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      I’ve always hated the first day of school. I don’t know for certain that it would be easier if we didn’t move so much, but I have this feeling that if I could stay put in one school for long enough maybe the other kids would get used to the way I look. Maybe they’d even start to accept me. 

      But probably not. I guess it doesn’t really matter anymore. I’m a senior this year. All I have to do is survive until graduation. One day at a time, right? I know that’s a mantra from Alcoholics Anonymous, but as far as odious afflictions go, it’s been my experience that high school should have a twelve-step recovery program of its own. There’d probably be fewer alcoholics if it did.

      Manhattan is a big change from Massachusetts. I don’t exactly blend in here, but at least I’m not as conspicuous as I was in Wellesley, or Duxbury before that, or any of the scores of places we’ve lived over the years. Since we moved here two weeks ago, I’ve been taking walks around the city while wearing different faces—faces that won’t cause any problems. I’ve been able to wander, explore, and blend in. Couldn’t do that before. Strangers get noticed in small towns, but in big cities everyone’s a stranger. Or just plain strange. There’re a lot of strange people in New York. I’ve discovered I’m fond of strange.

      I’ve loved it here, even though New York City is probably the most dangerous place for me to be. I feel the tang of inspiration everywhere I go. Even the dirtiest wall can become the birthplace of a truly original thought. Like my newest discovery, which I’ve stumbled upon: a graffiti artist who’s been leaving tags—which is a mural with the artist’s name in it—on the side of some seriously expensive real estate. The tags are unique. More like works of guerrilla art than vandalism. They pull at me, even though I haven’t been able to make out the name of the artist yet. Graffiti font can be hard to decipher. 

      I’m not the type to get gushy over art. I’ve never had an eye for paintings or an ear for music or anything like that, but these tags are different. I’ve been sneaking out to look for them. I’m invested. It feels good to look forward to something. It’s been a while since I gave a shit about anything. 

      I change my face when I go tag hunting so I can have some privacy. Time away from being me, but the honeymoon is officially over. I can’t wear a different face to my first day of school, although simply looking like someone else would solve most of my problems. I can’t for two reasons. First, because my human father has no idea what I am, and it would be quite a shock to him to find some unfamiliar face hovering over my name in the yearbook. Second, and more importantly, I must wear my face for the majority of every day or Aphrodite will remove love itself from the world. But I'll explain that later.

      Today, and every day from now on, I have to wear my true face to school. The Face. 

      I see the other kids streaming into the exclusive private school across the street from Central Park and swallow, my hand still on the door handle. I’m stuck here for a moment, reluctant to open the car door, and wishing like crazy that this time it’ll be different. Wishing I’ll make even one friend this time.

      My driver looks at me in the rearview mirror, worried, and I push open the door of the black town car before he gets into trouble with my father for my tardiness. I look down at my button-down oxford shirt, green and blue kilt, white tights, and burgundy leather penny loafers as I hurry across the street and into the school. I worry that my oxford isn’t loose enough and that my kilt isn’t long enough to hide my figure. I hunch my shoulders and scowl.

      Keep your face down, I coach myself. Don’t smile. 

      As I start weaving my way through the crowded halls, I can feel eyes landing all over me; eyes lingering, peering closer, and searching for some kind of imperfection. 

      I think most of the time people stare because they can’t believe it. They stare because they want to be sure that I am as flawless as their first glance hinted, and once they confirm that, they can let it go for the most part. 

      It’s only the people who are missing something in themselves, the people who are the most shallow, who can’t let it go. They come after me, coveting me like a thing. And there’s no lack of shallow kids in the kinds of schools my dad sends me to. I’ve begged to go to public, but he’d never allow it. What would all his high-powered partners think about me mingling with the serfs of the middle class? They’d probably never develop another luxury building with him again. 

      I try to concentrate on the map I got in my orientation packet. I hear the conversations of the other students around me die down as I pass, and the whispers that rise up like a hissing tide behind my back. Just ignore them. 

      I read the numbers on the lockers to my right, counting my way down the row, and realize that my locker is buried behind a cluster of large, noisy boys. Jocks for sure, each of them flooded with testosterone and the strange goat-like urge to butt their heads into things. I can feel static tingling in my fingertips, and I push down the fight-or-flight response. The last thing I need to do is accidentally kill someone in the hallway on my first day of school. 

      But I stop and almost turn around to flee when the jocks see me and break apart.

      “Is this yours?” asks a tall boy with sandy-colored hair. He steps back and gestures to my locker.

      I nod and deepen my scowl, my head bent. I dart between the tall sandy-haired boy and a shorter, thicker boy with dark hair. Another boy joins them, closing me in.

      “You’re new here,” says the sandy-haired boy confidently. I can already tell he’s the alpha, staking his claim. There’s one of him in every school. “What’s your name?”

      “Daphne,” I say, fumbling with the combination lock. My hands are shaking. 

      “I’m Flynn,” he replies, his voice dropping. He’s moving closer to me, but I doubt he’s aware of that. I doubt any of them are aware of the fact that they’ve surrounded me. Cutting off my exit. Like a pack of wild dogs.

      Lightning thrills under my skin, responding to the male threat. I try to calm down. I remind myself that they can’t help it. They want to see my face—they need to see it—so they’re coming closer. I wonder if I should try something different this time. Maybe if I let them see me they’ll get what they want and give me some space. I tuck my hair behind my ear with my pinky, straighten up to my full height of five feet ten inches tall, and look Flynn full in the face.

      His gray eyes go hazy and he sways closer to me, reaching, wanting, his self-restraint spiraling to nothing. Bad idea. I should have kept my head down.

      “Flynn!”

      His shoulders tense and he turns. Behind him I see a pretty brunette glaring at us. A well-dressed and expensively accessorized clique of It Girls surrounds her, each of them wearing looks of varying shades of jealousy and outrage. Except for one girl in the back, African American with a face full of freckles, who seems amused. She wears her natural hair cut in steep layers around her head with a face-framing fringe of curly bangs. She hasn’t been brainwashed by the lame restrictions of high-school hierarchy. Hope flickers inside me.

      “Hi Kayla,” Flynn says, moving quickly to the queen bee’s side.

      “Who’s this?” Kayla asks Flynn. Like I’m not even here. She takes his hand possessively.

      “I’m Daphne,” I reply. I don’t bother trying to smile at Kayla. We aren’t going to be friends. I hope she doesn’t try to do the whole “hostess of the school” thing—showing me around, pretending to be helpful and welcoming until she finds a good place to stick her knife. 

      Kayla looks me up and down and turns away without saying a word. Good. She’s not even going to pretend to be civil. Her honesty is refreshing. The bell rings and the It Girls haul the rest of the boys away from me like they’re saving them from the plague. 

      I know that by the end of the day Kayla and her prep school mafia will have spread some vicious rumor about me trying to have sex with their boyfriends against the lockers or something equally absurd, and the whole school will turn against me. This must be some sort of record. Usually, I make it through an entire week before the lies start about me sleeping with teachers, somebody’s father, or half the football team. It’s like I’m stuck in an ’80s movie where the cheerleaders are all bitches. It’s 1993. Catch up.

      One more year of this bullshit and I’m free. I shouldn’t care. I shouldn’t even have the energy to care at this point, but my throat closes off with tears anyway. I pull myself together. I’ve cried about this enough times and I refuse to do it again. I look down at my map to find my homeroom.

      It’s a small school. I think there are only about seventy or eighty kids in my grade, but even so I don’t see any of the jocks or the It Girls in my first three classes. I’m in the Advanced Placement track with all the geeks. 

      I’m comfortable around geeks, especially the math and science kind. The girls are too busy thinking deep thoughts to care how I look and the boys are too freaked out by anything female to even acknowledge me. I would try to be friends with any of them, but I know that as soon as they find out my GPA crushes theirs they’ll all hate me too. Jocks and It Girls have nothing on geeks when it comes to competitiveness. 
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        * * *

      

      I’m early to fourth period. AP Social Studies. I have my book out on my desk, pretending to read, while the rest of the students take their seats. I feel someone standing over me. It’s the It Girl with the freckles. She shifts from foot to foot. It feels like she wants to say something to me.

      “Hi,” I say guardedly. There’s something in her eyes. Something almost like caring.

      She opens her mouth but suddenly stops herself. She walks past me and takes her seat, a worried frown on her face. Class begins. The lecture is short and the round table discussion is long, more like a debate, really. There are twelve kids in this class, and they throw themselves into the topic with relish. I stay out of it and just listen. I learn that Freckles’ name is Harlow. I can’t help but like her.

      I see Harlow again at lunch and I smile at her. She almost smiles back, but it gets stuck halfway across her lips. Her eyes unfocus with conflicting thoughts and her almost-smile slinks back down into a fretful frown. 

      I sit alone. Several boys ask if they can eat lunch with me and I tell them no. I don’t say it nicely, either. 

      At my last school I tried to date once. Sweet kid. He asked me to junior prom and for some idiotic reason I said yes. By the end of the day he’d already been in three fights and his nose was broken. I went to the nurse’s office while they waited for the ambulance to come take him to the hospital and told him to forget it. It totally broke his heart but better that than his neck. As long as I say no to everyone no one fights over me. Enough wars have been started over me. 

      Well, not me, not really. Just my face. My curse. 

      Lunch ends and I glance at my syllabus. Phys Ed. Oh joy. I trudge to the girls’ locker room, wondering if the people who decided on the class order are purposely trying to make the students barf. Who schedules Phys Ed right after lunch? Not that gym class is any kind of workout for me. In fact, it’s insufferable. I’m always so paranoid that I’ll move a little too quickly or lift something that’s a little too heavy for a girl my age, and I’ll be found out. 

      Rule number one for my kind: don’t EVER let humans discover that demigods exist. 

      As I pull open the door to the girls’ locker room, I hear a whispered “It’s her,” and my heart falls. I underestimated Kayla. I didn’t think she’d resort to a physical attack, not yet anyway. I should have suspected this from the way she didn’t even try the “hostess of the school” passive/aggressive route. This girl isn’t passive about anything. She’s just aggressive. My uncle Deuce is going to strangle me for letting a bunch of humans get the drop on me. 

      Kayla and the It Girls don’t know this, but I can see them all moving in on me. They’re so slow it’s pathetic. Before they can grab me I already know what my choice has to be. I have to let them get me or they’ll see how fast I can move and they’ll know that there’s something seriously strange about me. And Kayla is the type to dig. She won’t let it go until she finds out what I am.

      And then I’ll have to kill her.

      They grab me and pull me back into the showers. I fight the instinct to electrocute them. It isn’t easy. I go sort of limp in their arms, knowing that if I don’t struggle I won’t miscalculate my strength and accidentally break anyone’s arm. 

      There’s a chair set up, waiting. Kayla’s put some thought into this. They throw me down into the chair and she stands in front of me. Smug. There’s a glint in her eye that tells me she enjoys this a bit too much. I’ve seen the look before. That twisted kid in my sixth-grade class had the same look in his eyes when he stuffed a firecracker into a toad’s mouth and watched it explode. He was one of those skinny, wimpy-looking bullies—the kind who gets by not on size but on sheer cruelty. Kayla’s like him, I realize. She’s not the prettiest (that would be Harlow) she’s just willing to do things that the other girls aren’t. 

      She has a pair of scissors in her hand. I’m worried now. I’m not afraid of pain, but what if she tries to cut me, and realizes that no matter how hard she tries she can’t even penetrate my skin?

      “Please stop,” I say, my lower lip trembling. It’s not an act. I don’t want to have to kill. Not again.

      “I haven’t even started yet,” Kayla says. “Harlow,” she calls over her shoulder.

      Harlow comes forward, her lips pursed together resentfully. I look up at her, pleading. She doesn’t want to do this, and I can tell from the looks on their faces that about half of the It Girls don’t either, but Harlow is the only one with strength to stand up to Kayla. I shake my head at her, hoping the real Harlow shows up and tells Kayla to go to hell. Harlow grabs a lock of my long hair and Kayla hands her the scissors. They’re going to cut my hair.

      “Don’t, Harlow,” I plead, tears blurring my eyes. They don’t understand. Without my hair, I’ll have no way to hide my face. I’ll be exposed and it’ll just get worse.

      Harlow’s forehead puckers, her face drawing together with hopelessness. I realize that she wanted to tell me in Social Studies that this was going to happen, but she stopped herself. I wonder what Kayla has on her.

      “Do it,” Kayla snarls. 

      A dark look crosses Harlow’s face, a tiny spark of rebellion, and then disappears. She obeys. As Harlow hacks through my hair, I glare at Kayla. Angry tears are spilling down my face even though I try to blink them back. It’s so humiliating to cry in front of them, but I can’t help it. I hate Kayla. I hate her because she’s taking my hair and leaving me exposed, yes, but I hate her even more for Harlow. For a second there I thought maybe, eventually, Harlow and I could have been something like friends. 

      “Not brave enough to do it yourself, Kayla? Have to get some other girl to do it for you in case I talk?” I say to her. 

      Her satisfied expression falls for a moment. She knows that everyone heard that, and that it will stick with them long after today. Resentment will brew in the ranks. Kayla has no choice but to take the scissors away from Harlow and do it herself. Good. Get your hands dirty, I say to her with my eyes. Show them what you are.

      “You’re not going to talk,” Kayla says through gritted teeth. She takes the front lock of my hair, the one right over my eyes, and I feel her cut it down practically to the scalp. “Or next time, I’ll cut more than your pretty blonde hair.”

      Kayla sprinkles my hair on the grimy tile of the shower. It glistens as she drops it, like she’s making it rain gold thread from her hand. 

      “Stay away from my boyfriend,” she says.

      My chest is so tight with tears I don’t trust myself to speak aloud. As if Flynn, the poster child for overprivileged and overconfident average, is any kind of temptation for me. I nod contritely, like she’s broken me, just to get this over with. 

      Kayla smirks and motions with her head for everyone to leave. They file out silently, some of them overwhelmed by what they witnessed. I lower my wet eyes. I don’t want to see their expressions. I’m too ashamed I’m crying.

      When they’re gone, I stand and go to the mirror. I can hear the girls at their lockers in the next room, getting ready for gym class. I look in the mirror. A big section of hair is missing from the side of my head and, of course, there is the shorn part over my forehead. 

      I can’t go back to class with my hair like this. The teachers will know something bad happened to me, even if I deny it, and eventually they’ll figure out what happened in the showers of the girls’ locker room. Kayla won’t get into trouble. Evil chicks never do. But the others will, and I’ll have made enemies out of all of the It Girls, even the nicer ones who went along with this but didn’t really want to. Then Kayla will have what she really wanted—an army of spiteful little monsters, all of them looking for any way to make my life even more miserable. Kayla may not be book smart enough to be in AP classes, but I realize a few hours too late that she is a genius when it comes to malice.

      I have to get out of here. Go home. Try to fix my hair before anyone sees. I’ll get in trouble tomorrow for skipping class—I’m sure Kayla’s aware of that—but there’s no help for it. 

      I run.
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      I’m fast enough that no one can see me, although they would be able to feel the rush of air as I blow past them. Luckily everyone is inside their classrooms and I don’t cause a disturbance. I race through the empty hallways, vault over the metal detector at the entrance to the school, and I’m out on the streets. 

      This is the tricky part. Central Park West isn’t the easiest place to navigate at Scion speed. There are too many people, and a collision is almost inevitable. If I were to collide with humans at this speed I could kill them. I only have a few blocks to go from school to home. I hurl myself over the bumper-to-bumper traffic, my arms and legs reaching and striding like I’m running on air before I touch down on the opposite sidewalk. I leapfrog over the pedestrians and the stone wall before their eyes can focus on me, and smack down on the packed earth of Central Park.

      Trees rush past, blurring. In seconds I’ve cut diagonally through the park and I’m at West 59th at the bottom of Central Park. I see my building and slow down to a walk. I can make it the last block at a normal pace. 

      People stare. They tilt their heads down as I pass, trying to see my face under the curtain of my remaining hair, like they always do. And they notice the hack job. Some even notice the red tear streaks on my cheeks. I push past them all, even the kindly ones who only want to help. I know from experience that if I give in and accept anyone’s compassion, I’ll have a stalker the next day. That’s the worst part of my curse. Needing to act like such a bitch all the time. 

      Rich, the doorman at my building has spotted me, and waves. Now I can’t alter my face to avoid the stares. I should have thought of changing my face before I slowed to a walk. As I come through the front door Rich notices my hair. His face is aghast. I put my finger to my lips as I rush to the elevator, my big doe eyes begging him not to tell. It’s unfair, really. I don’t like manipulating people, but right now I have no choice.

      I get inside our huge penthouse apartment and hurry past my stepmother’s tacky gilded furniture, crystal chandeliers, and silk upholstered walls. I swear, my stepmother thinks she’s Marie Antoinette or something—if Marie Antoinette had a Texas drawl and an obscenely obvious boob job. I used to feel bad for her. It isn’t easy following in the footsteps of my mother who, like me, had The Face. But then Rebecca, my stepmother, sent me to finishing school. Any goodwill I had toward her went right out the window with that stunt.

      I get to my room and rush straight to the bathroom. I have scissors under my sink and take them out. I don’t have many options with my hair so short in front. I have to cut it all almost to the scalp. I think about shaving it, but then stop myself. A bald girl will attract even more attention than one with severely short hair. When I’m done, I realize I have the same pixie haircut as Mia Farrow in Rosemary’s Baby.

      It looks good. Great, even. In fact, I probably look better with short hair because you can see all of my face and the fragile-looking curve of my neck. I look ethereal. 

      I am so screwed.

      Frustration strangles me. I can’t get away from myself. It’s like I’m trapped inside a movie that I’ve been totally miscast for. I’m not a fragile doll, or a man-stealer, or a bitch, or a temptress, or any of the things people think I am when they look at me. 

      I look down at the heart-shaped charm around my neck. It’s half of a powerful relic, handed down an unbroken line of mothers and daughters for 3,300 years. I have one half, and my mother, Elara, has the other. It can alter my appearance at will and make me look like any woman in the world, but it can’t make me comfortable in my own skin.

      I dig out the makeup kit my stepmother gave me three Christmases ago. I peel off the plastic and open it. I glob on the black eyeliner, mascara, and shadow. I’ve never put on makeup before, so I just wing it. When I’m done inking out my eyes and whiting out the red of my full lips, I turn to my closet. It’s stuffed with very understated clothes in the finest materials—lots of merino wool kilts, cashmere sweaters, and tailored couture blazers for private school in Massachusetts.

      I hack off the hem of one of my kilts, cut the neck off a soft T-shirt, and rip holes in a pair of black tights. My stepmother has a pair of black leather boots with tough-looking silver buckles on them. I get dressed and take the boots from her closet. I take a black leather jacket while I’m at it and turn to look at myself in her full-length mirror. I’m still me, but at least now my outside looks as angry as I feel inside.

      I want to see some graffiti. I want something clever and dangerous in my life. Something that hovers right on the edge of dirty. I leave the apartment and go outside with my head held high. Well, higher at least.

      

      The last time I saw one of those special tags, it was downtown around Greenwich Village. I head west and hop on the A train, planning to get off at Spring Street. 

      I don’t like the subway. Someone always tries to chat me up or, worse, rub up against me. I stand with my back against the end of the car, glaring at anyone who comes too close. I think the eyeliner and the boots are working. People actually leave me alone for once.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see one of those special graffiti murals at the deserted end of the Washington Square station. I race to get off the train before the doors close. My heart starts pounding as I stride toward it. 

      It’s gorgeous. 

      Big and bold, it’s a portrait of a beautiful young woman. I slow down as I get closer. Her hands are bound and her head is shaved like a medieval martyr. She’s even wearing a crown of thorns, sticking cruelly into her otherwise smooth brow. She’s crying black tears. I stare at her face.

      It’s me.

      This is impossible. There’s no way this artist would have had time to make this mural since I cut my hair and painted my eyes. I just stepped out of the apartment ten minutes ago. Who did this? 

      I look in the bottom right-hand corner of the mural for his tag, which is always a 3-D rendering of a pile of jacks. For the first time I’m close enough to one of his works that I can see the letter A in front of it. A-jacks.

      Ajax.

      That’s a name from The Iliad. It’s a Scion name. How did I never put that together before? I thought the pile of jacks looked so cool, like a kid playing; I guess I never tried to think about it. There is no Ajax in my House. He could be my enemy. My skin sparkles with lightning. I don’t know if it’s fear I feel or something else. Something like hunger.

      I can’t help it. I touch the curve of her lip—my lip—which looks too rounded and real to be made of something flat. I come away with blood-red fingertips. 

      The paint is still wet. I have to get out of here, now.

      The mural is on the downtown platform. I run to the stairs to go around to the uptown side. As I’m striding up the steps, I hear whispers. Sobs. 

      My vision blurs with rage. Not anger, or frustration, but a white-hot hatred that takes my breath away.

      The Furies are here.

      I scramble blindly through the turnstile with the Furies’ shrieks for vengeance in my ears.

      Oh gods, no.

      The other Houses don’t know that my House still exists. They think we went extinct, and that’s how we’ve managed to survive, although barely. Right now, this other Scion is feeling the Furies as I am and knows there is a Scion from an enemy House in this subway. But he or she does not know which House. My only hope is that I’m not caught. I can’t get caught—or killed. Then my House will be discovered.

      Two trains are pulling into the station, side by side on opposite tracks. One train is going uptown, and the other is going downtown. I throw myself onto the uptown train and watch the doors, willing them to hurry up and close. At the very edge of my sight, I can see the Furies. They blink in and out of view as I turn to look at them. I’ve never really known if they entered the real world when a Scion felt them, or if they only lived, ghostlike, on the margins of a Scion’s mind. 

      Their long black hair is matted with ashes and their faces are streaked with gore as they weep tears of blood. They whisper the names of the dead and call to me, begging me to murder my enemy and avenge my House. I back up against the windows opposite the door and spin around.

      In the other train, looking at me through the window, is the most beautiful boy I’ve ever seen. He has golden hair and bright blue eyes. His skin seems to glow softly, like he carries light inside him. One of his paint-stained hands is clutching his chest, like he just got punched, and the other is pressed flat against the glass of the window. I raise my own hand and press it against my window, mirroring him. He looks so confused. Stunned. Like he’s just seen the same ghost I have. 

      This must be him. My enemy. 

      “Ajax,” I whisper. The screams of the Furies rise to a fever pitch.

      I watch as his hand balls into a fist and smashes at the plexiglass. The trains begin to pull out of the station in opposite directions and he and I are both running now inside our cars to stay level with each other. Our eyes locked, our purposes clear. We want this fight. We want this more than anything.

      I get to the end of my car first, throw open the door, and using the bar over the doorframe, I swing myself onto the top of my train. Now that I can’t see him for a moment, it dawns on me that this is a terrible idea. I left the apartment with no weapons, but he might be carrying. 

      I run in the other direction, trying to add my speed to the speed of my train to get me away from him, when I hear a thump behind me. I spin around.

      Ajax has jumped onto my train and he’s striding toward me. He seems fearless of falling and he moves so smoothly it’s like he’s slicing the wind. 

      “Who are you!?” he shouts over the shrieks of the Furies and the thunder of the train.

      I don’t do witty banter. Instead, I step toward him.

      He lurches back to dodge my first punch and I see his surprised expression as he watches my fist come much closer than he apparently thought it would. He has to overcorrect and falls back, landing solidly on the train’s roof.

      When he looks up at me, I shiver. I can feel the Furies running their torn fingers down my spine. I can feel their hate bleeding into my nerves, white-hot and stinging. 

      I don’t know why I pause. I don’t know why I use every last drop of restraint I have in my body to take a step back. But I do. I fight the ugly, animal urge to kill, and I don’t know why. Maybe he’s too beautiful to kill.

      Ajax is quick to recover. He pops up to his feet and I have to throw myself at him. There’s a flurry of exchanges. Too fast for me to think. I just fall into the rhythm of violence that’s been pounded into me since I was a child. We do our brutal dance while another train passes. And in the flashing lights of the subway cars, he’s gone. 

      I turn in time to see he’s made the leap to the other train. He’s speeding away from me. I run toward him across the top of my train until I reach the end. I could jump, but it’s too late. I see him on his knees on top of the last car on his train. 

      He’s clutching at his chest like it aches, just like I’m doing with mine.
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      “You’re not concentrating!” Deuce hollers at me.

      I dab at my nose, sniffing back blood. My uncle Polydeuces—Deuce for short—is sixty-six years old, but he can still hit like he’s got rocks for hands. Probably because at this point, his hands are more knuckle than finger. In fact, pretty much everything about my Uncle Deuce looks like a knuckle. His nose, his ears, even his forehead has that gnarly look to it. The guy’s completely busted. And probably the best fight trainer ever. 

      “How many times to do I have to tell you? Keep your damn elbows in. This ain’t ballet.”

      “Yeah? Then why the tutu?” I tease, grinning as I tip my chin up at his chiton.

      Uncle Deuce likes to fight old school, and that means he wears the traditional Greek version of a toga, wrapped around his lower body when he trains. To him, fighting is sacred, and my insistence on wearing modern gear is an insult. He puts up with me though, and despite his best efforts I can tell he likes me.

      Before Deuce can respond to my tutu joke, I feint, bob my head, and jab at his face as I take a step back—a gutsy move to throw while you’re backing up, but it does the trick. Deuce’s head snaps back when I connect, and he grins at me.

      “The Heir to the House of Atreus decided to show up this morning. I guess I can wake up now.”

      Uncle Deuce shoots in to take me to the mat. Nimble old buzzard. I let him have my right ankle, bear down on his hand to give me the leverage that I need, and send a spinning back kick to his temple with my left foot. He dodges it, but he gets the point.

      “You could have clipped me with that, but your mind is elsewhere.” he says, circling me with his wiry shoulders hunched and his head weaving behind his raised fists. 

      I’m ticked off because he’s right. I’m not really here. The only thing I’ve been able to think about since yesterday is him. 

      What I can’t get out of my head aren’t his heaping muscles or his flashy face. It’s those paint-stained hands. The push and pull of a dozen different wants rise up in me at the thought of them. Mostly, I want to kill him. Mostly, but not entirely.   

      “Aaannd she’s gone again,” Deuce drawls. He unclenches his fists and faces me, hands on hips. “Where’s your head at?”

      “I don’t know,” I lie. I know where my head is. It’s at the end of a subway platform, imagining a boy as he turns a dirty wall into art. His canvas is dank, and it stinks, but he knows how to make anything beautiful. 

      He’s my enemy. I hate him. Ajax. The Furies fill Scions with rage at even the mention of a rival House, and simply thinking his name makes me angry. But still, I want to see him. It doesn’t make sense. Now, more than ever, I should be focused on my training, but I’m not. At any moment Ajax could tell his family that he saw an unknown enemy Scion on the A train and they could come after me, but even though I’m in danger, I can’t focus. I’m obsessing about where he is, what he’s doing. Like I used to obsess about my mother after she left me. 

      It’s almost like I miss him. There’s—what is this? Longing? This is insane. I have to clear my head. 

      “Time out,” I say. I grab my water bottle and drink. 

      I wonder what House he’s from. The Village is Theban turf. The House of Thebes are Apollo’s children. Apollo—the god of all the arts among other things. But he’s a graffiti artist and accustomed to breaking laws, so I can’t be one hundred percent sure he’s from the House of Thebes. Violating the inter-House agreement by not keeping to the carefully mapped-out territories is a huge deal for my kind, but Ajax looks like a rebel. He might be from another House. 

      At least, I’m praying he is even though I pretty much know that he isn’t, because if he’s Theban, I may as well shoot myself right now. Not that bullets can harm me—or blades, or any kind of weapon at all as long as I wear the Cestus of Aphrodite around my neck—but you don’t need a weapon to kill someone. The point is, if he’s Theban, I’m dead. There are too many of them, and they’re too well organized. They don’t call themselves the Hundred Cousins for nothing. They’re a frigging army. Lightning thrills under my skin. I want to fight, but not with my uncle. I want a real fight with Ajax. Bare skin. Sweat. Blood. 

      I wonder which House Ajax is. He’s blond and sun-kissed even in autumn, just like a son of Apollo should be, but sometimes the archetypes get mixed up in the Houses. Black hair and blue eyes doesn’t necessarily mean that a Scion is a son of Poseidon from the House of Athens, and auburn hair and green eyes doesn’t always mean that individual is one of Aphrodite’s offspring from the House of Rome. 

      I’m chasing my own tail. He’s an artist, he’s blond, and he was in the Village. Of course he’s Theban.  

      Could he even be a Delos? Ajax Delos. More lightning crackles up my spine just saying the name in my head and I shiver. The Delos are the ruling family of the whole House. They’re closely guarded and very powerful. It’s rumored they have more talents than the rest of us. Not a stretch to imagine, considering the god Apollo was a jack-of-all-trades where the Greek gods are concerned. There are about a million talents attributed to Apollo, and a lot of them have to do with fighting. 

      And beauty. Ajax certainly has the looks. Honestly, it’s late autumn—how dare he have a tan? Like his skin had been dusted with gold…

      I’m thinking about him again. Worse, I’m daydreaming about him again. I knock the water bottle against my forehead in a futile attempt to dislodge him from my brain. 

      “I realize you’re going through a lot right now with moving and everything,” Deuce says gruffly. “I actually like your new haircut, very practical, but I know it’s not something teen girls up and do unless they’ve got… personal reasons.” I cringe, knowing what’s coming. “You’re not having… lady problems, are you?”

      I moan, looking heavenward for strength. “I’m fine, Deuce.”

      He sighs gratefully. “Thank gods. I thought maybe you needed to talk.” He shudders like someone just walked over his grave. We grin at each other. 

      I’m the Heir to the House of Atreus. The daughter of Zeus. Deuce is the bearer of the Aegis of Zeus. It’s his duty to train me and protect me with his life, but we both know he’d do it even if he hadn’t inherited the job. Deuce trained my mother, and before her, he trained his sister—my mother’s mother—but I’ve always known I’m special to him. He’s the only person who’s ever really cared about me, even if he is a giant grouch. And even if he does hold me at arm’s length. 

      Guilt dries my mouth. I should tell him that I’ve been spotted. I should’ve told him as soon as I got home last evening. If Ajax tells his family about me, Deuce and I are in serious danger. There’s so few of my House left. Deuce and I are basically alone, except for my mother, Elara, but she’s gods-knows-where. 

      In my House, the Head of the House and the Heir can never be together once the Heir is of childbearing age, for safety’s sake. Like that thing where the President and Vice President aren’t allowed to fly on the same plane. 

      There must always be at least one of us wearing this cursed Face for most of the time, no matter how much pain it brings us, or Aphrodite will remove love itself from the world. All because Aphrodite loved her sister Helen so much that she couldn’t bear to go a single day without seeing her face. I wish I knew what that kind of love felt like. To love or to be loved so much that you couldn’t go a single day without seeing that person.

      I got my period and haven’t seen my mom since. Not that she was ever really there for me before that. 

      Deuce is the only one I’ve ever been able to count on, and not telling him the whole truth puts him in danger. Basically, I am an asshole for not telling him.

      “Deuce?” I begin.

      “What?” 

      I stop. What if Ajax doesn’t turn me in to his family? Deuce would hunt him, wait for the right moment, and Ajax would have to face him alone. My uncle may be an old coot, but with the Aegis of Zeus—a shield that strikes panic into anyone who looks at it—he’s one of the deadliest Scions in the world. In single combat, Deuce would certainly win.

      And if anyone is going to kill Ajax, it’s me. 

      He’s mine.

      “Nothing,” I say.

      “Are you on drugs?” Deuce asks matter-of-factly.

      I laugh. “Not yet.”

      I grab my bag and head for the door, but before I can get past him, Deuce reaches out and gives me an awkward one-arm hug. He even pats my shoulder a few times. 

      Gods. He must be really worried about me.

      I clean up quickly in his cramped bathroom and change into my school uniform.

      
      Deuce rented an apartment in the same building my father moved us into, gutted it, and turned most of it into a fight cage. He sleeps on a cot in the back. A little too Spartan for most people’s tastes, but Deuce doesn’t go for the comforts of home. Considering he lost his brothers, sister, wife, and four children in the Scion wars before I was born, I can’t say I blame him. To him “home” is just a place where you find out people you love have been murdered.

      Losing all those people made him especially protective of me, even if it also broke him in a way that means he can never fully love me. My father puts up with Deuce’s constant presence in my life partly because my mother insisted on it when I was young, and then I insisted on it after my mother left. 

      Deuce and my father tolerate each other, probably because at this point my father has figured out that he doesn’t have a choice in the matter. Deuce baffles him, but my father knows my family comes from what he calls “old money” and because of that he can excuse Deuce’s lifestyle by thinking of it as eccentric, rather than crazy. My stepmother on the other hand straight up hates Deuce. She thinks he’s an embarrassment.

      
      I put on makeup before I go. The uniform is non-negotiable, so I can’t do the whole “get the hell away from me” look that I adopted yesterday, but there’s no way I’m going to school with a naked face. The truth is, I look better without make-up, so I don’t have any other option now that my hair is gone. I pile on the eyeliner and mascara, poke myself in the eye a few times, and wonder how anyone tolerates the stuff.

      I shout a goodbye to Deuce as I leave his apartment and go downstairs to an idling town car. My father is waiting next to it. He doesn’t look happy.

      “What have you done to your hair?” he asks, his face stiff with anger.

      “I cut it.” He starts to argue with me, and I talk over him. “I don’t have to check with you before I cut my hair. It’s my hair. I cut it. End of story.”

      That shuts him up, but it also makes him angrier. “Where were you?” he asks. 

      “Uncle Deuce’s,” I reply.

      “And where were you yesterday when you were supposed to be in school?”

      I close my mouth and stare at him, tightlipped. 

      “Who were you with?” he asks in a cold, calm way. 

      “No one.” My voice is high and defensive. Almost whiney. I hate that, so I drop my voice and continue icily. “I was alone.” 

      It almost slips out of me. The thing that’s been hanging between us since my mom left and he started seeing her in me. No. That’s not exactly it. Every day I grow—not into a face like hers—but into the exact face that bewitched him and then ditched him. The face he’d still do anything to possess. It is, in fact, The Face that launched a thousand ships—the exact same face as Helen of Troy, daughter of Zeus, and Aphrodite’s beloved sister. 

      Literally, nobody could let this chick go, not even a goddess. So here I am, over three thousand years later, suffering for it.

      I cross my arms and turn my head so he can’t look at me.

      “Well, you can’t just skip school because you want alone time,” he says authoritatively. Remembering to play Dad again. 

      I glare at him, hoping to end this. The driver is staring. He senses something isn’t right between my father and me. I need this whole episode to be over. Having to say that I don’t like anyone is really bothering me because the opposite is true. I like plenty of people, but none of them like me back. Obsession, possessiveness, fixation—that’s what I get from others on a good day, but apart from Deuce, no one truly likes me. I think of Harlow and how she almost liked me, and I have to clear my throat. Biologically, clearing the throat stops tears. I hate that I know that.

      “You’re going to be late,” my father says, like he wasn’t the one keeping me here. Trapping me. Blocking my way. He’s looking down at me. His eyes are tracing the line of my neck and the top of my button down. 

      “Can I go now?” I ask, my face hot. 

      Slowly, he steps away from the door so I can get into the car.

      I dive into the back seat, holding my breath until the car pulls away. He can’t have been looking at my breasts. My dad’s not a pervert. He wouldn’t do that. That’s not what happened. 

      
      I get to school before the first bell, but I don’t even bother going to my homeroom class. I go directly to the principal’s office. 

      I get a lecture, but it’s a confused one. The principal eyes my haircut and tells me that the gym teacher found a lot of shorn blonde hair in the showers. I can tell she honestly doesn’t know what to make of all this. She asks me why I’ve moved from school to school, never spending more than a year or two in any one of them. She has no idea what to do with me. I can see the uncertainty in her eyes. She’s asking herself, is this girl a serial troublemaker, or a serial victim? 

      There’s no solution in this for me, so I sidestep her questions. I can tell she’s a nice person, but she simply can’t help me. The principal reluctantly gives me detention. I nod, smile, and go to my first class. It’s not her fault.

      I keep my head up. Make eye contact. I’m done hiding. It never helped anyway. People stare at me all day. Whispers follow me wherever I go. I think of Ajax and wonder if he goes through this, too. I’ve never known another Scion my age, but for the first time, I want to. I want to know if he knows what this feels like. 

      He grabbed his chest just like I did on top of the train. Maybe he feels everything just like I do. For a moment it comforts me to think that he does. Then I hear the Furies whispering in my head, and hatred flares up inside me. My lightning crackles through me at the thought of him and I have to breathe in and out, slowly, so the sparks don’t come spilling out of my skin like stars. 

      I feel like I’m thirsty for him. I want to kill him so badly I catch myself wringing my hands into fists under my desk.

      
      I see Harlow at lunch. I sense her looking at me, but she immediately turns her head, looking away. I watch for her eyes, hoping that maybe she’ll look over again, but I notice there’s something wrong. She’s sitting alone, like I am. The popular girls are a few tables away with their backs to her.

      I notice Harlow’s too-straight shoulders, and how the very edges of her lips are pinching together. She’s eating her lunch like nothing is wrong, and to someone who’d never been shunned she’d look like the picture of cool. But I know better. I was born with a giant red A on my chest. 

      Selfishly, I hope that she’s being shunned because she stood up for me. Maybe after yesterday, she told Kayla off. Maybe she really does want to be my friend.

      I grab my tray and stand up. It’s a long shot, but I don’t care. Carrying all my stuff—books, bags, food, everything—I’m going to go over there and ask her if I can sit with her.

      I’ve taken one step when I see a balled-up piece of paper leave Kayla’s hand and arc toward Harlow’s head. 

      Physically, I could stop it. I could race over to Harlow at Scion speed and intercept the projectile, but then I’d have to kill everyone in this room. While that might sound a ridiculous overreaction, it is very much the lesser of two evils. Because if humans knew that Scions existed, they’d start hunting us down. And if it ever got to the point that there was only one Scion House left, then the gods will be released from their prison on Olympus, and they’ll come back. When they do, they will finish the war they started at Troy, and probably Western Civilization along with it. 

      Not even I hate high school that much.

      My shoulders slump and my feet go numb as I let the piece of paper hit Harlow in the face. She’s stunned for a moment. Obviously, no one has ever thrown anything at her before, but Harlow’s a strong girl. It’ll take more than that to intimidate her. She picks the wad of paper up off the floor, opens it, and reads it. Her skin goes red. Tears fill her eyes.

      Hoots and hollers echo through the large room. Everyone is taunting Harlow, repeating some phrase I can’t get straight in my head. Heartbroken, she stands up and bolts for the door. 

      I fumble after her, still carrying my stupid lunch tray like a bozo. I’ve got a bag over each shoulder and the straps snag onto the backs of chairs as I pass them. I overturn half the cafeteria with a clatter, making an ass of myself as I try to make my way to her. The bell rings and a flood of sniggering dickheads block my path. I can hear her sobbing as she runs down the hallway. 

      I stare after her, feeling clumsy and useless. How odd. I can catch a bullet in my hand, but I can’t catch one crying girl.

      My last three classes are just background noise. Harlow doesn’t show up for Social Studies, and I assume she’s skipped school. Then I report to detention, which for some inscrutable reason is held in the chemistry lab (is it a wise choice to let delinquents loiter around Bunsen burners?) and see Harlow sitting in the front row. I can tell she’s never been in detention before, like I can tell she’s never been ostracized before, because if she had been, she’d know better. 

      I go right over to her.

      “You don’t want to sit here,” I whisper urgently.

      She looks up, debating whether she should talk to me. “Why not?” she finally responds. “I always sit here. This is my regular seat in chemistry class.”

      “This was your seat when you were popular,” I remind her quietly. “But now you don’t want to sit in a place where the entire class can throw things at you when the teacher isn’t looking.”

      She looks scared for a moment. Two boys pull open the door and she nods, following me to the back of the class before they can bogart the safe seats in the corner. Harlow and I settle in next to each other. I shoot her a half smile—one that’s easy to ignore if she feels like it. She smiles back bigger, and I let my smile spread all the way across my face.

      The teacher comes in and informs us that there is to be no talking. Harlow and I take out our books and start our homework. When the hour is over, Harlow and I walk side by side out of the school. I’m anxious. I don’t want to just walk away, but I don’t know what to say. 

      “I’ve never really understood the concept of detention,” Harlow says, breaking the ice for me. “What’s so menacing about having to spend another period at school, doing what you’d be doing at home anyway?”

      I laugh. “Right? How are we supposed to know we’re being punished if they can’t paddle us like they do in Catholic school?”

      “Wow. Dark,” Harlow responds, cringing. I feel foolish for making such an off-color joke for a second, but then she grins at me. “I like dark,” she says appreciatively.

      I’m fidgeting, and when you’re as tall as I am, fidgeting makes you look goofy. I try to remind myself to stand up straight, but Harlow is shorter than me because she’s normal size and I’m Amazon tall. I feel like I have to crouch a bit so I’m not looming over her. I compromise and settle for a cocked hip and one slumped shoulder. I am ridiculous.

      “Which way are you going?” I ask.

      “Not in the direction of home,” she responds.

      I can tell there’s something meaningful behind that comment, and I freeze up. I don’t have enough experience socializing with girls my age to know if asking her something personal about her family is out of line or if it’s expected. I must have a pained expression on my face because Harlow nudges my arm playfully and continues.

      “It’s nothing like that. My parents aren’t going to freak out and lock me in my room for getting detention. They’ll just be really sad.”

      “That’s even worse,” I say.

      She gives me a quizzical little smile. “Want to go shopping?”

      “Right now?” I ask, stunned.

      She looks me over. “You need some clothes to go with your new style.”

      “Okay,” I say, trying not to sound too eager. I trail after her, quite sure I look like a giant puppy dog, but I can’t help it. I’ve never been invited to just hang out before. By a girl. No strings attached.

      “I’m sorry about your hair,” she says, looking down at the ground as we walk.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I say immediately.

      “I should have warned you,” Harlow continues. Then she sighs. “Fat lot of good keeping my mouth shut did me anyway.”

      “What did she have on you?”

      Harlow looks over at me, surprised. “How did you know that?”

      I give her a bitter smile. “You think this is the first time I’ve ever been hazed? I could write a freaking handbook on high-school bitch politics.”

      She pauses and considers it. “My dad’s gay,” Harlow says boldly, but she glances over at me uncertainly. My face doesn’t flinch, and her guard drops some more. “He came out to my mom and I two months ago. Kayla threatened to tell the whole school if I didn’t back her plan to…” she trails off and gestures to my head.

      “Does it look that bad?” I joke, rubbing my short, spiky hair. Harlow laughs.

      “You’re gorgeous. With or without hair,” she says without one drop of envy in her voice. My being so takes nothing away from her, and because she knows that, for the first time I like the compliment.

      “But Kayla outed your dad anyway.”

      Harlow doesn’t answer right away. “I felt horrible about what we did. What I did to you.” She breaks off. “I wanted to go to the principal and tell her the whole story. But Kayla found out, and she…”

      “Got revenge,” I finish for her. We walk along quietly for a bit. I finally realize what all the kids were chanting in the cafeteria. Fag Hag. Lightning thrills through me I’m so angry. “Thank you anyway.”

      “Don’t thank me,” Harlow says, wrinkling her freckled nose. “That’s too—sincere.”

      “Very uncool,” I agree, nodding. “Hold on a sec while I pretend nothing matters to me.”

      Harlow looks me over, eyes narrowed appraisingly. “We’re going to get along just fine,” she decides. “Ooh, I love this shop!” She hauls me into a swanky little boutique. “So does my dad, which explains a lot.”

      I pick up a pair of ruby slippers on display under a blue-and-white-checked dress and hold them up. “Ya think?” I say raising my eyebrows suggestively. She gets my “friend of Dorothy” reference right away, nodding and smiling appreciatively. I’m glad. She could have been offended, but she’s better at
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