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One

Ava Baldwin hadn’t meant to lose her temper. But Owen King deserved it.

The trouble began the first week of seventh grade in Language Arts. As part of a unit on Greek myths, everyone had to choose a god or goddess to write a report on. Ava, who loved mythology, already knew who she was going to pick. She was the second shortest girl in the seventh grade—and probably would have been the shortest if her wild brown curls weren’t constantly escaping her tight French braid—so she raised her hand extra high so Ms. Greenberg could see it.

“Ava?” Ms. Greenberg said.

“Ah—”

But before she could finish, Owen shouted out, “Athena!”

“Is your name Ava?” Ms. Greenberg asked him.

“Yes, Ms. Greenberg,” Owen said in a high, squeaky voice that sounded nothing like Ava.

The class laughed and so did Owen. Even Isabelle and Evelyn tittered along. They’d been Ava’s best friends all through elementary school, writing stories together and obsessing over their favorite books. But in the middle of sixth grade, they’d changed. Instead of adventures and magic, they wanted to talk about the popular kids and were always on their phones. Ava still hung out with them, but it wasn’t as much fun. She felt as if they tolerated her presence rather than really wanted to include her, and soon enough, they weren’t even doing that. By spring, she’d learned that they were ditching her to hang out at the mall with a big, noisy group that even included a few couples.

Owen, with his blond hair and twinkly blue eyes, was one of the popular boys. He was always talking over girls and making dumb jokes, but somehow everyone—even teachers—seemed to love him.

Ava forced a smile, as if she found his impersonation funny, but her chest tightened with anger. She tried to do the deep breathing her mom had taught her to calm herself down. Inhale, two, three—

“Athena’s cool,” Owen continued, as if Ms. Greenberg hadn’t signaled for him to wait his turn. “I mean, everyone likes Zeus and Poseidon and all those guys, but she’s this super strong girl.”

Ava had chosen Athena for a similar reason: she was the only goddess who had ever seemed anywhere near as powerful or interesting as the male gods. But Ava couldn’t say that now. Exhale, four, five.

“I like the way you think, Owen,” Ms. Greenberg said. “More boys should read about strong girls . . . and goddesses.”

Ava forgot all about her breathing and lurched upright in frustration. Had Ms. Greenberg forgotten that “girl-power Owen” had just cut her off? Owen’s self-satisfied smile made her fume.

“So I get Athena, right?” he asked.

Before she could stop herself, Ava called out, “Ms. Greenberg! I was going to choose Athena.”

“Ava, let’s remember to raise our hand.”

What?! Ms. Greenberg was being completely unfair: Owen hadn’t raised his hand once! Ava started to raise hers to point this out when she noticed Isabelle roll her eyes and whisper something to Evelyn.

Last spring, after Ava had confronted Isabelle for leaving her out, Isabelle had texted, “Your really intense its not fun for everyone else.” Was she being too intense now? She tried to think about what the others would do in her place. Isabelle would probably find Owen’s enthusiasm for Athena “cute.” Evelyn would pick a different god as if it was no big deal. Ava let her hand fall back down.

“How about this?” Ms. Greenberg smiled at her as if she’d found some fantastic solution. “You and Owen can both write about her. There’s only twelve major gods and goddesses, so everyone’s going to have to double up anyway. You two will be our Athenas.”

This didn’t strike Ava as fair at all, especially when a few other girls who clearly had also wanted to write about Athena grumbled in disappointment. Ms. Greenberg had just let Owen shove ahead of all of them. But it seemed unwise to challenge a teacher, especially the first week of school.

“Fine with me,” Owen said, though no one had asked him.

“Ava?” Ms. Greenberg said.

Ava scanned the room. No one else looked upset. Olivia and Sophia, two of the girls who had wanted Athena, were whispering, probably about their second choices. Isabelle was impatiently tapping her fingers on her desk like this was taking forever and it was all Ava’s fault.

“Sure,” Ava said. But deep down she was still mad.

“Wonderful!” Ms. Greenberg trilled. “Ava, I think your brother chose Athena too. I still remember his report. It was very creative!”

Ava forced another smile, as if she relished being compared for the umpteenth time to Jaxon, boy genius, who’d won all the academic awards since kindergarten. Every teacher who’d had her brother expected her to get the same perfect grades and then was disappointed when she didn’t. She tried at least to be agreeable, which her mom said was just as important. But it was a lot harder in middle school, where nothing seemed fair.

Library was Ava’s last period of the day and usually her favorite. At lunch, she still sat with Isabelle and Evelyn; being ignored by them was less painful than circling the cafeteria with her tray or sitting by herself. At least in the library she could hide out alone in the stacks, reading, and no one noticed. But today her English class was supposed to find books for their god or goddess reports, and, to make matters worse, Ms. Sanchez, the librarian, explained that a lot of the good ones had already been checked out by earlier classes.

Searching the digital catalog, Ava found a book about Athena, Goddess of Heroes, that was allegedly not checked out. Keeping a careful eye on Ms. Sanchez, who did not like running, she speed-walked to the Religion & Mythology section on the other side of the library. But just as she got there, she realized she had forgotten to close out the page with her search results. When she glanced back, Owen was standing right in front of it.

Ava had barely scanned the shelves when she heard Ms. Sanchez barking at him to walk. She raced through the call numbers—292.13TA, 292.13TE—until she saw Goddess of Heroes on the top shelf. But just as she reached up, a hand darted over hers and snatched the book from the shelf.

“Hey!” Ava blurted, spinning around. “Give it back!”

Owen stuck his free hand, palm up, in the air. “What?” he said innocently.

Ava’s face burned. “You know what!”

Her voice was loud but quivery.

“Whoa, Ava,” he said. “It’s just a library book. You can borrow it when I’m done.”

He sounded calm, reasonable. Ava knew if she spoke again, she wouldn’t sound like him. Words would come out she couldn’t control. She hated feeling this way, like she might explode into a million pieces in front of everyone. Other kids were looking at her, including Isabelle and Evelyn. She needed to get control of herself, but it was too late for breath counting.

She tried to imagine she was in the pool. Her mom had taught her to swim as soon as she could walk; last spring, after Evelyn had stopped returning her texts and Isabelle had a sleepover party without her, swim practice with her rec team was the only activity that made her feel better. But thinking about water only opened the floodgates. Oh no, she thought, I’m going to cry.

“Ava, are you okay?” Isabelle said, with a hint of annoyance.

The message was clear: she was being too intense again, embarrassing herself. Owen gave a shrug, as if he had no idea what was wrong with her, as if it had nothing to do with him. Ava just wanted to get away, but everyone was staring at her, waiting for her to answer.

“Fine,” she muttered. “It’s just—”

“Chill out, Ava,” Owen interrupted. “It’s not a big deal.”

With a pop, Ava’s pent-up anger exploded. An electric surge of rage coursed through her entire body, from her toes to the top of her head. Her vision narrowed. Her muscles tightened. She took a step toward Owen, locked her eyes on him.

“I was the one who found it!” she shouted. “And taking my book right out of my hands was a big deal! It was a big deal to me!”

Her voice was shaking, and her brow was all sweaty. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see her frizzy curls sticking out all over the place. But Ava no longer cared what she looked like or what her former friends thought. She kept glaring at Owen. His mouth had fallen open. But he just stared at her with his clear blue eyes, looking stunned.

Ms. Sanchez careened around the corner. “Ava Baldwin, what is going on? That’s not a library voice—”

Just like that, Ava’s anger sputtered out, replaced by shame. She wondered if Ms. Sanchez would call her mom. She had never gotten in trouble at school before. She looked down at the floor. “Owen took my—”

“Is he okay?” Isabelle interrupted.

Ava looked up and realized Owen hadn’t moved at all. He was still staring at her with the same dumbfounded expression.

“Owen!” Ms. Sanchez said.

He stayed silent. Ava studied his face for a twitch of his lip or a flutter of his eyelid. No response.

Ms. Sanchez marched right up to him and waved her hand in front of his face. Ava waited for him to burst out laughing or shout “sike!” But Owen didn’t even blink.

A trickle of drool ran down his chin.

“Isabelle, run and get the nurse—now!” Ms. Sanchez said. “Tell her Owen King is having a seizure.” Then she jammed her finger into his open mouth and held down his tongue.

“That’s so he won’t choke on it,” said Sophia, whose mom was a doctor.

Ava was sure Owen would finally give up his ridiculous act and cry out—it made her want to gag, imagining Ms. Sanchez’s red-painted nails grabbing her tongue—but he kept staring off into space.

Panic engulfed Ava. “I didn’t . . . I didn’t do anything—”

“Of course, you didn’t!” Ms. Sanchez snapped.

“I just got mad—”

“Ava, this has nothing to do with you. Go sit down on the reading rug with your book! Everyone else, too!”

Ava scurried over to the reading rug. Of course, it wasn’t her fault. But that wasn’t what mattered. The story would be around the entire middle school in no time. Who would want to sit with her or be her friend when Angry Ava might freak out on them? She caught Evelyn’s eye, hoping for a look of sympathy, but Evelyn turned away. Ava had never felt so alone.
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Two

After school, Ava didn’t even wait for Jax like she was supposed to and instead ran home alone. When she burst through the door, her mom was on the phone.

“Absolutely not!” Ava’s mother said in a more forceful voice than Ava had ever heard her use. “Are you sure she needs to—”

Oh no. It had to be someone from school—probably Mr. Chu, the principal—and Ava’s mom was responding to news of the disaster. After all, two EMTs had carried away Owen on a stretcher and loaded him into an ambulance. What if Owen died on the way to the hospital and the police were coming to arrest her? Ava needed to—what? Turn herself in? Go to jail? What had she done? Ava let out a panicked whimper.

Her mom looked up and held up a wait finger to Ava before continuing.

“All right, all right, I understand. I’ve got to go.”

Her mom hung up the phone and rushed over to her. “Ava, are you okay?” she asked. Her voice sounded strained, and a few frizzy tendrils had escaped her ponytail, but getting a call like that from the principal would do this to anyone. Usually, Ava’s mom looked perfectly put together, her hair blow-dried straight and tied down so tightly that no one outside their family even realized that she and Ava had the same wild curls. On top of her panic over Owen, Ava felt a wave of guilt for upsetting her mom to such a degree.

“Are they coming to arrest me?” Ava asked weakly.

“Arrest you?” Her mom raised an eyebrow. “What on earth are you talking about?”

Ava was confused. Was her mom pretending not to know?

“Who was the ‘she’ you were talking about on the phone?” Ava asked.

“Oh, that,” her mom said, smoothing back her loose curls. “One of the other moms. PTA problems.”

Before Ava and her brother were born, her mom had been a social worker, a job she’d loved but said she didn’t have enough time to go back to. When she wasn’t cleaning, cooking, or driving Ava and Jax around, she volunteered for the PTA. She always seemed to end up with the most thankless jobs, like addressing all the invitations to the school auction, because she was, by her own admission, a pushover.

“Oh.” Ava finally caught her breath. “I thought maybe it was Principal Chu. Or the police!”

“Did something happen at school?” her mom asked.

“It wasn’t my fault,” Ava said. “I can explain!” She dragged her mom to the couch and spilled the entire story. She tried to impress upon her mom how awful the whole incident had been, but she noticed that it seemed to upset her mom a lot less than it did her. “Uh-huh,” her mom kept saying, as if her mind was faraway, perhaps still on the PTA drama.

“I shouldn’t have gotten so angry!” Ava said. “I just couldn’t help it—”

“Did you try the breathing I taught you?” her mom asked.

“It didn’t work!” Ava said. “How could I have known he’d have a seizure? What if he’s not okay and everyone’s mad at me?” She collapsed, sobbing, into her mom’s arms.

“Oh, Ava,” her mom said, petting her curls. “I’m sure he’s fine. Listen, I know his mom’s number. Why don’t I give her a call?”

Ava nodded through her tears. Her mom got up and went to the kitchen to call Mrs. King while Ava lay facedown on the couch trying to decide which would be worse: being sent off to prison or having to go back to middle school.

“We’re glad he’s feeling better,” Ava could hear her mom say. “Not a seizure? What a relief. Poor kid, though. He probably just got dehydrated. Ava is always forgetting her water bottle—”

Ava let out a deep breath. She didn’t have to picture herself locked up with a bunch of other bad kids. But, at this point, it would probably be easier to make friends in prison than in middle school.

“Ava feels responsible,” her mom added. She paused to listen. “I know, but you know how kids are. Can we drop off some dinner tonight?”

Ava bolted upright. Now that she knew Owen wasn’t on death’s door, her anger returned. He was the one who’d bullied her—why should she bring him dinner? Everyone would fawn all over him at school tomorrow. She was the one who’d never hear the end of it.

“Another time then,” her mom said.

Ava smiled for the first time that day. She was off the hook.

“He’s fine,” her mom said, rejoining her. “He’ll be back tomorrow.”

Just then, Jax burst through the door and made a beeline for Ava. He was tall and skinny, like Ava’s dad, but had the same wild hair as Ava and her mom. “Thanks so much for waiting,” he snarled sarcastically. “And thanks for the thoughtful text. Oh wait, you didn’t do that either!”

“Jax!” her mom said. “Be nice. Ava’s had a bad day.”

“So have I!” Jax said. “I only got a ninety-five on my Honors Geometry problem set!”

“Oh no!” Ava said with mock alarm. “Jax might get an A instead of an A plus!”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m still going to get an A plus,” Jax said calmly. Now that he was in high school, he made a point of not taking the bait when Ava teased him. “What happened to you?”

“None of your business,” Ava said.

Ava expected her mom to tell them to quit bickering, but instead she jumped up and said, “How about some hot cocoa? I think I even have some of those mini marshmallows.”

“Um, sure?” said Ava. It was still August and nearly eighty degrees out, but she would never say no to hot cocoa, especially with marshmallows.

Jax answered by flopping down next to her on the couch. Her mom rushed off to the kitchen. The promise of hot cocoa made Ava feel forgiving enough of Jax’s rudeness to fill him in on what had happened with Owen. She was just finishing up the story when her mom brought the mugs of cocoa on a tray with a plate of Christmas cookies she’d unfrozen.

“A little off season,” Jax remarked before stuffing several in his mouth.

“On a bad day, cookies are always in season,” her mom said.

“Tomorrow’s going to be even worse,” Ava said glumly, poking at a mini marshmallow. “Everyone’s going to be horrible to me. Owen’s one of the most popular kids in seventh grade!”

“Here lies Ava,” Jax intoned, his voice mock solemn. “Social death.”

“Jax!” Ava said, elbowing him in the side. He pretended to choke on his cookie.

“Let’s be serious, you two, just for a moment,” her mom said.

“I’ve been serious all along,” Ava said. “I can’t go back to school.”

“You can’t let people get under your skin so easily,” Jax said.

“But I wouldn’t have gotten so angry if Owen hadn’t been such a jerk!”

“That’s not the point,” her mom chimed in. “There’s always going to be Owens out there—boys who use their power and popularity to push girls around. But it’s important not to lose your head.”

Ava looked from her mom to her brother. “So what you’re really both saying is that I should give in?”

“Learning to control your anger is not about giving in,” her mom said.

“What’s it about then?” Ava challenged.

“Not becoming a social outcast,” Jax said.

“Too late for you then,” Ava snapped.

“Stop, you two! This is important—”

Her mom’s voice wavered. Ava could see the surprise she felt mirrored on Jax’s face. Her mom rarely sounded so emotional.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” her mom said. She sniffed, smiled. “It’s just that you’re both growing up and”—she hesitated, as if searching for the right words—“you don’t want to end up in a dangerous situation.”

“What kind of dangerous situation?” Ava asked.

But instead of answering, her mom drew in Ava and Jax for a hug.

“Mom!” Jax grunted and pulled away. “I’ve got homework to do.”

Jax grabbed another cookie and retreated to his room. But Ava sank into her mother’s softness. “Sixth grade was hard enough,” she said. “I didn’t want seventh to start like this. I just wish I could have a do-over.”

Her mom smoothed her hair and kissed her head. “It’ll be okay,” she said.

To Ava, she sounded more wishful than certain.
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Three

That night, Ava had a hard time falling asleep. When she finally did, she dreamed she was back in school wandering around the cafeteria with her tray because no one would sit with her. She kept shrinking until she was so tiny that Owen could step on her. She awoke with a start and the sickening feeling of having to go to school. But the sun shining through her windows seemed too bright, and when she looked at her alarm clock it was already almost nine. Had her mom let her stay home after all? It seemed unlikely.

She went next door to Jax’s room, expecting to find his shades up and his bed empty, but he was fast asleep too. What was going on? If the power had gone out, the numbers on her clock would be flashing, plus her parents never slept this late.

“Jax!” she said, shaking him.

“Wha—” he said, pushing her hand away.

“It’s nine o’clock!”

He shot upright and stared at his side table. “What happened to my phone?”

“I don’t know,” Ava said.

“I set the alarm! My biology quiz is right now!”

He tore downstairs, his hair standing on end in all directions. Ava raced after him. “Mom! Dad!” he shouted. “Where’s my phone? Why didn’t you wake me?”

Her mom was fully dressed, her hair blow-dried neatly into place, though she had dark circles under her eyes as if she hadn’t slept much. She made no move to get up from the breakfast bar where she was drinking coffee. Even more oddly, Ava’s dad hadn’t left for work.

“What’s going on?” Ava asked.

Her dad handed Jax his phone. “Sit down, kids. We have some good news.”

“It better be good!” Jax said. “I’m missing my first bio quiz!”

“It doesn’t matter,” her mom said calmly.

Ava almost laughed at the way Jax’s eyes bugged out. “Of course, it matters! I need a perfect score on every quiz—”

“You need more of a challenge,” her mom interrupted. “And Ava needs a change of scene. Which is why, after serious consideration, your father and I made an important decision—”

“Your mom made a call early this morning,” her dad said, pausing before he added, “to the Accademia.”

Ava knew her mom had gone to an international boarding school for gifted kids in Venice, Italy. It was called the Accademia del Forte, and Ava had always figured Jax would eventually follow in her mom’s footsteps.

“The Accademia can take you both. Isn’t that great news?” her mom continued. “It’s a classical education, Ava. You’ll study Ancient Greek and Latin and read your beloved myths in their original languages. Venice is the most magical place in the world! It’s made up of all these tiny islands, and there are no cars, just footbridges and boats. The students are gifted kids from all over the world, and the food is incredible. Plus, the school has an Olympic-sized pool—and an excellent swim team. The school year begins next week, so you won’t even miss anything.”

Ava couldn’t believe it: here was her do-over, her second chance! She didn’t even need to hear about the food or the pool or the other students. She’d never have to see Owen again. She could have a fresh start. She could make new friends.

“I’m in!” Ava said. “When do we leave?”

“Hold on,” Jax said, frowning at their mom. “Last year you said I couldn’t apply.”

Her mom shrugged. “I didn’t think Ava was ready.”

“What does Ava have to do with me?”

“I wanted you to start together,” their mom said.

“So now she gets two extra years there?” Jax said. “That’s not fair!”

Ava couldn’t help feeling smug—for once Jax was jealous of her. “Maybe they’re sending me earlier because I’m actually more gifted?”

“At losing friends,” he said.

“At least I have friends to lose.”

“Had.”

“Knock it off!” their dad said.

They glared at each other.

“Personally,” their dad continued in a calmer voice, “I think Ava is a little young for boarding school, but your mom says it’s one of the best schools in the world, so we’re counting on you, Jax, to keep an eye on your sister—”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Jax said with a sigh. “I’m going to babysit Ava. But at least I finally get to go.”

Ava clapped her hands together. “When do we go?”

“I just bought tickets for the day after tomorrow,” her mom said. “I figured there was no point in returning to school now, so I let you sleep in.”

“Definitely no point,” Ava said.

“We’ll have a day or two to explore the city together before orientation,” her dad said.

Ava started dancing around. “Will I have a roommate? Is there a uniform? What are the teachers like? Do I need to know any Italian?”

“Let’s start doing some laundry and packing,” her mom said, “and I’ll try to answer your questions.”

Over the next forty-eight hours there was so much to do—dash out to buy extra sheets and shower caddies; take down winter coats from the attic; get their records transferred from school—that Ava barely had time to think. It was only the night before their flight, as Ava packed her favorite stuffie in her carry-on—a green-and-black polka-dotted snake named Garter that her mom had given her as a baby—that it hit Ava that she was really leaving home. Her mom wouldn’t be coming in every evening to tuck her in and kiss her good night. Ava couldn’t even call her since the school—in keeping with its strictly classical curriculum—didn’t allow smartphones or computers. Her mom could only send letters.

Ava’s throat tightened. Her stomach flip-flopped, and she felt ill. Was this why they called it homesickness? But she hadn’t even left home. She pulled Garter out of her backpack and put him back in the lineup of other animals.

Just then, her mom hurried into her room, carrying a stack of folded clothes. “I’m finishing the last load of laundry, and then I think we’re in good shape for tomorrow.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” Ava said.

Her mom jerked to a stop in front of her. “What?”

“I don’t want to go.”

Her mom just stood there, blinking. Then she deposited the clothes on the bureau and sat down beside her on the bed. “Ava,” she said, clearly and slowly. “You have to.”

“Can’t I just go to the Accademia next year? I’ll be thirteen then—”

“It’s kind of like . . .” Her mom gazed out the window into the late August darkness as if the answer lay out there. “A family tradition to go to the Accademia. You have to trust me. You’re old enough now. It’s time for you to go.”

“But I’m going to miss you.”

A hot tear slid down Ava’s cheek. Her mom wiped it away with her finger and pulled Ava close.

“I’m going to miss you too. But Daddy and I will come for the holidays. That’s just a few months from now, not long at all. You’ll make us both so proud, I know it, Ava.”

Ava doubted that. She wasn’t like Jax, always getting perfect grades and winning every award. “Can’t I stay here?” she pleaded. “I’ll be good. I won’t lose my temper.”

Her mom shook her head. “Everything is already set. This is a great school. It’ll prepare you better than any other. By the time I see you next, you’ll understand. Just give it a try for me, okay?”

“Okay,” Ava whispered.

“I love you so much,” her mom whispered back. “You’re my strong girl.”

Ava sniffed, then nodded—she wasn’t going to cry. Instead, she was going to show her mom that she was strong enough to keep her feelings inside. Sad ones, angry ones—all of them.
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Four

Ava’s excitement returned as they boarded her first international flight. She hardly slept, and when they landed at dawn in Venice, she felt as if she was in a waking dream. Instead of a car, they took a boat across the gray-green sea—or the lagoon, as her mother called it—to a jumble of colorful, old buildings. Although her mom had explained that the buildings in Venice were perched on little islands, to Ava the city seemed to float magically atop the lagoon. The taxi boat motored up the Grand Canal, the largest waterway, which her mom said bisected the city, then let them off on a pier. From there, they dragged their suitcases down narrow, winding streets and over stone footbridges to a small hotel where Ava fell into a heavy sleep.

When she woke up, it was late afternoon and still hot, and her mom took them out and let her and Jax eat and buy anything they wanted, from slabs of creamy tiramisu to papier-mâché Carnival masks. Ava chose a blue-and-silver cat mask with glitter in honor of the stray cats her mom said had historically protected the city from plague and still roamed the narrow streets and squares, hunting mice.

The next day, after an early lunch, Ava, Jax, and her parents boarded a long boat with velvet seats and a curved bow. It was September 1, and all new students were instructed to arrive at the Accademia del Forte for orientation by gondola. Her mom had explained the previous night that it was school tradition for students to enter at the beginning of each year through the school’s magnificent canal-side entrance. The Accademia occupied one of the oldest and largest palazzi or palaces on the Grand Canal and was decorated with enormous Greek columns—“Doric,” according to Jax, who had been studying architecture styles, for fun or to impress his teachers, Ava wasn’t sure which.

As their gondola bobbed on the Grand Canal, Ava’s stomach gurgled, and she wished she hadn’t eaten so much sour cherry gelato at lunch. A motorboat whizzed past them, rocking the gondola. Ava grabbed onto her suitcase, which had been wedged next to her in the boat. It reminded her that she wasn’t just paying a visit to the hulking stone building they were gliding up to but moving in for an entire year.

“This place is incredible,” said Ava’s dad, tilting his phone to try to capture a row of international flags that hung from the balcony of the Accademia, fluttering in the warm September breeze.

“Dad, stop taking pictures,” Ava said. “We’re here.”

They weren’t actually there yet—the gondola was still pulling up to a green-tinted staircase that rose out of the water—but Ava didn’t want her dad taking a photo of her. She was certain she looked tense and terrified. Her stomach was flip-flopping, and she had a powerful urge to grab the pole from the gondolier’s hands and punt them back to the airport. At least Jax wasn’t yammering on about columns anymore but obsessively readjusting the straps of his backpack. Her mom was quiet too—she stared at the Accademia with a solemn expression. It was only when she caught Ava looking at her that she smiled.

“Just remembering arriving here myself for the first time.”

“Were you nervous?” Ava asked.

Ava tried to picture her mom at twelve-going-on-thirteen, carrying her suitcase into a new school, saying goodbye to her own parents. But even though she’d seen photos of her mom at that age looking very much like Ava herself, she still found it hard to imagine her mom ever really feeling like a kid; she seemed to have been born all grown-up, like Athena from Zeus’s head.

“Of course.” Her mom’s smile flickered. “But it all worked out.”

Ava was about to ask her mom what she meant by it “working out” when their gondola bumped against the staircase, knocking Ava into Jax.

“Watch it!” he said as if she’d thrown herself at him on purpose.

Ava glared back at him, even though she could tell he was nervous too.

“Accademia del Forte,” said the gondolier and offered Ava’s mom his hand; one by one, they stepped off the boat, and he handed them their bags. Other gondolas were pulling up and kids disembarking. Ava was drawn to a frowning girl with short, orange hair and several ear piercings who looked around Ava’s age—but she was too worried about losing her footing and falling down the slippery green steps in front of everyone to take more than a quick glance at her.

At the top of the staircase, Ava followed Jax across the stone porch toward a line of parents and kids filing through a giant-sized set of open doors. The line moved and then stopped, moved and then stopped, and the reason became clear when Ava passed beneath the rounded arch into a marble foyer.

An extremely tall, broad-chested man in a suit stood to the side, greeting each new student with a handshake. Ava could hear him introduce himself in a booming voice.

“Headmaster O’Ryan. We’re glad to have you—”

As soon as it was their turn, Jax squirreled in front of her.

“Jaxon Baldwin,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”

“Ah, yes,” Headmaster O’Ryan said, pumping his hand. “And this must be your sister, Ava.”

He shook Ava’s hand heartily. “Your mom was a star student here. I have a feeling you will be too.”

Ava flushed, proud that for once it wasn’t Jax getting the compliment.

Headmaster O’Ryan smiled at her mom. “She looks just like you, Melanie.”

“People say that,” her mom said, stepping aside to introduce Ava’s dad. “But she’s half her father too.”

“Who unfortunately didn’t get to go here,” her dad said.

Headmaster O’Ryan laughed warmly and patted him on the shoulder as if to show he was still welcome. “We have some fun activities set up for the kids in the Great Hall. Grab a name tag and enjoy yourselves,” he said, then steered them gently forward.

“Nice guy,” her dad said, as they followed her mom to the Great Hall.

“Very,” said Ava. But she noticed that her mom didn’t say anything and neither did Jax. He was clearly miffed that Mr. O’Ryan hadn’t singled him out for greatness. But that just made Ava like the headmaster all the more. Maybe the Accademia del Forte was going to be the school where she finally got to shine.

True to its name, the Great Hall was an enormous room dotted with round oak tables with claw-foot legs. Light blazed from a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows and from three giant crystal chandeliers. Ava wasn’t the only one transfixed by it—a logjam of other new students stood by the door staring up at the two-story-high ceiling covered with frescoes of the Greek gods. Ava instantly recognized Zeus, who was carrying a thunderbolt; Poseidon, who had his trident; and Hades, who wore his helmet of invisibility. They were engaged in battle with a man carrying a sickle and leading a horde of giants.

“Anyone know what’s going on there?” asked a young woman with a name tag that identified her as Ms. Clio. Her brown hair was pinned into a
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