty to feel real. Like a sculpture, or a painting, or an airbrushed photo.

She didn’t seem to notice that everyone was staring at her with dumbfounded expressions. Even Ben’s mouth hung open. We weren’t used to kids outside EAS approaching us on missions, and definitely not ones who looked like models for school-uniform catalogues.

“Who are you?” Adelaide shook her blond hair back. She only did that when she felt threatened.

“My name is Mia,” the dripping girl said uncertainly.

“You’re the girl who saved me!” Ben burst out.

I did a double take. Mia didn’t seem like the rescuing type.

Encouraged, Mia slipped out of the water and glided to Ben’s side. She held out something oblong and leather—his missing loafer. “You lost this.”

“Right,” Chase said. “Because that makes sense. Diving back into Lake Michigan to rescue his shoe.”

I personally thought this was a fair point, but Ben shot to his feet in knight-in-shining-armor mode. “She saved my life. That doesn’t happen every day.”

Poor new kid. After he spent more time at EAS, somebody saving his life wouldn’t impress him so much.

“She might be the Character we’ve been looking for,” Lena said distractedly. She was busy glaring at her M3. “It’s too foggy. We won’t be able to record anything this way.”

“Maybe if we got a little closer, Mistress,” Melodie suggested.

“Good idea.” Lena hurried toward the dunes between the shore and the soccer field.

Adelaide turned to the other archers. “Who has the mirror the Director gave us? For the test?” Tina and Vicky both pointed at Daisy, who pushed her arrows aside and reached into her quiver.

The chimera roared extra loud, and I glanced back toward the battle—all I saw were dunes, fog, more fog, and a soggy stretch of grass.

But Chase tensed too. He took his sword belt back and buckled it on.

“Test?” Mia asked, drawing closer to Ben.

“It’s not hard. You just look into a magic mirror and tell us what you see in it,” Ben explained.

I was sure Mia would never suspect that he had just taken the test himself three days ago. “We need to know if you’re a Char—”

“Incoming!” one of the eighth graders called.

The chimera galloped across midfield as fast as its lion paws could carry it, all three heads focused straight on us.

I dropped Chase’s stuff and hurriedly drew my sword.

“Oy! Monster!” cried Ben.

Snorting, Chase unsheathed his blade. “Did you seriously just say that?”

Only one Character stood between us and the charging chimera, and she was too absorbed with her updated M3 to draw her sword.

Lena.

Chase and I erupted forward. The second my hand curled around the sword hilt, my body seemed very far away, like someone else was moving for me. This was normal. I had an enchanted sword. This runner’s-high feeling happened every time the magic kicked in.

“I got it.” Chase ran so fast he practically skimmed over the sand. “You go cover Lena.”

The sword’s magic sent me weaving through the dunes to Lena’s side, right at the edge of the soccer field. Her eyes were still glued to her M3. “Rory, you have to see this!”

“The image is so clear,” Melodie added.

They clearly hadn’t noticed the chimera barreling over the grass, twenty-five feet away and closing.

“Lena, we’ve got company!” I tried to tug her back through the dunes. She would be safer behind the archers.

“No, I can’t move—” Then she glanced up and found herself practically face to face with a three-headed monster. “Oh!”

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.” Chase charged out, and, seeing him on the field, the chimera slowed. Its snake head hissed. “Yeah, you know it’s all over for you—don’t you, ugly?”

Lena dashed back through the dunes and behind the archers before Chase and the chimera even came to blows. She wasn’t the fastest runner in seventh grade for nothing.

When I was halfway to the others, Chase said, “Crap!”

I whirled around and raised my sword, its magic thrumming.

But Chase wasn’t hurt. The chimera leaped from the edge of the grass to the nearest dune. It had gotten past him.

He sprinted after it. “I still got it, Rory!”

The chimera glanced at Adelaide, Daisy, and the stepsisters, their arrows notched to their bows, and then closer to the water, where Ben just watched. His mouth was open. Mia peeked nervously around him.

The new kid didn’t even have a weapon.

“It’s after Ben and Mia!” Lena cried, panicky, but I was already running, racing the monster as it bounded over the sand.

The stepsisters recovered fastest. They loosed their arrows. The chimera’s lion head yowled as it dodged, but it gave me the extra two seconds I needed.

I tackled Mia and Ben, knocking them to the sand an instant before the chimera pounced.

Somebody’s bare elbow struck my cheekbone, right outside my eye, but the three-headed monster sailed over us—so close that its tufted tail brushed my neck.

I scrambled to my feet as the chimera landed half in the water. Its goat head bleated angrily, and the back legs bent. It was ready to attack again.

“Rory, I said I got it,” said Chase, somewhere behind me. He still wasn’t close enough to do any slaying.

The chimera leaped.

My body knelt, and the sword’s magic guided the blade straight into the monster’s heart. Chase’s sword flashed above, and the beast gave a wet sort of roar-bleat. Two somethings thumped to the sand with a squish.

The chimera collapsed on the beach, a couple feet away from its goat and lion heads. Gross, but definitely dead.

I straightened slowly. “Is everybody okay?”

“Do you recall those talon punctures?” Wincing, Ben reached into his red jacket. “I’m almost positive they have sand in them now. But,” he added hastily when I opened my mouth to apologize, “better sand than a chimera bite.”

Mia gingerly sat up. Her skirt had a palm-size rip out of the hem, stained black at the edges, but otherwise she seemed all right.

Lena ran over, biting her lip.

Chase scowled at me. “What part of ‘I got it’ do you not understand?”

I knew what he was really upset about. Whoever slayed the chimera got the most bragging rights. I smirked. “You were too slow.”

“Still my kill,” Chase said.

“No, this round goes to Rory. When you’re beheading a chimera, you have to make sure you get all three heads. You missed one, Chase. It took a bite out of Mia’s clothes.” Melodie pointed a golden hand at the body. Between the fangs of the viper head, a plaid patch flapped in the breeze.

“But it was two-thirds dead by the time Rory got it,” Chase protested, and I snorted.

“Who are you people?” Mia said, voice shaking.

“It’s okay.” Ben squeezed her hand. I bet the gesture would have been ten times more comforting if his fingers hadn’t been streaked with blood. “The chimera’s their leader. Hansel told us earlier that the ice griffins always scatter after the chimera is killed—”

Something Jeep-size swooped down out of the fog, shrieking. Everybody ducked automatically. Except for Chase, who leaped up and sliced once at the monster’s white throat.

The ice griffin thudded onto the sand beside the chimera. Its spotted tail twitched once and then was still.

Chase grinned. “That one was definitely mine.”

“They’re coming!” Adelaide aimed her bow straight up. A dozen griffins sailed across the soccer field toward us. “God. Didn’t the eighth graders kill any of them?”

“They’re supposed to scatter. Why aren’t they scattering?” Ben said, eyes wide.

“The snake head wasn’t trying to bite Mia,” I said, realizing. “It was marking her.”

Mia gasped. Ben shoved her behind him, which seemed equally gallant and useless.

“Archers, aim for the wings!” Chase said. “Where are the spears when we need them?”

“Coming!” cried someone down the beach.

It is extremely hard to run with a spear and not stab the guy running next to you, but the seventh-grade spear squadron—the Zipes triplets and Paul Stockton—managed it. Very impressive, considering Paul had only been at EAS a couple months.

“I want two of you defending them.” Chase pointed to Ben and Mia. “She’s the Snow Queen’s target. Rory, you help them. The other two, help me finish off the griffins our archers bring down.”

“Got it.” Something flapped behind me. I whirled around, heart sinking. “Three more incoming! Lakeside.” They were close, just a hundred feet away, fifty, moving so fast the fog rippled away from their wings.

I lifted my sword, but at the last second all three griffins plowed into the lake at once and sent an enormous wave crashing over our heads.

I choked on a lungful of water.

When I opened my eyes, my throat raw with coughing, the griffin was ten feet from me. It knelt down, breathing its icy breath across the puddle. I darted forward, swung my sword two-handed like a baseball bat, and sheared its head from its feathery shoulders, but I was too late—the beach was already frozen. The griffins were trying to screw us up the same way they’d dealt with the eighth graders.

Unfortunately for the griffins, we seventh graders had more experience fighting on ice. And we had a magician.

“I’m on it!” Feet planted far apart, Lena dug through her backpack again.

With quick measured slides, like I was wearing ice skates, I hurried back toward the fight, three times slower than normal.

The archer’s bows twanged. From the shrieks above us, I guessed their arrows were hitting their marks.

“Okay, raise your hand if you want spikes on your sneakers!” Melodie shouted over the griffin cries. “We need to know how many dragon scales to use!”

“We all do.” Chase leaped on the back of a griffin as it frantically flapped its arrow-riddled wings ten feet above the sand. He stabbed its neck and hopped off before the dead griffin hit the ground. Someday he would have to teach me how to jump that high. “And what kind of idiot is going to raise his hand during a battle?”

Ben sheepishly dropped his raised hand.

Lena held out what looked like three mini CDs, colored green and gold, and shouted another Fey spell. As the dragon scales crumpled in her hands, spikes sprouted on the soles of every seventh grader’s shoes.

“Thanks, Lena.” I could run again. I sprinted straight for the new kids.

Kevin Zipes’s spear was pinned under a dead ice griffin. He struggled to free it, glancing back anxiously at Ben and Mia, but three more flockmates closed in.

The runner’s high came back. I ducked under the closest one and slashed at the belly, where the brown feathers gave way to leopard spots. It screamed above me, but by the time it turned around, I had already moved on. I stabbed the next griffin in the ribs, but when it clawed at me, I dodged at the last second. The blow fell on the first griffin.

The third one bit toward me and pinned my blade in its beak. Great. Of course I’d get stuck fighting a smart griffin.

I kicked it in the throat, hoping it would let go, but the spikes on my shoes barely knocked any feathers loose. The griffin tugged, almost yanking me off my feet, but then an arrow thunked into its forehead.

“Yes!” Tina cried behind me, bow in hand, as the griffin keeled over. “Did I get the last one?”

I looked up, surprised. The icy beach was littered with seventeen bodies, arrows poking out of most of them.

“Is it over already?” Ben said, still crouched in front of Mia. Both of her hands were clamped over her mouth, her face white.

Another griffin soundlessly glided up behind them, almost fast enough, but Paul threw his spear, nailing it in the feathery chest. Its wings hit the water with a slap.

“That was the last one,” Paul said, smirking.

An eighth grader limped out of the fog. Kenneth, their best fighter. He was furious. “You didn’t leave us any?”
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[image: Images] glanced at Mia. Ever since we’d returned to EAS, her beautiful face had stayed calm. Her eyes stared straight ahead, even as a bunch of boys shoved each other for the privilege of walking beside her. Either she didn’t notice, or she did a really good job of pretending not to.

She was definitely less freaked out than I had been when a dragon almost killed me my first day. She could have been in shock—or she could have still felt like she was dreaming. Those were normal reactions when people first learned magic was real.

Either way, ever since Hansel had confirmed she was a Character using the mirror test, she hadn’t seemed all that curious about finding herself at a magic after-school program.

She barely glanced at the Tree of Hope, the three-story live oak whose branches swooped low to the ground and twisted skyward again. She didn’t even look at the hundreds of doors lining the courtyard’s outer walls, each one a different color. Maybe they would seem more interesting after she found out that they were EAS’s Door Trek system. Almost every door led to a different city in North America.

But she’d only asked one question on our way here from Wisconsin: “What does this Snow Queen want with me?”

Nobody had answered her.

Lena and I stationed ourselves next to Vicky on an overstuffed leather couch underneath the Tree of Hope. A griffin had clawed Vicky’s forearm. She was the only seventh grader to lose any blood, but the wound wasn’t that serious—just painful. Her face was pinched behind her freckles, and she didn’t even touch the chocolate cake we had grabbed her from the Table of Never Ending Instant Refills.

“The nurse is coming.” Tina dropped into the armchair beside her stepsister. “Geez, the guys are still fawning over that new girl? She’s an eighth grader. It’s not like they have any chance with her.”

All three Zipes triplets and Paul Stockton had joined the crowd around Mia. Only Chase was missing. He’d gone to tell the instructors that we’d found the new Character.

Lena couldn’t have been happy about it—she’d had a crush on Kyle Zipes for as long as I’d known her—but she kept her voice light. “What do we think Mia’s Tale will be?”

“Snow White, maybe.” I gestured to Adelaide. She hovered beside the boys, shook her long hair back, and scowled when no one looked away from Mia. She obviously hated losing her title as prettiest girl in middle school. “Adelaide will play the role of her evil stepmother.”

The girls laughed, even Vicky, but she immediately winced and clutched her gauze-covered arm. Whoops.

“Hey.” Chase perched himself on the arm of the couch. His T-shirt and his hair were soaking wet. “It could take a while. Another new Character showed up about ten minutes back. She doesn’t talk. She can’t write. The Director thinks she has a mute Tale from one of the other continents. We get all sorts of weirdos here.” Chase pointed to the chocolate cake. “Anybody going to eat that?”

Vicky shook her head.

Chase reached across me and Lena to grab the plate. Something dripped on me. I made a face. “Why are you all wet?”

“I suggested we call the other new girl Chatty,” he said.

I hoped she didn’t think we were all as rude as he was. “Chase,” I started.

He shoveled a ridiculously large bite in his mouth. “She didn’t like it either. She used some water from the Director’s fountain to tell me so.”

Lena and I grinned. We would have definitely started teasing him, but the amethyst door to the Director’s office swung open, and Ellie strode out. You would have never guessed that she had been a Cinderella, not with her frizzy brown hair and the grease marks on her apron. She was kind of EAS’s housekeeper. She basically made sure all the day-to-day stuff ran smoothly.

An odd girl with a tiny smile wandered out behind Ellie. Her damp blue dress was all ripped up, trailing lace from its skirt like bits of seaweed. Her dark hair hung down to her waist, very straight, except for slender braids and random seashells that ran through it—the kind of hairstyle five-year-olds gave each other. Her black eyes widened as she took in the courtyard. She moved a little bit like a sparrow, running forward with a flurry of steps and freezing, head tilted. She kept darting off to inspect a pretty door, or an interesting armchair, or the bark on the Tree of Hope.

Mia looked a little stunned when Ellie clamped both hands on her shoulders and steered her out of the crowd. Ben watched her go. “Gooey-eyed” was the word that came to mind.

Chatty took three swift steps toward him and peered into his face—way inside his personal bubble. Ben jumped back so fast he jarred his injured shoulder and winced. She grinned kind of apologetically, her teeth extremely white in her tan face.

“Chatty!” Ellie called from the doorway of the Director’s office, and the new girl rushed off.

Chase stuffed the last cake crumbs in his mouth. “See! I knew the name was catchy.”

“Wait, Rory killed the chimera?” someone shouted.

The crowd backed out of his way. He always wore sleeveless shirts, because they showed off two things: His muscles were as big as a high schooler’s, and his armpit hair had grown in early.

I braced myself. It was Kenneth.

Kenneth stomped to our couch, his pimply face sneering. “It doesn’t count. You’re not strong enough to fight on your own. Without that sword, you’re nothing.”

Shame flamed across my cheeks. I couldn’t argue. Everybody at EAS knew my sword was enchanted. I could keep up with Chase, but only when the magic was turned on. Without it I was a pretty average fighter. My sword had really slain the chimera and those griffins, not me.

Chase stood up. “Says the kid who face-planted on griffin ice. Rory didn’t have any trouble staying on her feet. She’s worth ten of you.”

Darcy scowled. “How are we supposed to learn how to fight on ice if you seventh graders keep taking over our battles?”

“Yeah. So shut up before I head-butt you,” added her brother, Bryan. It would’ve sounded a lot more threatening if he hadn’t looked like a fawn. The scariest thing about him was his spiked collar.

Paul snorted. “Bring it, Bambi.”

“My name is Bryan,” snapped the fawn, and Bryan did head-butt Paul, knocking him to the ground and trotting across Paul’s chest with sharp cloven hooves. The triplets shoved through the crowd to help.

But somebody else was faster—Hansel. “That’s enough.”

Directly behind him stood Gretel, his sister and EAS’s top nurse. One of her feet was made out of iron, and that combined with her slate-gray hair and her usual don’t even think about misbehaving frown made her three times as intimidating as Hansel. She cupped pale green ointment in her palm. “Eighth graders with injuries, line up here in front of me.”

Ben shrugged off his blazer. His blue button-down shirt was spotted with blood.

“But aren’t you going to punish them, sir?” Kenneth asked.

Every seventh-grade head whipped to Hansel. He was known for punishing kids with gingerbread jacks. Trust me, you don’t want to know what those are.

“No,” said the sword master. “You don’t learn how to fight on ice in a middle of a battle. You train for it here, out of danger. When the Director sent you today, she assumed that you’d already put extra time in, like the seventh graders.”

Jaws dropped across the courtyard, including mine. Hansel had just taken our side.

What he’d said about our extra practices was true. When Chase has started giving me private lessons last spring, the other seventh graders had joined in pretty fast. But Hansel never took sides.

“Luckily for you, we’ve arranged some extra training for you eighth graders. Right now.” Hansel pointed to a heavy wooden door studded with iron—the entrance to the training courts.

I didn’t smile, but I was so tempted.

Throwing us dirty looks, the eighth graders began to file silently out of the courtyard.

Chase smirked. “They won’t be our biggest fans for a while.”

“Except for me. You saved my life today,” Ben told me and Chase cheerfully. Gretel had finished with his shoulder fast. He pushed his shirt aside. The talon punctures had already scabbed over, the edges pink with newly healed skin.

“Well,” Chase said, “it probably won’t be the last time.”

Yeah, Chase was always this modest.

“Excuse me!” Tina said, irritated. “We need a nurse too!”

“I am here,” said a quiet, musical voice behind the couch, and we all jumped.

Rapunzel, EAS’s resident seer and backup nurse, stood over Vicky with a small smile. “The deepest wounds cause the most pain.”

Vicky gulped.

Rapunzel was kind of a startling sight: pale silver braid hanging down to the ground; slim body of a sixteen-year-old ballerina; wide, unblinking eyes that looked too wise and dark for her face. She also happened to be my favorite grown-up at EAS.

She held out what looked like a metallic toothpaste tube.

I had seen it three times before: when Chase had gotten a dragon bite up the beanstalk last spring, when Adelaide had busted her chin running away from a troll around Thanksgiving, and when I had sliced my arm capturing a dragon for Lena in February.

“It’s the ointment of the witch whose power is in her hair, the same one Gretel is using,” I explained to Vicky. (Yes, that was its technical name.) “It’ll heal you fast.”

Vicky surrendered her forearm reluctantly. Rapunzel squeezed out a pea-size drop and dabbed it on the claw mark. The ointment smelled like mint and peppercorn.

Before he followed his students into the training courts, Hansel turned to Rapunzel and said something that lost him all the awesome points he’d won a few minutes before. “Leave the black eye. Rory needs something to help her remember her little stunt.”

EAS has some weird justice.

The stepsisters, the triplets, and Paul quickly skulked away. “Homework,” Tina mouthed apologetically.

“What stunt?” I asked.

“You can’t punish just Rory,” Lena said. “It’s not fair.”

“Not that we’re volunteering,” Chase said. “But come on. The griffins came to us.”

But Hansel ignored them. “How many times have I told you, Rory? You don’t tackle people you’re rescuing—not when you have a weapon in your hand. You sheathe it first.”

I scowled. Sure, Hansel had told me this before, but what were the chances he would have seen me from all the way across that foggy soccer field?

I didn’t look forward to explaining a black eye to my family. I couldn’t tell my mother a damsel-in-distress had accidentally elbowed me in the face when I rescued her. My mom didn’t know much about EAS. Not about chimeras or griffins, or about magic, or that I used my sword for more than just fencing class. She didn’t even know that I got to see Chase and Lena every day. She still thought that they lived in North Carolina. That was where I’d been living when I met them last April.

I knew what would happen if I told my overprotective mother the truth. Mom would either commit me to a kiddie loony bin or never let me out of her sight again.

“Hansel, she was saving lives,” Rapunzel said quietly. “If you punish her for every life she saves, our doom will come faster.”

Rapunzel was a little weird. She was about two hundred years old, and all the time in her tower made her a little . . . off. She also saw the future. It was hard to understand exactly what she was trying to say, but if you did, it just might keep you from meeting a gruesome end.

So I immediately started worrying that lives depended on how I explained my black eye to Mom and her assistant, Amy. No pressure.

Hansel smiled, tight-lipped, like he guessed what thoughts were sending me into a panic, and closed the iron-studded door behind him.

“Is it just me, or does he hate me more than the other seventh graders?” I asked Rapunzel.

“That is the wrong question,” Rapunzel said. “He does not view it as picking on you.”

From her pocket she drew out an ice pack and pressed it against my eye. Apparently, she had known about Hansel’s punishment beforehand too. “I will tell you a secret. We are all a bundle of wishes, but sometimes one desire can drive a person as an engine propels an automobile. You can understand such a person by learning what desire pushes him.”

Lena and Chase exchanged glances. From the bag on Lena’s shoulder Melodie said, “Rory, we’ll meet you in the workshop.”

They usually cleared out when Rapunzel started talking like a fortune cookie.

I was a little bit better at understanding what she meant than the average EASer, but only a little. “Um . . . you want me to ask myself what Hansel wants most in the whole world?”

Rapunzel smiled her tiniest smile, the one she wore when she thought I was funny but didn’t want to hurt my feelings. “To understand him better, yes.”

It was obvious what he wanted—to humiliate me in front of the whole seventh grade. “To make us into awesome warriors he can brag about to other grown-ups.”

“No,” Rapunzel said. “You should ask Gretel. His sister will know.”

I turned around. “Gretel, what does Hansel want most?”

Gretel smeared the last of the ointment over a tiny scratch on Bryan’s furry shoulder, and he trotted off.

“To keep you kids safe. His life mission. He never stops talking about it.” Gretel shot a warning look at Rapunzel.

Rapunzel put the ice pack in my hands. “Your friends are waiting for you.”

I was clearly dismissed. I jogged over to the workshop. Knowing the punishment was for my own good only made it more annoying.

I wasn’t stupid.

I knew Hansel was right. My sword could have caused serious damage in that tumble. I could have gotten myself killed. I could have gotten Mia or Ben killed.

My stomach sank all the way down to my toes.

It would have never happened if I’d really been a fighter as experienced as Chase. He would have diverted the chimera, or shoved Mia and Ben out of the way—

“Rory,” Rapunzel called, and I turned back. “If you had not acted when you did, the new Characters would surely have died.” Rapunzel couldn’t read minds. She had told me that more than once, but sometimes it was hard to believe. “Most mistakes can be corrected. Inaction cannot.”

I half smiled. She was obviously trying to make me feel better.

Then she pointed to the workshop. “Extinguish the match in Lena’s hand.”

Uh-oh. Lena had a bad habit of burning stuff accidentally, and some of Rapunzel’s warnings came just in time.

The workshop’s steel doors slid open from the middle like an elevator, and I rushed through. The Shoemaker’s elves were busy covering picnic tables in red and gold paint. The paler elves had veins showing green through their skin, but besides that, they could have been miniature humans in canvas work suits—no wings, no pointed ears. A few of them waved as I passed, but most of them looked stressed. I skirted between them and the tables, saws, chisels, mallets, hammers, sanders, and screwdrivers pushed to the wall.

They were enchanting the Tables of Plenty with the menu for tomorrow’s feast. This was the first one I’d ever been to. All I knew was that a new Red Riding Hood was joining the Canon, the big group of Characters in charge of the rest of us. Everyone at EAS was invited—including some representatives from chapters on other continents.

I spotted Lena in the back, where the Shoemaker had let her set up a permanent station. Fortunately, she wasn’t on fire yet. She was hanging long strips of green paper from an aluminum frame about the size of a garage. When she tacked the fourth wall to the floor with masking tape, it looked like she had created a room within the workshop.

I opened my mouth to ask what was going on, but Melodie pivoted around inside the bag on Lena’s shoulder and pressed a finger to her lips.

Okay, so this was a spell. To a clueless observer like myself, it just looked like Lena was talking to herself in Fey as she threw green-gold glitter on each wall of the paper room.

Sometimes I wished we’d never found Madame Benne’s golden harp.

No, that wasn’t exactly true. I mean, I was definitely glad that we’d kept Melodie from the Snow Queen. Otherwise she would have used the harp to free herself from prison. Just the thought made me shudder.

And I was glad that through Melodie, Lena had access to Madame Benne’s knowledge. It helped Lena invent stuff. If my best friend had a desire that drove all her actions, it was this—becoming the best magical inventor in the last thousand years.

I stepped back, out of the way, past a line of anvils to the furnaces burning in the back wall. Wistfully, I watched Melodie whisper something in Lena’s ear, and Lena repeated it in a loud clear voice. In Fey, of course, so I couldn’t understand.

At times like this, it felt like Lena and Melodie were in a private inventors’ club of two. All the rest of us could do was watch from the sidelines. Even Chase had apparently gotten bored and wandered off.

I could use someone to talk to. I knew what the Snow Queen wanted with Mia.

Despite the heat from the furnaces, goose bumps prickled my arms.

The Snow Queen was targeting all the new Characters closest to my age, anyone who might become my friend, and she was sending out her ice griffins and dragons more often than ever. In fact, in the past three months, the only new sixth, seventh, or eighth grader EAS had found in the regular way—by sending a recruiter to schools to perform the mirror test—was Ben.

She wanted to make sure I had as few people on my team as possible.

I didn’t really know why. Last year, when I’d first come to EAS, scarily important people had been interested in me. During the Fairie Market we’d overheard the Canon discussing my arrival. When Jack had visited the Glass Mountain a few days later, the Snow Queen herself had asked him about me.

No one would tell me anything, though. The only hint we had was what we’d overheard Genevieve Searcaster, the Snow Queen’s giant general, telling her son: They haven’t seen anyone like her since Solange’s first arrival. Years before she became the Snow Queen, of course. The arrival of this new Character has forced Her Majesty’s hand. War is returning.

Chase and Lena thought this meant I had a Great Destiny—that some prophecy foretold me taking down the Snow Queen. When I’d asked Rapunzel about it, she’d said something like Keep your fear, and you will do what must be done. I was pretty sure that was her way of saying, Stay alert, but don’t worry about it too much now.

So I didn’t think about it very often.

It felt the same as thinking about graduating from high school. It was big and vague and scary and far away, and I couldn’t really do anything to get ready for it. But some days I wondered if I should be doing something, something better than accidentally stabbing the kids I was trying to rescue.

I took a deep breath to steady myself, and then I wondered where that burning smell was coming from—

Alarmed, I spun around.

The paper room was on fire, flames eating the long strips from the ground up. Lena watched, a little to the side, arms crossed, a match still alight in her fingers. The flame was dangerously close to her sleeve.

I rushed over, plucked it from her hand, and blew it out.

“Oh, hi!” Lena grinned, like I’d just shown up. She noticed the match smoking in my hand. “Thanks for that. I’m making a carryall. See?” She waved at the flaming paper room. She always talked this fast when she got excited. “Remember my deal with the Director? She lets me keep a dragon in the menagerie and gives me all the scales; I make her fifty new carryalls.”

I nodded. She had told me about it at least a hundred times before we captured the dragon and dragged it down to the dungeon.

“Well, the Director told me that if I don’t hurry up and produce a few carryalls by the end of next week, then the deal’s off.” Lena sighed. “She said something like, ‘recreating the carryall spell should take priority over your own inventions.’ ”

“So, why are you burning the paper?” I asked quickly when she paused for breath.

“Oh, I need the essence of the space. This is how big it’ll be on the inside. It’s easiest to get an essence of something by burning a small piece of it, like fingernails or spit or leaves, but with space it’s tricky because you need the whole space. Madame Benne’s original recipe for a carryall tells you to burn down a whole hut, but Gran brought out the fire extinguisher when I tried to do that in our backyard. I think I can get away with just this.” She pointed at the aluminum frame. The last of the paper waved from the top bar, like a banner edged with orange flame.

Now we could see clear to Lena’s worktable, strewn with her notes. Behind the table a huge vial rose from floor to ceiling, the glass several feet thick and embedded with black iron bits shaped like strange symbols and letters.

“But the scales are turning out to be a problem,” Lena said. “Madame Benne preferred to work in phoenix feathers, but the elves needed all the spare ones. Unfortunately, it’s harder to burn scales, so we’re trying powdered scales instead—”

I nodded seriously, pretending I followed all that.

The last of the paper burned up.

“Mistress!” Melodie pointed to the floor. The ashes glowed slightly green.

And then the inventors’ club was back in session.

“Yay!” Lena knelt on the floor next to the pile of ashes. “What’s the next step?”

“We need to bind the ashes to the inside of the backpack—” Melodie began.

I could only stand so much of this. Before they got too carried away, I interrupted, “Where’s Chase?”

“Um . . .” Lena glanced around the room, puzzled. The ashes had turned her brown hands gray and glowing. “He was just here a second ago. . . .”

Metal clinked against glass, and we both turned toward the vial. A pewter hand gripped the cylinder, and a metallic face peeked out from behind it, light reflecting dully from his hooked nose, his wide full mouth. His eyes were in shadow, the metal skin covered in reddish brown hair.

Iron Hans. The Snow Queen’s most deadly warrior.

My heart lurched with panic, but I forced myself to stay where I was. I even folded my arms over my chest.

This Iron Hans was too short to be a full-grown villain. In fact he was exactly Chase’s height, and he held his huge ax—the double-headed blade as big as a steering wheel—the same way Chase held his sword.

He took a step toward us, and I grabbed him, feeling a boy’s T-shirt rather than the hairy old dude’s shoulder it looked like I held.

“Not funny, Chase.” I shoved hard.

Chase went sprawling and dropped the illusion, laughing.

It had been a few months since he’d tried this last. The first time he’d done it, right after my first sword lesson, he’d been friends with Adelaide, and they’d scared a squeak out of me with this same trick. I’d gotten better at not flipping out, but I didn’t understand why he kept trying it.

“I couldn’t resist,” Chase said, grinning.

Maybe he was still upset that I’d killed the chimera instead of him. He always needed to be the best—that was the desire that drove him. It was pretty annoying, actually.

“Wow.” Lena appeared beside us. “That was a glamour, wasn’t it?”

Chase picked himself up off the floor. “Nah, just an illusion.”

“But when Gretel does an illusion spell, you can see it coming out of her,” Lena said. “How did you hide it so well?”

“Secrets of the trade.” But for once, Chase sounded a lot more uncomfortable than smug.

“Can you teach me?” Lena asked, grinding up some more dragon scales.

Chase was an expert at changing the subject. He tapped the vial. “What is this thing, anyway?”

“It was once the East Wind’s prison,” Melodie said.

All of Lena’s excitement rushed back. “It contained his essence, the same way the Glass Mountain contains the Snow Queen’s essence. We’re going to recreate that after we sort out the—are you okay?” she asked me anxiously.

When she’d mentioned the Snow Queen, something had twisted in my stomach. The freak out must’ve blazed across my face.

I shook it off. I was being stupid, worrying like this. There wasn’t exactly an instruction manual to tell seventh graders how to defeat the worst villain the world had ever seen.

All I could do was train even harder to improve my griffin-slaying skills.

Outside the workshop a bell clanged—first of the evening. That meant it was six p.m. where my mom was—time for everyone in Eastern Standard Time to go home.

Lena, who lived in Milwaukee, an hour behind New York, and Chase, who lived there at EAS, didn’t need to go anywhere yet.

I hopped off the stool. “Chase, swear you’ll give me a lesson tomorrow.”

“You think we’ll have time before the feast?” He clearly disagreed.

“I’m coming early, remember? Half day at school,” I said happily, weaving back through the elves’ Tables of Plenty. Tomorrow was also the first day of spring break. Chase, Lena, and I were going to hang out at EAS all week—plenty of time for training. “Mom’s going to drop me off at the airport, and Ellie is going to set up a Door Trek gateway there.” Mom and Amy thought that I would be flying down to North Carolina to visit Lena. I chose not to think about that.

“What time are you coming again?” Chase asked.

“Around one.” I wondered why Lena looked so distracted. It was impossible to tell what invention was on her mind.

“Rory, did you think of an excuse for your black eye yet?” she asked.

I had completely forgotten. I couldn’t even remember where I’d left Rapunzel’s ice pack. Dread curled up in my stomach. “Help me think of something!”

    •  •  •

    Unfortunately, Mom was in the front hallway closet when I returned to the house we were renting. I couldn’t warn her before she saw me.

“Rory, what happened?” She threw her coat over the stair rail and rushed toward me.

“Some kid threw a ball at her.” Amy only sounded that disapproving when she was worried about me.

Ever since I’d gone up the beanstalk, Amy had been suspicious of EAS. Mom would’ve been too, but Gretel had enchanted her to think that I had taken a five-day-long field trip to Raleigh. Unfortunately, Amy had noticed I didn’t remember taking any of the pictures saved in my camera.

Amy knew something about EAS didn’t add up, which made my life slightly more difficult. When Mom had first realized that she would be stuck promoting one of her films during my spring break, she’d given me a choice—visit Lena or visit my dad. It was an easy decision—spend a week hanging out with my friends, or spend a week trailing after my famous director father, stuck in boring meetings. I’d picked Lena. But Amy had spent the rest of the day asking, “Are you sure?” She’d obviously hoped I would change my mind, which—considering that she wasn’t my dad’s biggest fan—was really saying something.

“No, they didn’t throw it at me.” It took all my willpower not to wince when Mom tilted my chin and examined my eye. “Some eighth graders were playing catch, and I walked right into the baseball.” This lie came compliments of Lena. I held my breath to see if it would take.

With a sigh, Mom steered me into the kitchen. “You are so accident-prone, Rory.”

Lena’s lie had worked. I hid a smile as Mom guided me through the swinging door and straight to the kitchen table.

Amy scurried around unpacked boxes to grab ice out of the freezer. “I have a dream, kid. Of picking you up in your cleats and your shin guards and you telling me all about soccer practice, free of black eyes and other mysterious bruises.”

“They had tryouts two weeks before I got here. It wouldn’t be fair if I walked on,” I reminded her. Our crazy moving schedule gave me a lot of excuses. I pulled out my homework, hoping that would end all discussion about injuries.

Amy passed me ice wrapped in a kitchen towel. “You have three different options, but I’m afraid I couldn’t find any stylists you’ve seen before. Do you want to try someone new, or do you want me to keep calling around?”

At first I thought she meant a stylist for me. I didn’t need a haircut, except possibly long bangs to cover my black eye.

Mom sighed. “Let’s keep looking. I would normally be okay with someone new, but I have too many interviews. . . .”

Oh. They had completely changed the subject. I was never this lucky. Usually, I had to spend half an hour reassuring Mom I was fine.

“Wait. What happened?” I asked. Mom’s hair looked completely normal to me—short, blond, and full of weird tufts.

“Maggie’s on-set stylist found some gray hair this morning.” From the look on Mom’s face you would have guessed that Amy had said that my mother had a poison-ivy rash in underwear territory or something equally embarrassing. Amy didn’t notice.

My mom was an actress, kind of a big-deal one. She was only in her mid-thirties, but if she looked too old, it limited the kinds of roles she could get. I’d overheard her and Amy discussing it the week before.

Mom changed the subject. “Have you packed yet?”

“Um, kind of,” I said. “I just need to put everything in a suitcase.”

“Good. That means you still have room for these.” Amy patted a shoe box I hadn’t noticed. The designer’s name seemed vaguely familiar.

Mom scooted the box toward me with a too-bright smile. “I got you something for your trip.”

Not sure what to expect, I lifted the lid. Inside lay . . . shoes. They were very pretty, made with poppy-colored silk, stitched all over with golden beads. Each shoe probably cost over a hundred dollars. Any of the girls at school would have killed for them. Maybe have killed me for them.

“Thanks.” I wondered if she really expected me to wear these. “But I have shoes.”

Mom hesitated.

“Rory, you couldn’t get those any rattier even if you sprayed them with mud and then threw them in the garbage disposer,” Amy said.

My sneakers were stained with dirt and grass, the laces were fraying, and there was a hole at the ankle. I would probably outgrow this pair soon anyway, but they had sentimental value. They had survived almost as many battles as I had.

Even my family thought I needed to improve my look. The girls at school usually told me so, but this was the first time I’d ever heard about it from Mom and Amy.

“Your tennis shoes are fine for visiting Lena,” Mom added. “But you need something to wear if Mrs. LaMarelle wants to take you someplace nice. I just don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

I didn’t mind wearing flats every once in a while, but if I wore them at EAS, they would fall off if I had to do something intense . . . like dodge an ice griffin or slay some dragons. I tried a different tactic. “But isn’t this kind of overkill? Couldn’t we have started out with sparkly shoes from Target or something?”

“Is that all? Your mom wore them during filming. Wardrobe comes as a bonus. Those were free,” Amy explained.

“It’s nice that you and I are the same size now,” Mom added. “I get more samples than I know what to do with.”

We were only the same size in shoes.

My feet had shot out in the last year, forcing me out of kids’ sizes forever. My hands had also gotten huge, but I didn’t mind that so much—I could grip my sword hilt easier. Mom and Amy both swore that this meant I was going to be tall, but so far I just had clownishly big hands and feet. And that Mom forced some of her hand-me-downs on me.

Sometimes you have to pick your battles. I wasn’t getting out of town without the shoes. “Okay. Thanks, then.”

Amy and Mom both smiled, and then the phone rang. “Ooh! Maybe someone had a cancellation!” Amy said before answering. “Hello. Assistant to Maggie Wright speaking.”

The rest of the evening passed in a blur of last-minute packing. When I said good night, Mom was standing in front of the mirror, tilting her head in a million different directions, looking for what her stylist had seen. Climbing into bed, I vowed to never go into any business where finding gray hair turned into a career emergency.

    •  •  •

    That night, I dreamed of satiny black hair flowing around a beautiful face. Her eyes were closed, the long lashes casting spiky shadows over her cheeks. Her lips were perfectly shaped, tinged with a delicate pink, like they belonged on a painted figurine. I started to wonder what Mia’s deal was, and why her hair was spread flat over the table, and if maybe she was practicing for a Tale where she got kissed. Then my gaze fell below her chin.

It was Mia’s head—and only her head—resting on the table.
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[image: Images]he next day at school was a totally different nightmare.

Somebody thought we kids needed to bond before we left on break for nine and a half days, so they scheduled an extra thirty minutes of homeroom after last period. Clearly, the principal had never been a twelve-year-old girl.

My homeroom only had five kids. It was easy to understand why if you met the other four girls in it. Everyone else had transferred out rather than spend extra time with Madison and the KATs.

I was first in the class, even before the teacher. I shoved away the urge to hide in the bathroom for the next half hour, and I glanced out the window. The red door of the house across the street could take me to EAS. Ellie had set it up as part of the Door Trek system when I first started school here.

Geez, I had faced down a flock of griffins yesterday without much fuss. I could handle homeroom.

All four girls in Madison McDermott’s little group glided in and filled the room with this week’s designated scent: strawberry splash. My stomach turned. It smelled more like chemicals than fruit.

Madison marched to the chair across from me and dropped magazines on the table with an ominous slap. I didn’t look up, but my whole body tensed. Madison had clearly gone tabloid shopping. Out of the corner of my eye I could see that my mother’s face was on the cover of one. That meant that if our teacher, Mrs. Lapin, didn’t come soon, this would suck more than usual.

The paparazzi stalked anyone related to Hollywood royalty. Most of the time I could survive it.

Unfortunately, all of Mom’s recent films had only shot on location, and that made things tough. It meant that she, Amy, and I moved three or four times a year—whenever Mom started work on a new movie. A new city always meant a new school, which made me a new kid. Usually, I could fly under the radar until school let out and be fine. I was an expert at keeping my head down.

But every few schools, I got singled out. Controlling my temper was harder than walking on griffin ice, but if I didn’t, I would make a huge scene, one probably destined to end up an article in those same tabloids.

The four girls sat at once, like a group of synchronized swimmers, and four hands reached for a magazine, each set of fingernails painted the color of yellow highlighter. It must have been the nail polish of the week.

I knew about the scents and colors of the week because when I’d first come to the school, Madison had invited me to be part of their little troop. The others’ names were Katie, Arianna, and Taylor. I’d started thinking of them as the KATs because it helped me remember their names. They all looked and acted the same. Madison had all these weird rules that told the rest of us which color to paint our nails, how many notes we could take in geography class and with what kind of pen, who we could talk to and who we couldn’t, etc. I avoided getting sucked in as much as I could. Then Madison tried to invite herself to my house.

I knew what she wanted—to meet the famous Maggie Wright. But the idea of watching her suck up to Mom made me feel simultaneously like throwing up and punching a hole in the wall. So I said no.

Now all Madison wanted was to punish me.

They flipped through their magazines.

I sat on my hands to keep from biting my nails.
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