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Dedication


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

To my mom and my grandma—for everything.






Chapter One


“I hate field trips.”
I looked at my friend Zoe Wayland. “Why would you say that?”
She shrugged. “Because field trips always end in disaster.”
“And why would you say that? Field trips are awesome. They’re a break from the regular old boring school routine. A chance to leave campus, go somewhere new, and see lots of cool stuff. And best of all, an excuse to miss all the classes we don’t like.”
Zoe snorted. “Maybe for you, Spartan. But for me, field trips are always a pain.”
“Why?”
Instead of answering me, Zoe picked up a pair of pliers from her desk. She fiddled with the pliers for a few seconds before setting them down and grabbing a hammer instead. Screwdrivers, wrenches, even a small blowtorch. All those tools and more crowded together on one side of her desk, along with swords, daggers, and several arrows. Zoe was a genius when it came to inventions, and she loved creating weapons and gadgets for Team Midgard to use in our fight against the Reapers of Chaos.
One by one, Zoe picked up the tools and weapons, along with odd bits of metal and piles of twisted wires, as though she were trying to straighten out the jumble, but then she set them right back down where they had been before.
Every time she grabbed something, pale blue sparks of magic streamed out of her fingertips before winking out. Valkyries always gave off more magic when they were upset or emotional. Zoe would tell me what was bothering her when she was ready.
But she wasn’t ready yet, and she scooted over and started fiddling with the scissors, ribbons, and bolts of cloth on the other side of her desk, since she enjoyed making clothes and jewelry as much as weapons and gadgets. Zoe grabbed a clear plastic box full of red heart-shaped crystals, which she used to embellish her designs. She shook the box, making the crystals inside rattle around, before setting the container back down on her desk.
Finally, she sighed and raised her hazel gaze to mine. “I hate field trips because I have an annoying tendency to get carsick whenever I go on one.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Carsick?”
She slumped down in her chair. “Well, more like bus sick. I don’t know why, but every time I get on a bus to go on some stupid field trip, I always get sick and have to throw up before we get there. Just ask Mateo. I puked all over his boots when we went to the Powder ski resort last year. Everyone on the bus saw me literally lose my lunch. It was so embarrassing.”
“Well, then it’s a good thing that this isn’t a field trip and that we aren’t taking a bus.”
“Oh, no,” Zoe said sarcastically. “We’re going to explore some creepy old tunnels that run underneath Mythos Academy, the school of warrior kids, mythological monsters, and artifacts that summon mythological monsters. What could possibly go wrong?”
I rolled my eyes. “Oh, come on. Where is your sense of adventure?”
She sighed again and slid even farther down in her chair.
I turned my attention back to my own desk, making sure that I had everything for our so-called field trip. A flashlight, a digital camera, a notebook, several pens, a couple of bottles of water, and some chocolate chip cookies. Okay, okay, it was probably overkill to bring snacks, but Zoe was right. You never knew what might happen at Mythos Academy, and if we did get stuck in the tunnels, I didn’t want to starve before someone rescued us.
I wasn’t the only one who might be thirsty, so I opened one of the bottles and poured a healthy amount of water into a small green pot on my desk that contained a beautiful flower with delicate white petals and a heart-shaped emerald-green blossom in the center. The water soaked into the soil, and the winterbloom perked up and spread its petals wide, as if it were thanking me.
“There you go,” I cooed, and stroked one of its velvety petals. “There’s some water for you.”
“Have I told you how weird it is that you talk to that flower?” Zoe snarked.
“Don’t listen to her,” I said, still speaking to the flower. “She’s just jealous that she doesn’t have anything as pretty as you on her desk.”
The winterbloom stood up even taller with pride. I stroked its petals again, then capped my water bottle.
I stuffed my supplies into my green messenger bag, then glanced around, making sure that I hadn’t forgotten anything.
Zoe and I were in the main briefing room in the Bunker, which was located beneath the Library of Antiquities on the Mythos Academy campus in Snowline Ridge, Colorado. Only a few people knew about the Bunker, since it was the supersecret headquarters of the Midgard, a team of students and adults who had been tasked with battling a new group of Reapers of Chaos.
A long rectangular table dominated one side of the room, with the seats turned to face the monitors that took up most of one wall. Zoe’s desk stood off to one side of the center table, along with mine, while two more desks sat on the opposite side of the table.
One of those desks held a laptop, along with a couple of keyboards and monitors. Several miniature foam footballs, soccer balls, and tennis balls were stuffed between the computer equipment. That desk belonged to Mateo Solis, the Roman who was the Midgard’s computer guru and another one of our friends.
Battle axes, swords, and other weapons covered the second desk, along with myth-history books with notes stuck to their pages to mark certain passages. That spot belonged to Ian Hunter, the Viking who was the team’s warrior muscle, along with yours truly.
My gaze moved to the back half of the room, which had several rows of floor-to-ceiling shelves. Books lined many of the shelves, but they weren’t your normal paperbacks and hardcovers. No, these volumes were all extremely old, with worn pages, tattered covers, and frayed spines. Many of the books looked like they would disintegrate into dust if you pulled them off the shelves, much less tried to read them, but the books—and the knowledge they contained—were far more dangerous than they appeared.
As were all the other artifacts here.
Weapons, armor, jewelry, clothing, and more sat on the shelves next to the books. Golden swords, silver shields, bronze daggers, diamond rings. Each artifact was more beautiful than the last and had some magic that made it very, very powerful.
Like the Gauntlets of Maat, named after the Egyptian goddess of truth. Once the gold gauntlets were placed on your arms, you couldn’t take them off, and you had to answer truthfully any question you were asked. Oh, you could try to resist the artifact’s magic, but for every lie you told, the gauntlets would heat up a little more, until they finally erupted into flames and burned you alive.
And that was just one of dozens of objects that would scorch, freeze, or otherwise torture you to death. Not to mention the artifacts that would make you see monsters that weren’t really there or fall in love with someone you hated or otherwise mess with your mind and heart until you lost all your free will.
I leaned to the side and peered down one of the aisles at the shelf along the back wall. My gaze locked on a glass case sitting all by itself. Unlike other warriors, I didn’t have enhanced eyesight, so I couldn’t see it clearly from here, but I knew exactly what that case contained: a jewelry box made of polished jet, with silver vines running across the top and wrapping around small, heart-shaped ruby flowers.
The Midgard had recovered the jewelry box from the Cormac Museum a few weeks ago. We had kept Covington, the Reaper leader, from stealing the artifact, but we didn’t have any idea what it was, what magic it might have, or what it might contain. Still, something about the box seriously creeped me out. Just looking in its direction made me shiver, and I wondered what was so special about the artifact that Covington had been willing to kill to get it—
“Well, I, for one, am looking forward to our adventure, Rory.” A voice with a lilting Irish accent cut into my thoughts.
I looked over at the chair to my right. A silver sword sheathed in a black leather scabbard was propped up in the seat, but it wasn’t your average weapon. No, this sword had a woman’s face inlaid into the hilt, complete with a delicate eyebrow, a round bulge of an eye, a pointed cheekbone, a sharp hooked nose, heart-shaped lips, and a curved chin. The sword focused on me, and I stared into her deep, dark, emerald-green eye.
“Thank you, Babs,” I said. “It’s nice to see that someone is excited about mapping the tunnels.”
Zoe snorted. “Babs is your sword. She goes where you go, so she has to be excited about everything you do.”
Babs sniffed. “Don’t listen to her, Rory. It will be grand fun to map the tunnels. Why, it reminds me of a time years ago in Cypress Mountain, when one of my previous warriors was tracking a Fenrir wolf through the forest…”
And she was off, talking about that long-ago adventure. Babs liked to, well, babble. I thought it was an endearing quirk, but Zoe gave me a pointed look, grabbed a silver dagger off her desk, and pressed in on the blue stone set into the hilt, making blue-white sparks of electricity sizzle up and down the blade. Zoe gave me another pointed look, silently telling me that she was going to zap Babs with her electrodagger if the sword didn’t pipe down.
“All right,” I said, cutting into Babs’s story. “I’m ready. How about you guys?”
“Ready!” Babs chirped.
Zoe sighed again, but she got to her feet. She grabbed a glittery blue headband from the mess on her desk and used it to push her wavy black hair back from her face. Then she grabbed a compact from the jumble of items and dabbed a bit of powder on her nose, even though her lovely mocha skin was already flawless. For a final touch, she zipped up the blue coveralls she was wearing over her regular clothes. Red crystal hearts spelled out the words Valkyrie Power on the pocket on her chest.
“Ready,” she muttered.
I eyed her heavy-duty coveralls. “We’re walking through the tunnels and mapping them. Not digging through the walls.”
Zoe slapped her hands on her hips, and more blue sparks of magic streamed out of her fingertips. “And I am not taking a chance on getting my new cashmere sweater dirty or getting cobwebs all over my jeans. Got it, Spartan?”
“Got it, Valkyrie.” I grinned. “Now, let’s get on with our field trip.”
She groaned. “You just had to call it that, didn’t you? Now you’ve jinxed us.”
“Just don’t puke on my boots, and we’ll be fine,” I teased.
Zoe gave me a dark look, but her lips curved up into a sheepish smile. I grinned back at her.
Whatever happened, she would always be my friend.
[image: image-placeholder]I slung my bag of supplies over my shoulder and hooked Babs’s scabbard to my belt, while Zoe stuffed her electrodagger into her pocket. Then the two of us left the briefing room and walked through a long hallway until we reached the back of the Bunker.
A door was marked with a sign that read Stairs, but instead of opening the door, I went over to a bookcase along the wall and pressed a small silver button on the side of it. A green light flashed, scanning my thumbprint. A few seconds later, the light vanished, and the bookcase creaked back, revealing a stone passageway.
Excitement surged through me. I had always loved all kinds of mysteries, like the Nancy Drew books, the Sherlock Holmes adventures, and the old Scooby-Doo cartoons, but my absolute favorites were stories that featured secret passages and hidden compartments. Ever since I found out about the tunnels, I had been itching to explore them. Today I’d finally roped Zoe into coming with me.
Zoe peered into the tunnel. “I still can’t believe you want to waste a perfectly good Sunday afternoon tromping through these creepy tunnels. I could be taking a nap. Inventing a new weapon. Binge-watching a fantasy show. You know, something fun.”
“This will be plenty of fun. Besides, it’s not only about exploring the tunnels.” I pulled a pen and a notebook out of my bag. “It’s also about mapping them. I want to know where every single tunnel goes and where all the secret entrances are all over campus.”
“Why? It’s not like the other Mythos kids know about the tunnels. The Midgard—we—are the only ones who realize that they exist.”
“Covington probably knows about them,” I said in a sharp voice. “Which means that I need to know about them too.”
Zoe winced at my harsh tone, but sympathy and understanding filled her face.
Covington used to be the head librarian at the Colorado academy, until he had revealed himself to be a Reaper of Chaos. As if that wasn’t bad enough, Covington had also murdered my parents, Rebecca and Tyson Forseti, when they had tried to leave the Reapers.
I had been so angry at my parents for hiding their involvement in the evil group, for never telling me that they were Reaper assassins, and especially for not being the noble, honest Spartan warriors I’d always thought they were. But finding out that Covington had killed and blamed them for his crimes was a hundred times worse. He had taken my parents away before I’d even had a chance to ask them why they had been Reapers.
I had thought that Covington was locked away in prison until a few weeks ago, when I discovered that he was the mysterious Sisyphus, the leader of a new group of Reapers who wanted to take over the mythological world.
Covington had tried to get me to join him, to become a Reaper. He had claimed it was my Spartan destiny. When I had refused, he had used an artifact—a jeweled Apate ring—to try to turn me into a Reaper against my will. With Babs’s help, I had managed to fight off the artifact’s magic.
But the most surprising thing was that my parents had helped me too, even though they were dead.
I shook my arm, and a silver charm bracelet slid down my right wrist. A silver heart locket dangled from the chain, along with two other charms—a tiny silver whistle and a silver winterbloom with a heart-shaped emerald center.
My parents had given me the bracelet for my sixteenth birthday last year, and the heart locket contained a picture of the three of us. I had loved the gift and had worn it every single day—until I found out that my parents were Reapers.
I had been so angry and heartbroken by their betrayal that I’d torn off the bracelet and thrown it down on their graves, although my Aunt Rachel had eventually given it back to me.
I had started wearing the bracelet again when I joined the Midgard, as a reminder that I didn’t have to be a Reaper and that I had the free will to choose my own path in life. But my parents had had another secret. They hadn’t told me that the bracelet was actually Freya’s Bracelet, a powerful artifact that protected the wearer from other people’s magic. It had saved me from Covington and his foul ring. He might have murdered my parents, but they had still protected me from him as best they could. I would always be grateful to them for that.
I closed my eyes and concentrated on the cool feel of the bracelet around my wrist, like a ring of hard frost kissing my skin. I let that coolness, that frost, seep into my mind and especially into my heart, until it iced over my hurt and rage that Covington was still out there, plotting against me and Team Midgard. I would hunt down the librarian and get my revenge, but today wasn’t going to be that day, and I had to accept that. When I felt calmer, I opened my eyes and looked at Zoe again.
“Covington was the head librarian here for a long time,” I said in a quieter voice. “Linus Quinn and Takeda don’t think he knows about the Bunker or the tunnels, but I don’t want to take a chance that he does. It would be just like Covington to use the tunnels to try to sneak into the Bunker to steal the jewelry box and other artifacts. I want to be ready for all the twisted things he might dream up, and mapping the tunnels is one way to prepare.”
More understanding and sympathy filled Zoe’s face, and blue sparks of magic dripped out of her fingertips like tears, almost as if her Valkyrie magic were crying at my obvious pain.
“I agree with Rory,” Babs piped up from her spot on my belt. “It wouldn’t hurt to map the tunnels and see where they lead. Besides, it will be fun. Why, it reminds me of the time I was in the Ashland sewers, chasing after a nasty Nemean prowler…”
The sword started babbling about another adventure she’d had, but Zoe and I tuned her out.
“Please,” I said in a soft voice. “I have to do this. Even if mapping the tunnels seems silly and pointless, I have to do something other than sit around and wait for Covington to strike. Otherwise, I’ll go crazy.”
She nodded. “All you had to do was ask.” Zoe zipped up her coveralls a little higher and held out her hand. “Give me your camera. I’ll take photos while you do your whole treasure map, X-marks-the-spot thing.”
I grinned and passed her the camera. Then, together, we stepped into the tunnel.
The bookcase swung shut behind us, and for a moment, everything was pitch-black. I stepped forward, and lights clicked on in the stone ceiling. The motion-activated lights turned on as we approached and clicked off as we moved past them. We walked about fifty feet before another tunnel branched off to our right. I stopped and made an X on my map.
We went down all the tunnels, one by one, to see where they went. Five main tunnels led to the five main buildings on the Mythos quad aboveground—math-science, English-history, the dining hall, and the gym. And of course, the tunnel we had started out in led back to the Bunker and the Library of Antiquities, the final building on the quad.
Each tunnel ended in a door, and I pressed the silver button on each one, using my thumbprint to unlock them and see where we had ended up. I already knew that the gym tunnel opened up into Takeda’s office, since he had brought us that way before, but the other secret entrances surprised me. A supply closet in the math-science building, a study room in the English-history building, a broken freezer in the dining-hall kitchen.
By the time we’d finished with the five main tunnels, all sorts of lines, squiggles, and Xs covered my map, and I was humming a happy tune.
“You are having way too much fun,” Zoe groused.
I grinned. She rolled her eyes, but she raised her camera and snapped a photo of me.
Several more secondary tunnels branched off from the five main ones, leading away from the quad and farther out onto campus. We mapped those as well. The tunnels snaked all over the grounds and opened up in all sorts of places—the girls’ dorms, the boys’ dorms, storage sheds full of landscaping and other equipment. I felt like we were exploring some cool underground spider’s web, and I couldn’t wait to see where the next tunnel led.
Three hours later, we had mapped all the tunnels and secret entrances, except for a particularly long passageway that left campus and seemed to head over to the town of Snowline Ridge. I wanted to keep going to see where that tunnel led, but Zoe was grumbling about all the walking we’d done, so we headed back to the Bunker instead.
We stepped into what I considered the center of the spider’s web, a large junction with the five main tunnels running out to different sections of the quad. Zoe was in front of me, and she rounded the corner and stepped into the tunnel that would take us back to the library. She looked over her shoulder and opened her mouth, probably to say how glad she was that we were finally stopping, but she tripped over something, staggered forward, and bounced off one of the walls. Her legs flew out from under her, and she sat down hard.
“Zoe! Are you okay?” I rushed over to her.
“I’m fine,” she said. “Nothing bruised but my pride. Help me up, please.”
She took my hand, and I hauled her to her feet. Zoe glanced around, and her gaze landed on a pile of loose bricks sitting beside one of the walls.
“Stupid bricks,” she muttered.
Zoe lashed out with her boot, and one of the bricks disintegrated into shards. Zoe didn’t think she had strength magic like other Valkyries did, but I thought she was far more powerful than she realized.
I crouched down and stared at the pile of stones. “Looks like someone deliberately chipped these bricks out of the wall. See how the mortar is scraped away from them?”
“Why would someone pull bricks out of a wall?” Babs asked.
“Maybe because they wanted to hide something behind it,” I replied.
“Hidden treasure?” Zoe perked up. “Now, that would be cool.”
My heart started pounding with excitement. Discovering someone’s hidden treasure would be the perfect way to end our exploring.
I unhooked Babs’s scabbard from my belt and propped the sword against the wall so she could see what was going on. I didn’t have Zoe’s Valkyrie strength, but the bricks weren’t very heavy, and I moved them out of the way, revealing a dark space about the size of a large book. Then I leaned down, shone my flashlight into the hole, and realized…that it was just an empty space.
I moved the light back and forth, but nothing was in the wall. It was an empty, hollow space, with no hidden treasure of any kind.
Disappointment rippled through me. I sighed, but I grabbed the bricks and stacked them back into the wall so they would be out of the way and we wouldn’t trip over them again.
I had just slid the last brick into place when a loud creak sounded in the distance.
In an instant, I was on my feet and standing next to Zoe.
“Did you hear that?” she whispered.
I nodded, and we peered down the tunnels, trying to figure out where the sound had come from.
“Hey!” a low voice called out. “Down there!”
At least that was what I thought the voice said. The weird echoes in the tunnels bounced back on each other and garbled everything together, making it hard to figure out the exact words, much less whom the voice belonged to.
Still, I couldn’t help but think that my dire prediction from earlier had already come true and that Covington was here. That he knew about the tunnels and was going to use them to sneak into the Bunker and steal artifacts, specifically the jewelry box.
A series of loud, steady thump-thump-thump-thumps rang out, confirming my suspicions. I might not have been able to make out the garbled words, but I recognized those sounds. Footsteps, and more than one set.
Other people were in the tunnels—and they were coming this way.




Chapter Two


Zoe and I looked at each other a moment. Then we both sprang into action.
She dropped my camera, yanked her electrodagger out of her pocket, and whipped the weapon up into an attack position. I lunged over, grabbed Babs from her spot along the wall, and pulled the sword out of her scabbard.
“Quick!” I whispered to Zoe. “We need to get out of this tunnel and into another one!”
She nodded and hurried into the tunnel that led to the math-science building. She stopped right inside the entrance and crouched down to make herself smaller. I tossed Babs’s scabbard aside and started to join Zoe, but she stabbed her finger at the ceiling.
“The lights!” Zoe hissed. “We need to kill the lights!”
The lights embedded in the tunnel ceiling were still burning brightly, clearly illuminating us, and since they were motion-activated, everything we did only kept them turned on. I scanned the tunnel, looking for something that I could throw up at the lights and break them, but I spotted something even better: a light switch.
I almost missed it, since it was painted the same gray as the stones, but the switch was in the library tunnel, only a few steps away from where I’d put the loose bricks back into the wall. I hurried over and slapped the switch down.
The lights clicked off, plunging the library tunnel and the rest of the junction into darkness.
“Rory!” Zoe hissed again. “Where are you?”
“Over by the light switch,” I whispered. “I’m going to creep into the English-history tunnel. Stay where you are over in the math-science one. That way, we can attack them from two sides at once.”
“Got it,” she whispered back.
I felt along the wall until I came to the tunnel opening, then slipped inside it and crouched down. Zoe and I fell silent, but the other people started talking, and their tense, worried voices echoed off the walls.
“What happened?”
“Why did the lights go out?”
I couldn’t tell how many other people were in here, but I was guessing at least two, maybe more, if Covington had brought his Reapers. Normally, facing down a bunch of bad guys wouldn’t worry me, since that was pretty much life at Mythos Academy, especially for a Spartan like me. But try as I might, I couldn’t see anything in the blackness, and I couldn’t fight what I couldn’t see—
Wait a second. I could see something.
A faint silver light filled this tunnel, just bright enough for me to make out the walls. I glanced around, wondering if there was an emergency light in the ceiling or if Zoe had dropped her phone. It took me a few seconds to realize that I was the source of the glow—or, rather, my sword was.
Babs’s blade was glimmering with a faint silver light. I moved the sword back and forth, wondering if I was imagining it, but the glow remained, dim but steady. So I propped the sword against the wall and scooted back so I could get a better look at it.
“Babs,” I whispered. “Why are you glowing?”
Her green eye rolled down, and she examined her own blade. “Hmm. Well, that’s new. I don’t think I’ve ever glowed in the dark before.” Her half of a face perked up. “But I like it. That silver glimmer really makes the most of my features, don’t you think? It’s so much more flattering than all the other harsh lighting down here—”
“Focus, Babs, focus.”
She pouted at my interrupting her for a moment before staring down at her blade again. “Well, I don’t know. Maybe it has something to do with you breaking my curse?”
When I’d first noticed Babs in the Library of Antiquities a few weeks ago, I’d had no idea that the sword was cursed and that any warrior who picked her up could only wield her in three battles before that warrior died. But I’d broken the curse by using Babs anyway and sacrificing myself to save my friends from some Typhon chimeras at the Cormac Museum. I loved Babs, and she was my weapon now, as well as one of my best friends, and I thought I knew everything about her. But she was right. The glowing was definitely new.
“Or maybe it’s because I’m a Champion’s weapon now,” Babs continued. “Maybe Sigyn gave me a little extra magic when she asked you to be her Champion.”
Champions were warriors who worked for the gods and goddesses here in the mortal realm. My cousin, Gwen Frost, served Nike, the Greek goddess of victory, so you could say that being a Champion ran in the Frost and Forseti families. Gwen had defeated Loki, the evil Norse god of chaos, and now it was my turn to be the hero, since I was working for Sigyn, the Norse goddess of devotion.
Sigyn had tasked me with stopping Covington and his mysterious evil plot, and it was a job, a calling, that I had been happy to undertake. Of course I wanted revenge on Covington for murdering my parents, but as a Spartan, as a true warrior, I also wanted to protect people. I didn’t want anyone else to suffer the pain, misery, and heartbreak that I had, and stopping Covington and his Reapers was the best way to ensure that.
“Yep, Sigyn probably gave me some extra magic. That has to be it,” Babs said. “Look at my runes. They’re the part of me that’s really glowing.”
She was right. A series of runes were carved into her blade, and each one was glimmering like a dim star. To anyone else, the runes would look like random scratches, since only a Champion could read the words on their specific weapon, but I could easily make out each letter and the saying they spelled out: Devotion is strength.
Maybe it was a message from Sigyn that Covington was here and that I would need all my fighting skills and healing magic to defeat him. Determination surged through me. I stretched out my hand to grab Babs again, and that was when I realized that the sword wasn’t the only thing that was glowing—so was my bracelet.
The silver chain and the attached charms were glimmering just like Babs’s blade was. That must have been some of Freya’s magic at work. Either way, if I could see the glimmers, then so could whoever else was in the tunnels, so I yanked my T-shirt sleeve down over the bracelet, hiding it from sight. I also grabbed Babs and held her behind me and down by my right leg, trying to minimize the glow from her blade.
Then I looked around for another weapon.
If Covington had brought a bunch of Reapers here, then I was going to need everything I could get my hands on to defeat them. Thanks to Babs’s glow, I could see my bag lying in the library tunnel. Zoe had her electrodagger, but I hadn’t bothered to put any daggers in my bag. I didn’t need a bona fide weapon like other warriors did. As a Spartan, I had the innate magical ability to pick up any weapon—or any object—and automatically know how to kill someone with it. That ability was what made Spartans such great warriors and so very, very dangerous.
My gaze scanned over my bag and the supplies that had spilled all over the floor when I had literally dropped everything, grabbed Babs, and turned off the lights. I had three choices: the digital camera Zoe had been using, the notebook that contained my map of the tunnels, or the pen I had been writing with.
I could whack someone across the back of the head with the camera, but the plastic would break apart on impact, rendering it useless after that one initial strike. I could roll up the notebook and jab it into someone’s face, but it was too thin and flimsy to do much damage, and I didn’t have time to rip the wire out of the spine and fashion it into a weapon.
That left the pen.
I darted forward and grabbed the pen from the floor, then moved back into position. I started flipping it end over end in my hand, getting a feel for its weight, strength, and balance. Unlike my camera and notebook, the pen was made of metal, which meant that it would last a little longer in a fight. Oh, it wasn’t nearly as sharp and strong as Zoe’s electrodagger, but it would have to do. My fingers tightened around the pen. I would make do with it. That was the Spartan way.
“Rory!” Zoe hissed again from the math-science tunnel. “What’s going on?”
“Just getting ready for the fight,” I whispered back. “Hold your position. Here they come.”
We both fell silent.
The other people had quit talking, but their footsteps grew louder, closer, and quicker, like they had picked up their pace and were jogging toward us. I glanced around the corner of the English-history tunnel. A small light appeared at the opposite end of the library tunnel, although the faint glow and the way it bobbed up and down made me think it was a phone someone was carrying, instead of a flashlight.
“Hey!” one of the voices called out. “I see a bag! And some other stuff!”
“I see it too! They must be down here!” someone else chimed in.
The footsteps grew louder, closer, and quicker still. The Reapers were sprinting full steam ahead now, and less than a minute later, two shadowy figures rushed by the math-science tunnel where Zoe was hiding. I tightened my grips on Babs and my pen, getting ready to strike.
An instant later, the two figures raced by the opening of the English-history tunnel where I was hiding. With a loud yell, I charged forward and attacked them.
[image: image-placeholder]For a moment, I thought Zoe yelled too. It almost sounded like she shouted Stop!, although I had no idea why she would say that. But the shadow in front of me whipped around, and I was in the thick of the fight.
I lashed out with my pen first, trying to drive it into the shadow’s throat. But the shadow was quicker than I expected, and it blocked the blow and caught my wrist in its—his—hand.
Usually, when I was fighting someone, I could see what the other person was going to do before he actually did it. How hard he was going to punch me, how many times, even the angle he was going to swing at me from. It was more of my Spartan magic at work. I’d always thought that being in a fight was like starring in my own personal action movie, only I had the advantage since I was always a couple of steps ahead of the other person.
But here in the dark, I couldn’t see as well as normal, which limited that particular ability. Still, I’d been in a lot of fights, so I could guess what the guy was going to do next. Sure enough, he bent my wrist back, trying to make me drop the pen, so I obliged him and let go of my makeshift weapon. He loosened his grip for a second, giving me enough time to surge forward and ram my elbow into his stomach. His breath escaped in a loud oof! of air, and I whirled around and stepped back out of his long reach.
The guy recovered quickly and came at me again. I heard the faint zip of a weapon slicing through the air, and I raised Babs up into a defensive position.
Clang!
Our two weapons crashed together, drowning out everything else, and that was when the fight truly began.
Back and forth, we battled through the tunnel. With every strike and counterstrike, I cataloged everything I learned about the guy. He was tall and fast, but he didn’t have a Roman’s superspeed. Instead, he was exceptionally strong, telling me that he was a Viking. Given the dark, murky gloom, I couldn’t tell exactly what kind of weapon he was using, but it seemed big and heavy. Probably an ax. Vikings usually preferred to use those instead of swords.
Despite the fact that the guy was trying to hack me to pieces, I grinned as we whirled around and around and our blades crashed together time and time again. That was another, slightly freaky thing about being a Spartan. Fighting for my life seemed natural, like it was something I was supposed to do, like it was such a big part of who and what I was that I could never be anything other than a warrior.
That worried me more than I cared to admit. Spartan or not, I didn’t want to spend my whole life fighting Reapers. Even warriors needed a break, and even the best warrior could die on the battlefield. One lucky strike, one moment of hesitation or distraction, was all it took to send you to your grave. But I pushed my worries aside, because I needed to focus if I wanted to win this fight.
This guy was good, a worthy opponent for my Spartan fighting skills, and it was taking all my training to keep him from slicing me to ribbons. I hadn’t battled someone as skilled as him in a long time, and it was going to make beating him that much more satisfying. I smiled again, even happier than before, but then a nagging thought filled my mind.
A tall, strong Viking who used an ax and was a great warrior? Could I be fighting—
The lights snapped on, making me freeze in surprise. The guy I was battling froze as well, and we both blinked and blinked, trying to get our eyes to adjust to the bright glare now flooding the tunnels. I stared at the guy in front of me, and he looked right back at me.
He was tall and muscled and was wielding a large ax that he had raised over his shoulder for another strike. He was wearing black jeans and boots, and his bicep bulged against the sleeve of his dark gray henley as he slowly lowered the weapon to his side.
The tunnel lights brought out the honey-colored strands in his rumpled dark blond hair, along with his perfect cheekbones, straight nose, and strong jaw. Combine his muscled body with his good looks, and he was absolutely gorgeous, but I focused on his eyes, the way I always did. They were a light, piercing gray and gleamed as brightly as the sharp edge of his ax. I’d always loved his eyes from the first moment I met him…
Ian Hunter looked back at me with a mixture of surprise, relief, and amusement. After a few seconds, he cleared his throat and pointedly glanced down. At first, I wondered what he was staring at, but then I realized that I was holding Babs’s blade an inch away from his throat.
“Hey, Rory,” Ian said in a deep, rumbling voice. “Do you think you could lower your sword now, please?”




Chapter Three


I stood there, eyes wide, frozen in place, trying to process the fact that I had just attacked Ian Hunter, another member of the Midgard.
Attacking my teammate was bad enough, but what made it so much worse was the fact that I had a serious, serious crush on Ian. And I hadn’t merely attacked him. Oh, no. I had almost taken off his bloody head because I had mistakenly thought he was a Reaper.
Way to go, Rory. Way to go.
A hot blush erupted on my cheeks, and I could feel my face burning, despite the cool air. Not to mention the horror and embarrassment pounding in my heart. But at least no one could see or feel that but me.
“Rory?” Ian asked. “Are you okay? You have a really weird look on your face.”
I scrambled back and away from him and dropped my sword to my side. “Yeah, sure,” I mumbled. “Sorry. I thought you were a Reaper.”
Ian grinned, which only made him look more gorgeous. “No worries.” He reached out and lightly punched my shoulder. Well, lightly for a Viking. “Mistaken identities and sneak attacks are all fun and games between teammates, right?”
“Teammates,” I muttered, massaging my shoulder, even as my heart sank. “Right.”
“I’m just glad that Rory attacked you and not me,” another voice called out.
Ian and I turned to find Mateo Solis, another member of the Midgard, standing in the tunnel behind us. Mateo was shorter than Ian, a couple of inches under six feet tall, and much thinner, with a runner’s lean build. His dark brown hair and eyes gleamed under the lights, which also made his skin look like polished bronze.
Mateo was wearing dark blue running shoes and khakis, along with a dark blue T-shirt bearing the words Lochness Pride, which I assumed was some football team in Cloudburst Falls, West Virginia, since the town name stretched across the bottom of the fabric. The shirt also featured an image of a lochness monster—or at least one of its tentacles—throwing a football over a bridge. I would never understand all the strange sports names and team logos. Why would a lochness ever play football?
Mateo grinned at Ian and me, then shook his head. “I’m lucky that Zoe recognized us and pulled me out of the way of your epic duel.”
Zoe snorted. “And Rory and Ian are both lucky that I found the light switch before they hacked each other to pieces.”
“We were just having a little fun. It’s what Vikings and Spartans do. Right, Rory?” Ian winked, telling me that it was okay and that he would have done the same thing if our positions had been reversed.
Some of my embarrassment faded, and I grinned back at him. “It’s exactly what Vikings and Spartans do.”
Zoe slapped her hands on her hips. Blue sparks of magic hissed out of her fingertips and dripped down onto the floor. “Well, now that we’re all friends again, why don’t you tell us why you thought it was a good idea to sneak up on us?”
“We weren’t sneaking up on you,” Mateo protested. “You told me that you and Rory were going to map the tunnels. It wasn’t a secret. You’ve been complaining about it for days now.”
I looked at Zoe. She hadn’t said anything to me about not wanting to explore the tunnels. At least, not until earlier this afternoon. She kept her gaze fixed on Mateo, but she winced, and more sparks of magic spewed out of her fingertips. Guilty as charged.
“We called out to you,” Ian said. “Didn’t you hear us?”
“All we heard were garbled words and footsteps, so we didn’t know who you were,” I said. “Why did you come after us? We were on our way back to the library.”
Ian’s face grew serious. “Takeda sent us. He has a new mission, and he wants everyone in the Bunker.”
I tensed. “Is it Covington? Has the Protectorate finally found him?”
Ian gave me a sympathetic look. He knew how much I wanted to find Covington, but he shook his head. “Takeda didn’t say, but it seemed important. So come on. We need to get back and find out what’s going on.”
[image: image-placeholder]I grabbed my bag and the rest of my things from the floor. Then the four of us hurried through the library tunnel and back into the Bunker.
Ten minutes later, we were sitting in our usual spots at the briefing table, with Ian and Mateo on one side and Zoe and me on the other. Babs was back in her scabbard and propped up in a chair beside me.
Footsteps sounded in one of the hallways, and two adults stepped into the room. One of them was a man in his early thirties with black hair, dark brown eyes, and a lean frame who was wearing a charcoal-gray tracksuit and matching sneakers. A silver whistle hung around his neck, completing his gym-coach attire.
The other adult was a woman in her late twenties with the same long, glossy black hair and green eyes that I had, although I’d always thought that she was much prettier than me. She wore a white chef’s jacket over white pants and sneakers, marking her as a member of the dining-hall staff.
Hiro Takeda, a Samurai and the leader of Team Midgard, murmured something to Rachel Maddox, a Spartan and my aunt, who let out a soft, happy laugh.
It had been a long time since I’d heard her laugh like that.
Aunt Rachel was my mother’s younger sister and had taken me in after my parents’ deaths. She had been horrified to learn that Rebecca and Tyson Forseti were Reapers, and she had suffered all the ugly consequences of my parents’ actions right along with me. The heartbreak, the unanswered questions, the angry glares and hateful remarks from the Mythos students, professors, and staff members. Aunt Rachel had shouldered all of that and much, much more.
Takeda smiled at Aunt Rachel, and her whole face lit up as she smiled back at him. Hmm. The two of them hadn’t liked each other very much when I had joined the Midgard a few weeks ago, but the ice had slowly thawed between them, and now they were… Well, I wasn’t quite sure what they were, but if they made each other happy, then I was happy too. Aunt Rachel deserved someone special after all the hurt, pain, and misery my parents had caused her.
Takeda nodded to us all and took his seat at the head of the table. Then he set down the stacks of folders he’d been carrying and started sorting through them.
Aunt Rachel slid into the chair next to Babs, then leaned forward and looked at me. “How were the tunnels? Did you find anything interesting?”
Her eyes were warm, and her voice was light and teasing. She knew how much I loved mysteries and how excited I had been about exploring the tunnels. She’d even surprised me this morning with a new Karma Girl notebook so I could map them.
“They were awesome. There are a lot more branches than I thought, and you won’t believe where some of them go. Did you know there’s a secret entrance in that broken freezer in the dining-hall kitchen?”
“Really? You’ll have to show me that one.” Aunt Rachel squeezed my hand. “I’m glad you had fun today.”
I squeezed her hand back. “Me too.”
Takeda set aside the last of his folders, signaling that it was time to get started. I squeezed Aunt Rachel’s hand again, and then we faced the Samurai.
He picked up a device that looked like a TV remote. “As you all know, ever since the Fall Costume Ball, the Protectorate has been trying to track down a new group of Reapers.”
The Protectorate was the police force for the mythological world, and its members hunted down and imprisoned Reapers of Chaos, as well as dealing with other crimes that impacted Mythos Academy students, their families, and other warriors around the world.
Takeda hit a button on the remote, and photos of various libraries, museums, and warehouses popped up on the wall monitors, including several shots of the Cormac Museum, where the Fall Costume Ball had been held.
“So far, the goal of this new group of Reapers has been to steal powerful artifacts. All of this has been done under the direction of Covington, the Reapers’ leader, and his right-hand man, Drake Hunter.”
Takeda hit another button, and two more photos appeared on the monitors.
The first photo showed a short, middle-aged man with light hazel-brown eyes and hair, along with a slightly darker brown goatee. Covington was smiling, and his teeth gleamed a bright white against his ruddy skin, but his eyes were narrowed, and his expression seemed more predatory than pleasant.
The second photo showed a tall, muscled guy with golden hair and blue eyes who was in his early twenties, a couple of years older than my friends and me, who were all seventeen. He had the same great cheekbones, straight nose, and strong jaw that Ian did, and the resemblance between them was unmistakable. Drake was talking on his phone and glaring off to the side.
I tensed, and so did Ian. I hated Covington for murdering my parents, but Ian’s situation was even worse than mine. Drake, his older brother, had tried to recruit him to become a Reaper, and when Ian refused, Drake had tried to kill him.
My parents might have lied about being Reapers, but at least I knew that they had loved me and that they had tried to leave the evil group. Plus, they had never betrayed me the way Drake had betrayed Ian. That kind of betrayal, that kind of cruelty, shattered your heart into a hundred jagged pieces that you could never quite put back together again, no matter how hard you tried.
“Has the Protectorate found where Drake and Covington are hiding?” Ian growled. His gray eyes practically glowed with rage, and his hands curled into fists on top of the table.
I knew exactly how he felt. My hands were clenched into fists too, although mine were out of sight under the table.
“Unfortunately not,” Takeda said in a sympathetic voice. “But we think we know where they might be tomorrow.”
Zoe frowned. “What do you mean?”
“We have a special guest who’s joining us via teleconference. I’ll let her explain things.” Takeda hit another button on the remote. The photos of Covington and Drake vanished, and the large center monitor went black. “Miss Cruz? Are you there?”
He kept pushing buttons, but nothing happened. After several seconds, Mateo pointedly cleared his throat and held out his hand. Takeda sighed and passed over the remote. Mateo punched a series of buttons, and a live feed of a girl appeared on the center monitor.
She was quite pretty, with blond hair, black eyes, and amber skin. She was wearing a pink sweater, and she must have been in her dorm room because the walls behind her were also pink, as was all of the furniture.
Daphne Cruz was friends with my cousin Gwen Frost, and the fierce Valkyrie had helped Gwen and the rest of their friends defeat Loki at the Battle of Mythos Academy at the Cypress Mountain campus in North Carolina.
“Hello?” Daphne said. “Hello? Hellooo?”
I leaned forward and waved my hand. “Hey, Daphne. Can you see us now?”
She smiled. “Ah, there you are. Hey, Rory. Rachel. Other people I don’t know.”
Everyone murmured their hellos, and Daphne focused on the center of her screen. “Takeda, right?”
He nodded. “That’s me. Thanks for meeting with us. Why don’t you tell the others what you’ve discovered?”
She leaned back in her chair, which was also pink. “Well, ever since Gwen came back from Colorado a few weeks ago and told us what was going on with Covington, we’ve been working on things from our end, trying to figure out where he might strike next. Since the Reapers have been stealing artifacts, Gwen asked me to create a database of all known artifacts.”
“I’ve been doing something similar, but it’s been pretty overwhelming,” Mateo said. “Do you know how many artifacts are out there? Hundreds, if not thousands.”
“Exactly,” Daphne replied. “Which is why I decided to narrow things down. So I wrote a program that searches for and analyzes all known information on artifacts to determine which ones are the most dangerous and powerful and might be on the Reapers’ wish list. It’s all very technical and boring.”
“I don’t think it’s boring,” Mateo said in an excited voice. “I think it’s amazing, and you are a tech goddess.”
Daphne smiled and shrugged like it was no big deal, but a few princess-pink sparks of magic crackled around her, telling me that she appreciated the compliment.
But she wasn’t the only one giving off magic. A few blue sparks sizzled in the air next to me, thanks to Zoe, who was tapping her fingers on the table in a quick, annoyed rhythm. Zoe was frowning at Mateo, who had his chin propped in his hand and was staring at the monitor—and Daphne—with a rapt, dreamy expression. Weird. It almost seemed like Zoe was jealous of Mateo’s fascination with the other girl.
“Anyway,” Daphne continued, “I found some artifacts housed at libraries and museums near Snowline Ridge that might be of interest to the Reapers. I’ve already emailed a list of those items to Takeda.”
He nodded, indicating that he had the information.
“But there’s one artifact that seems like it would be right up Covington’s alley. It’s called Serket’s Pen.”
Daphne punched a button on her laptop. Photos appeared on the other wall monitors, all showing the same thing: an old-fashioned ink pen topped with a large, glossy black feather.
“Is that feather from a Black roc?” Aunt Rachel asked.
Black rocs were enormous mythological birds that the Reapers often used in battle and to fly from one place to another. I studied the feather. It certainly looked like it could have come from one of the birds, especially since small crimson streaks ringed the black feather, as though the edges had been dipped in blood. Roc feathers had the same eerie pattern.
Takeda shook his head. “Unfortunately, that is not a roc feather. It is from something far, far worse.”
Daphne punched some more buttons, and several close-up shots of the pen appeared.
Ian squinted at the screens. “Wait a second. What’s on the bottom of the pen? The nib, the part you write with, it looks like some sort of…creature.”
A sick, sick feeling filled my stomach, and I leaned forward to get a better look at the photos. Ian was right. The black feather tapered down to a large silver nib shaped like a mythological creature.
It had the same general birdlike shape and wings as a Black roc, but this creature’s head was more like a rooster’s, complete with a comb that featured sharp spikes. Instead of being made of feathers, the creature’s tail looked like a rattlesnake’s, and it ended in a single spike, which was where the ink came out at the bottom of the pen. A small ruby glinted in the creature’s eye, and its beak was wide open, as though it was about to gobble up something.
I shivered. Not a creature—this was a monster.
“That’s a Serket basilisk,” Aunt Rachel whispered.
I had heard about basilisks, although I had never seen one in person. Unlike Fenrir wolves and Nemean prowlers, which were bigger, stronger mythological versions of wolves and panthers, basilisks didn’t exist in nature. They were a magical mishmash of other creatures and could only be conjured up by a powerful artifact.
That sick, sick feeling in my stomach intensified, morphing into a ball of cold, heavy dread. The basilisks sounded chillingly similar to chimeras, other monsters that could only be
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