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Prologue

MELINOE PLOPPED HERSELF TO SIT in a chair across a small table from Cassandra the fortune-teller. Cassandra stared at her in surprise, as many people did when they first met her. Because not only was Melinoe’s skin pale and white—it glowed! And her long hair was black on one side of her head and white on the other.

“Name’s Melinoe. And I’ve come with a question. It’s rumored that Zeus will one day name someone as the official goddessgirl of ghosts. I know I deserve the title. But will that King of the Gods ever make it happen? What can you tell me?” She set her hand, palm upward, onto the table.

“I will tell you what I see,” Cassandra replied. Then she asked, “Um, you’re a daemon, correct?”

Melinoe raised her chin and nodded haughtily. Daemons were immortal and had magic powers, though none as strong as those of a goddess. Still, she figured the powers she did have made her superior to this mortal girl, whose only talents were prophecy and cookie-baking.

“Okay, then.” Cassandra bent forward to study Melinoe’s palm. As Melinoe anxiously awaited her prophecy, she studied the fortune-teller’s fire-gold hair and brown almond-shaped eyes. She guessed they were both about the same age—twelve.

To kill time, Melinoe gazed around the shop they were in. It was called Oracle-O Bakery and Scrollbooks and sold delicious treats as well as scrollbooks. Maybe she’d buy something on her way out to celebrate the good news Cassandra was about to tell her. Maybe.

Desperate to know if she would ever become a goddess, Melinoe had sought this girl out here, in her family’s shop. It was located in the Immortal Marketplace, which stood halfway between Mount Olympus and Earth. The IM was enormous, with a high-ceilinged crystal roof. Rows and rows of columns separated the various shops, which sold everything from the newest Greek fashions to tridents.

She narrowed her eyes at Cassandra. Did telling a fortune really take this long? It had been all of one minute already!

“Ah,” Cassandra said at last. She flicked Melinoe a look. Not a hopeful one. Melinoe stiffened. She could tell from the girl’s sympathetic expression that it was going to be bad news.

Cassandra hesitantly revealed her fortune. “You will get your wish. You will become goddessgirl of ghosts.”

Huh? But that was good news. For several seconds joy filled Melinoe. But then uncertainty flooded over her, like a bucket of cold water. Because it was rumored that Cassandra was cursed in a way that made her foretell the opposite of what was true. So if she said you were going to turn into a pickle, that meant you would not turn into a pickle. For that reason, the fortunes Cassandra told were always placed inside special fortune cookies called Opposite Oracle-Os.

“Wait,” said Melinoe. “Are you telling me the opposite of what will happen? Or what you think really will happen?”

Cassandra sighed. “The opposite. I’m sorry.”

Furious, Melinoe yanked her hand from Cassandra’s. She slammed her fist on the tabletop, making a plate of cookies in the middle jump. “If not me, then who will be chosen goddessgirl of ghosts? Tell me her name!”

“The goddessgirl of ghosts will not have stronger powers than you. And she will not be named Hecate,” Cassandra told her.

“In other words she will have stronger powers than me, and will be named Hecate,” fumed Melinoe. She leaped out of her chair. “So I will always be second best, is what you’re saying.” Reading the truth in Cassandra’s eyes, a dark swirl of jealousy filled Melinoe.

“Here, have some free cookies. They’ll make you feel better.” Cassandra rose from her chair, grabbed a bag, and quickly filled it with the cookies from the plate.

“Wow, thanks!” Melinoe grabbed the bag, threw it to the floor, and crushed it under the heel of her sandal. “Oops! Sorry.” Then she sent Cassandra a sarcastic grin. “Not!”

Whipping around in a whirl of black-and-white hair, Melinoe called out, “Come!”

Unseen by anyone but her, a troop of pale white ghosts obeyed. All were animals. Gliding out through the shop’s walls, they followed her into the Marketplace.

There, she muttered a vow. “Better watch out, Hecate. I will find you! And when I do… You. Are. Toast!”
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1 Flying Broom


AS HER TEACHER AND FELLOW witch-girl classmates watched, Hecate cautiously approached a magic broomstick. It hovered horizontally several feet above the ground, about five yards away, waiting for her. She was one of a very few in her grade who couldn’t yet fly. Which was embarrassing! Especially since tomorrow was her birthday and she’d be turning twelve. By that age most girls had been flying for a year or two! But maybe today was the day she’d finally win her own broom.

Like the other witches here at Hexwitch School, the dark-eyed Hecate wore the standard uniform: a black chiton—which was basically a simple, flowy dress—plus red-and-white striped leggings and ankle boots. And, of course, a pointy black hat. Beneath it, her hair was long, black, and a little messy. She rarely combed it. Witches weren’t supposed to have tidy hair!

Eyeing the broom, Hecate lifted a hand to fiddle with the necklace she wore—one she’d made herself. She possessed many such necklaces, each strung with small, square pieces of papyrus. Upon each piece she’d written one interesting fact she’d collected about a particular subject.

The facts on this necklace were all about brooms. She muttered one of them now to calm herself. “Witch brooms are made from grass, straw, hay, corn husks, or thin sticks that are tied onto a tree branch as a handle.”

For some reason, learning and speaking random information made her feel more in control, and calmed her fears about the possibility of any bad stuff happening. Hexwitch School was located on Earth. And that could be a scary place. The day she’d turned six years old, for example, she’d been chased up a tree by a dog!

And that was only the beginning of her troubles with animals. Over the years she’d been scratched by a cat, nibbled by a rabbit, and pounced on by a squirrel. And a raccoon had once stolen her lunch right off the bench where she’d sat eating it! It was like she was like an animal-trouble magnet or something. If she could win her own broom today, she’d be able to make quick getaways from annoying animals and maybe other kinds of trouble too.

At last, Hecate stood next to the waiting broom.

“Hecate, meet Twitchy,” her teacher Ms. Zoomly told her, gesturing toward the broom. It had a long black handle with dry brown corn husks tied at one end as the sweeping part.

“Hi, Twitchy,” Hecate squeaked nervously. Her past failures at flying were weighing her down.

“Twitchy, meet Hecate,” Ms. Zoomly told the broom.

It jerked and rattled its husks in reply.

“Remember, a witch needs to bond with her broom,” Ms. Zoomly reminded Hecate in a kind but firm voice. “You are not its boss and it is not yours. You’ll act as partners. For flying to go well, you must respect one another.”

Still feeling anxious, Hecate nodded. She’d heard this before. After all, this was her twelfth attempt at flying, each time with a different broom. If she wanted to avoid failing Broomstick Studies, she really needed to step it up.

Straightening, she pulled her hat’s drawstring tight under her chin, so it wouldn’t blow off once she was airborne. Her hand shook as she wrapped her fingers around the broom’s shaft ten inches from the tip, as she’d been taught. Her teeth started to chatter. Her knees wobbled.

“If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again,” she whispered. She’d read that somewhere. She only wished she knew how many times she’d have to try, though.

Quickly, she slung one leg over the broom’s shaft. “Fly!” she commanded. Within seconds the broom took her soaring above the treetops. She’d launched before, but this was the first time she’d managed to get this high. So far, so good!

“You can do it!” “Go, Hecate!” she heard her classmates cheer from below.

She had only five minutes to complete her course. The goal was to fly in the shape of a pentagram, a five-pointed star that was the school symbol. It was embroidered on their school uniforms and on the school flag. Each point stood for a quality they were to strive for: kindness, responsibility, diligence, confidence, and honesty.

Hecate grinned as she and her broom successfully made the first point. And the second. Head down, she leaned left, indicating to the broom which direction to fly to make the next one. The wind cooled her cheeks and blew her hair into even more of a tangle as they turned. She hit the next point, no problem! She’d never made it to three points before. Woo-hoo! What a thrill! But the thrill didn’t last.

Without thinking, she loosened her grip on the broom instead of guiding it into the next turn. Sensing her lack of control, it decided to misbehave. (Witch brooms were mischievous like that.) It darted left, then jerked right, then backward and forward again. It was like a wild horse trying to buck her off its back!

Somehow she managed to hang on. But then the broom flipped her upside down. It headed for a huge oak tree. They were going to crash!

Hecate unclasped her hands and knees from the sides of the broom. And suddenly she was falling! A haystack magically appeared on the ground below her, thanks to Ms. Zoomly. Teachers always took care to give students a soft landing.

Oof! She dropped on the hay, landing faceup. As she lay there, she watched Twitchy zip safely around the tree. Not crashing. Never even touching it. It curled its corn husks into a smile shape and wiggled merrily. It was laughing at her!

“That did not go well,” she muttered. What if that wacky broom had crashed her into that tree? That was a scary thought.

“You’ll do better next time,” Ms. Zoomly told her encouragingly, while giving her a hand up from the hay.

Hecate stood and straightened her pointed hat, loosening its drawstring. Her green-haired best friend, Willow, ran over and gave her a hug. “You did great!”

Her other best friend, Hazel, clapped. “Yeah, three points this time!” She was wearing hazelnuts as earrings.

“What’s the opposite of nailed it?” said a third classmate, with bright orange hair. “Oh, yeah—failed it.”

Ugh. That mean girl was named Jinx.

Jinx’s BFF, Agatha, smirked and added, “Again.”

“Mm-hm,” said Hecate. She managed a smile as she got to her feet and brushed the straw off her chiton. Jinx was supercompetitive. She seemed to think that the more other students failed, the better it made witches like her look when they succeeded. Wrong!

But Jinx was right about one thing. Hecate had failed again.

Whoosh! Overhead, a flock of broom-riding Hexwitch students zoomed by, ruffling the hair and chitons of everyone below. It was the school’s Broom Zoom team, out practicing. They performed at sports and school events, flying in formation and doing tricks and fancy maneuvers.

As everyone watched, the team did the Wedding Cake, a formation with a row of nine flyers at its base, then eight, then seven, tapering up to only two at the very top. Then came the Leapfrog maneuver, which had them flying in horizontal lines while they leaped over one another.

If only Hecate could ever get good enough to make the team. Ha! Like that was going to happen. She couldn’t even fly a broom for five minutes without falling off!

Still, she got lots more thumbs-ups and encouraging words from other students at dinner later that evening. “You’ll do it next time,” they told her.

Jinx and a few of her witch-girl followers cackled and stared, obviously relishing Hecate’s failure. That stung a little. But she told herself not to worry about them. It helped to remind herself that she was better in Charmed Arts class than most girls at Hexwitch. Everyone had their strengths, right?

After dinner, Hecate dashed up the thirteen-story spiral staircase to her dorm room. (Thirteen was every witch’s lucky number.) She was in a hurry. Because school still wasn’t over. Her Creative Spelling class was going on a field trip tonight—to a cemetery!

In her room, a wind chime of metallic witch figures tinkled at her open window, which was framed by spiderweb-patterned curtains. She squeezed out some black licorice-flavored toothpaste and then brushed her teeth. Next, she reached into her closet and grabbed one additional fact necklace, looping it around her neck. This one was strung with papyrus squares that contained facts about cemeteries!

All the girls had identical rooms with a four-poster bed, a small dresser, a desk and chair, two shelves, one closet, and a cozy stone fireplace. In Hecate’s room, unlit wax candles of many sizes and shapes, which she’d made in Charmed Arts, sat all around.

Hecate grabbed a blue-and-topaz-colored candle. She’d mixed various herbs into its wax when she’d made it. Then she’d carved it with special symbols and infused it with glitter.

Once lit, different-colored candles could help you achieve specific magical purposes. Some colors could bring love or money. But blue brought protection, and topaz lent self-confidence. Two things she could have used during her broom test. Too bad it was considered a fire hazard to carry a candle while flying!

While holding on to the blue-and-topaz candle, she quickly spoke an incantation:


“Candle, candle, please alight,

To guide me safely through this night.”



Pzzt! Instantly, the candle lit itself.

“Darkness has fallen! Come along, those of you in my Creative Spelling class!” she heard her teacher call up the stairs from below.

Hecate scurried over, snatched up a piece of charcoal from her unlit stone fireplace, and stowed it in her pocket. Then she grabbed a half dozen large sheets of papyrus from her desk, rolled them up, tucked them in her bag, and slung its straps over one shoulder. After taking a calming breath, she grabbed her candle and dashed out of her room.
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2 Creepy


HECATE AND THE REST OF the witches in her Creative Spelling class met their teacher outside the Hexwitch School entrance. Each held supplies and candles. Once all twenty of them had gathered, the green-haired Ms. Frogwart led them off to the cemetery.

Ms. Frogwart was one of her favorite teachers. Hecate had even tried several times to cast a spell on herself to grow a cool wart on her chin to match the one her teacher had. But so far she’d been no more successful at this than at flying. Given her anxious nature, Hecate figured the only wart she might ever grow was a worrywart!

When they stepped into the cemetery through a huge iron gate, Ms. Frogwart surveyed the students. “Everyone bring their supplies?” she asked. After they all nodded, she went on, lighting the candles of each student. “You’re here to make gravestone rubbings using your charcoal and papyrus. These rubbings will serve as inspiration for new magic spells you’ll create in class over the coming days.”

As the teacher spoke, Hecate gazed around the cemetery. It was surrounded by an elaborate wrought-iron fence decorated with silhouettes of fantastical flowers and animals. According to a nearby sign, the cemetery was divided into numerous labeled sections.

“A reminder,” Ms. Frogwart went on. “We’ve gotten special permission to come here tonight to make our rubbings. But please be respectful of the dead. Do not run wild. Do not damage the gravestones. This is an old cemetery, and some of them may be fragile. Now, off with you!”

So saying, the teacher seated herself on a stone bench near the entrance gate to wait for their return in one hour. She pulled out a knitting project from the handbag she carried: long red-and-white leggings, from the look of it. Witches could never have too many pairs of those!

As the students headed off, Ms. Frogwart looked up from her knitting to call out, “One last thing. Do not get separated. A full moon is rising, and there may be ghosts or tricksters lurking.”

Oh, great, Hecate thought with a shiver. Something else to worry about. Following the group, she drifted her fingertips over the necklaces she wore as they all went in search of gravestones carved with clever sayings or intriguing art. Moonlight and their candles lit the way.

On all sides of the path they spotted upright gravestones made of granite, marble, and bronze. There were also grave slabs lying flat on the ground, and tall, fancy monuments. Flowerpots containing lilies or roses sat at many of the grave sites. Some had a bench nearby where she supposed visiting relatives might sit.

Hecate shivered when a spooky shadow passed over her. Cast by the lush ivy and trees that grew all around, shadows were everywhere! Naturally, when spooked, she couldn’t keep herself from spewing random facts. As quickly as they occurred to her, they sprang from her lips as she and her classmates roamed the cemetery.

“Hey, did you guys know that Romans came up with the idea of gravestones to mark a burial site?” she babbled. “Also, Egyptians used to put a dead person’s liver and other organs inside sealed jars that they expected would journey with their owner into an afterlife. They believed the heart was what did a person’s thinking, not their brain.”

“Ew! You are waaay too weird,” Jinx told her, making an ick face. Unfortunately, Hecate’s best buds, Willow and Hazel, weren’t in this class. But Jinx and her friend Agatha were.

Hecate grinned over at them. Trying to be friendly and jokey, she said, “Is there really such a thing as too weird for a witch? I think not.”

A freckle-faced girl, new to the school, grinned back. “Yeah, Hecate’s just the right amount of weird.” Hecate smiled at her. Because that was a nice thing to say!

“Why are you so obsessed with collecting facts anyway, Hecate?” Jinx scoffed. “You need a better hobby.”

“Yeah, instead of spending all your time gathering facts, like some kind of know-it-all, maybe you should practice your broomstick skills,” snickered Agatha.

Hecate hunched her shoulders, cringing. Because they were kind of right. It was hard to explain just why she needed her facts, without sounding mega-weird.

A light breeze blew in just then, rattling the ivy that crept along the ground and wound up tree trunks, and causing their candles to flicker. This cemetery was creepy at night.

Witches were not supposed to be scared of creepy stuff, of course. But Hecate couldn’t help that she was. Knowing and speaking facts aloud really did soothe her anxiety. It was like the facts built an invisible fence around her that made her feel safer in scary situations.

Faster and faster, words fell from her lips as she began blabbing more facts: “A graveyard is often smaller than a cemetery.… Sayings on gravestones are called epitaphs.”

She felt annoyed glances being cast her way. Glimpsed the rolling of eyes, even from a few witches who were usually friendly toward her. It was really too bad that not everyone enjoyed facts as much as she did!

Luckily, their attention soon shifted to the assignment. Students began to read aloud the sayings on gravestones as they made rubbings. Some were surprisingly funny.

“Hey, look at this one!” said the new girl. She pointed to a particular gravestone. Hecate read it aloud:


“SY KICK

I KNEW THIS WOULD HAPPEN.”



She grinned at the new girl. “I guess Sy Kick was psychic!”

“Yeah,” said the girl, giggling. “Looks like he predicted his own death.”

“Here’s another fun one,” said Jinx. She read it aloud:


“O. SHUN SWIRLY

MY SHIP WAS NAMED POSEIDON.

WE SAILED THE GREAT BLUE SEA.

TILL (WHOOSH!) THERE CAME A TIDE IN.

THAT WAS THE END OF ME.”



“Ha!” said Hecate. “Here’s what I want my gravestone to say:


“HECATE WITCH

HER SCRAGGLY HAIR

AND DRESS WERE BLACK.

HER FINAL WORDS WERE:

‘I’LL BE BACK!’ ”



Her classmates laughed at her silliness, even the mean ones.

“Would you want to come back as a ghost?” asked Jinx. Since witches weren’t immortal like the goddesses and gods of Mount Olympus, they’d all die someday too, just like human mortals.

Hecate shuddered. Ghosts, ugh. Talk about scary! She shrugged and tried to sound calm as she replied, “Who knows? Maybe I will come back as a ghost.” She held her hands up and wiggled her fingers. “So I can haunt YOOOU!”

Jinx’s eyes got scaredy-big for a second, but then she acted all cool. Huh. Maybe Hecate wasn’t the only one around here who was afraid of ghosts!

Just then, Hecate noticed a cool ivy design carved on a flat, rectangular grave slab a short distance away. She wandered over and set her candle on one corner of the slab. Then she got a sheet of papyrus out of her bag, unrolled it, and laid it over the ivy design.

Scritch-scratch. She carefully rubbed the charcoal she’d brought across the papyrus. Back and forth it went, until the ivy engraved along the outer edges of the gravestone showed up. Slowly she worked her way in toward the center of the stone, capturing both the words and patterns carved upon it with her charcoal.

Meanwhile, she chattered away to her classmates. “I can tell this is English ivy because it has five-pointed leaves and grows on a vine.” Although no one remarked on this, she went on rambling. “Did you know poison ivy is not really ivy? It’s related to pistachios and cashews. Poison ivy has three leaves. There’s a rhyme to help you know not to pick it. It goes like this: ‘Leaves of three, let it be.’ ”

Jinx, who was rubbing at a nearby monument, snorted. “Argh, would you stop with the random info, Wreck-AH-tee?”

Hecate frowned over at her. “Did you just try to give me a nickname? Because… uh… no thanks.”

“Well, you did almost have a wreck on your broom during fly-out today,” Agatha taunted.

“Show some respect,” Hecate blustered. “After all, I’m named for… someone famous. My, um, grandmother. Yeah, that’s it.”

“Wait, you mean Ms. Hecate at MOA?” asked another classmate, sounding surprised. By MOA, she meant Mount Olympus Academy, the famous school that stood atop the highest mountain in Greece. Hecate had never been there, and no one else she knew had either. Its students were all goddessgirls and godboys, plus a few lucky mortals.

Jinx looked up from the rubbing she was making, her expression skeptical. “Ms. Hecate? The witch who teaches Spell-ology there? She’s your grandmother?”

“Mm-hm,” Hecate mumbled before she could stop herself. She’d hadn’t been thinking of that teacher, actually, and only just now remembered there was such a person at MOA. Though they shared a name, they were not related.

Since Ms. Hecate was an MOA teacher, her powers and magical expertise were well-known and admired by all. Hecate liked that her classmates seemed impressed, yet she kind of regretted her lie. Still, she didn’t know how to take it back without making everyone think less of her.

And, anyway, if there were ghosts and tricksters lurking around here tonight, they might’ve overheard. If they thought she was related to the powerful Ms. Hecate, maybe that knowledge would keep them away from her and her classmates. So her lie could actually do some good!

“C’mon, you guys,” someone called. “We’d better keep working. We don’t have all night here.”

When the group of students moved down the path in search of more interesting gravestones, the new girl with freckles caught up to walk beside Hecate. “I have a famous name too,” she told Hecate. “Or more like infamous. It’s Poinsettia.”

“That’s a really pretty flower,” said Hecate. “But it can be poisonous. I mean if you eat it. No offense.”
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