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      Thirty-three minutes, forty-three seconds.

      Forty-two.

      Forty-one…

      “It’s going to be okay.”

      Kiva’s low voice interrupted my doomsday thoughts and I looked up and forced a smile.

      “Yeah, I’m sure. I mean, if I don’t get a missive, I don’t,” I said with a shrug. “It’s not the end of the world, you know?”

      “Shh!” Professor Walker shot me a disapproving glare and I wiggled my fingers in apology.

      Study hall on the last day of school this year—ever, in my case—and we were expected to study?

      “I updated our list and there are still one hundred fifty-six males that haven’t been selected for the Academy, either. Eighty of whom are still on your ‘don’t despise/not horrible’ list. Those odds are decent. Could be worse, right?” Kiva whispered, a pathetically hopeful smile on her pretty face.

      She was a good friend. The best. But not even her eternal optimism could get me out of my funk at the thought of leaving high school today only to be sent to the Match Center tomorrow and have my mate selected for me.

      You know, the person I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with.

      I pitched forward with a groan and banged my head on the table…quietly.

      The worst part was the fact that tomorrow all my friends would be leaving, including Kiva. This was the last day we would have together until the next holiday—assuming they even decided to come home. Soon, they would be heading off to Mount Manna, where they would spend the next year having adventures without me while I was stuck here being prepped for marriage. I would wake up every morning knowing that somewhere things were happening in their lives—fun things, exciting things. We would grow further and further apart. When we met up they would tell stories about life at Helsing Academy, and I would try to pretend I was happy for them, and they would try to pretend they didn’t pity me for being stuck here.

      I thought about asking Kiva which of the others had gotten missives today, but there was no point; I could tell by the looks on their faces as they reclined on their desks, chatting in small circles with that casual air of privilege unique to the exceptionally talented. Their sense of contempt for the rest of us mortals was palpable. I guess I couldn’t blame them, entirely; I’d have been elated if I had been chosen, if I had had any talent at all. I liked to think I wouldn’t have been so smug about it.

      Kiva wasn’t smug, though. She had been oddly quiet ever since getting her invitation and I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. She had gotten into the Academy on the strength of her lightning-fast running abilities: once in gym, we had been asked to run a mile and the coach wanted to know why she was just standing there when the truth was she had already done eight laps around the track. The only way to prove it had been by going at a slower pace, which was still three to four times faster than that of a normal person. Kiva wasn’t just fast, either; she was diligent and super bright, two qualities that aren’t often found in the same person.

      In school, she had embarrassed the rest of us with her devotion to her studies, regularly foregoing parties so that she could stay in and finish homework. I wasn’t a particularly good student and I had no talents to speak of. “Good at most things but not great at anything” is how I had once described it to Kiva. Some people were destined for greatness, and I wasn’t one of them.

      I know a lot of people say that, but in my case it was true. Even a dumb girl might have her looks to fall back on. Unfortunately, I was average in that regard, too. A little tomboyish, with a lean but unremarkable figure and a regular looking face. My wavy, black hair was pretty much my best asset and, unfortunately, there was no superlative for Best Hair on Mount Manna.

      So, now, Kiva would be continuing her education while I was married off to some untalented boy, someone else who hadn’t been clever enough or lucky enough to make it. Mentally, I ran through the list again, as I had been doing for most of the day. It was hard to imagine myself being married to any of them. Liam was cute but dumb; Noah did terrible impressions of Yoda and picked his nose. Cedric wouldn’t have been so bad—he spent most of his rejuvenation breaks sitting in a corner reading and had few, if any friends—but the thought of waking up next to him each morning was bizarre. I’d love to have chosen my own mate—or none at all, but that wasn’t an option. It was ‘Mount Manna or mount a man’ as the seniors liked to joke right before missives were delivered in a nervous, self-pitying-but-had-to-laugh-to-keep-from-crying kind of way.

      I checked the clock on the wall again—2:45pm—and felt the walls closing in.

      Perhaps sensing my unease, Kiva leaned over and said, “At least we have something to look forward to.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to chat, but I knew we wouldn’t have many more opportunities in future. “What’s that?”

      Kiva smiled and said, “The Delivery is today.”

      Of course. I’d been so caught up in my own troubles I had almost forgotten. Once a year, sympathizers to our cause sent us shipments from the mainland at great risk to themselves. It would arrive via submarine and the prized items—chocolate boxes, paperback novels, new fashions—were always sold within minutes. My first week of school here, some of the upperclassmen had impressed on me the importance of the Delivery, and in four years I had never missed a shipment. They were what passed for entertainment on an island where the most exciting event was the occasional belch of smoke from the dormant volcano on Mount Manna.

      “Remind me again what we’re even doing here,” I said low to Kiva.

      “Waiting for school to end,” she replied.

      “I don’t mean that. I mean, why are we here, on this island? What is the point in being here?”

      Kiva didn’t answer, and she didn’t need to. We both knew the reason from having heard it repeated so often during school assemblies: twenty-five years ago, a colony of gifted people had been moved to Isla De Salvacion following a devastating vampire attack that threatened the long-term survival of the human race. Now, after some DNA enhancements and genetic modifications that had worked on a blessed few, children of those first settlers had become an army trained in covert, hand-to-hand missions with the goal of taking out vampire strongholds on the mainland.

      But of course, I wouldn’t be doing any of that, which made the past few years of schooling seem like a gigantic waste. I was going to become a breeder, one of those women whose sole purpose was to produce as many children as possible so that the human race might stand a chance against the vampire hordes. Not by choice, of course, but because birthing was something virtually anyone could do. It didn’t require any special skills, and I had none.

      I sometimes wondered what it was like over there on the mainland. Of course, I knew it was riddled with vampires who were slowly taking it over in a bloody, decades-long coup. But it was apparently happening slowly enough that factions of humans were still able to send us supplies and help us. Which meant they had lives there, and families, and communities. Did they get to choose their mates? Maybe even their careers?

      I’d once asked my mother and father why they didn’t escape and come join us here on Isla De Salvacion. They’d explained that the bloodsuckers had most of them in a thrall. They needed to ensure human beings survived as a species because, without us, they, too, would perish. So they would seduce them with mind-control, and force them to give their blood for the vamps to feed on.

      Didn’t sound like a picnic, but also didn’t sound that much different than what life for me would be like starting tomorrow, either. Baby on both boobs by the time I was twenty, and a mate I probably wouldn’t even like.

      I shoved the morbid thought away and focused on the positive. At least the Delivery was coming, so the day wasn’t a total loss.

      “You know what would cheer me up?” I asked Kiva.

      “What’s that?”

      “Getting to the dock ahead of everyone else and buying a new pair of boots and some chocolates.” While much of the island was sand and beaches, the rest of it was rain forest. Good boots were like gold here.

      “Good luck,” said Kiva skeptically, but smiled nonetheless.

      There was a knock at the door and the room fell silent. Kiva raised her brows, perplexed. Professor Walker set down the magazine he had been reading (Survival Times) and rose from his desk with a look of annoyance. When he unbolted the door, a man entered the room—a man wearing the tan uniform and navy blue cap of official Helsing Academy delivery-persons.

      “I’ve got some more last-minute missives here,” the man said, and my heart skipped a beat.

      Kiva nudged me in the arm and mouthed the words, “This might be it!”

      “No way,” I said with a shake of my head. “No way.”

      The uniformed man made his way across the classroom. He wore a large tote slung across one shoulder, into which he was digging as he paused at the foot of my desk. Was this some kind of joke? A fellow classmate playing a demented prank? After a seemingly endless moment of waiting, he brought out first one envelope and then another. With a light shrug, he shifted the envelopes to his left hand and went on digging. Kiva’s foot was tapping the floor, one hand squeezing the upper part of my arm painfully.

      The postman looked slightly bored, apparently heedless of the fact that his next actions would determine where I spent the next several years of my life. He must have handed out hundreds of these letters in his lifetime and it was of little consequence to him.

      He took a step forward—then turned to the left and continued on down the row of desks, handing one letter to Serena Flores and the other to Amber Wiles.

      That was it; there were no more letters.

      He shrugged, as if to say “sorry”, and left by the way he had come. Kiva gave my hand a final squeeze and sank back into her chair, looking defeated.

      Meanwhile, the rest of the classroom had erupted in celebration. Amber and Serena were both well-liked—the first a talented athlete, the second a newspaper editor who had survived the loss of both parents to become one of the most generous, justice-minded women I knew. It was hard to feel bad for myself when they were both so deserving.

      Hilary Reyes—slender, redheaded, immaculately dressed—was leaned against one of the front desks eyeing me with a smile of smug satisfaction. She rolled her eyes as if to say, “Bold of you to have expected a missive,” then turned back to her cluster of friends, pointing and laughing.

      I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but more than one head turned toward me as I sank ever lower into my seat. No one had ever doubted that Hilary would be selected for the Academy—she was one of the handful of Elemental DNA experiments that had been a success and her air-blasting abilities had made her acceptance a given—but I couldn’t help wishing the honor had gone to someone less abrasive and condescending. Being able to bowl over other people with self-generated streams of air was a real gift, but not one that I felt she deserved.

      Professor Walker was standing by the door now. “The submarine should be here within the next fifteen minutes,” he said. “I want everyone to form a straight line for the restrooms, and once you’re done there you can head down to the docks. Class dismissed.”

      We formed two lines, single file, and with Hilary leading as hall monitor, marched quietly down the hall to the restrooms. I paused at the fountains, digging into my purse for my wallet but not finding it.

      “You okay?” Kiva asked.

      I shook my head irritably. “Listen, I need to go to my locker quick. Go on without me and I’ll meet you there.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      She was looking at me with pity again, and that was the last thing I needed. “I’ll be fine. See you in a bit.”

      “Fine. See you there soon,” said Kiva reluctantly, then she turned and disappeared into the restroom.

      What I needed even more than currency was five minutes to myself. The last students were trickling out of the restroom by the time I returned a few minutes later with my wallet in tow. I took one of the empty stalls and sank down onto the commode, fighting back the tears that had been forming in my eyes ever since the postman’s departure. Someone was still standing by the hand dryer and I couldn’t risk crying yet, though. I balled up a fistful of scratchy tissue paper and dabbed at the corners of my eyes, waiting for the door to close.

      Somehow, I had expected my last day of school to go better than this. Every movie I had ever seen portrayed graduation as a bittersweet but hopeful experience of scribbling in yearbooks and taking pictures with friends while the sun set behind them. Granted, they were mostly made in the 1980s, but I’d still taken them to heart. Instead, I was crying in a restroom stall. My failure to get invited to the Academy would have consequences that would reverberate for the rest of my life. I could try to run away, but where would I go? There were only so many places to hide on Isla De Salvacion. Not to mention, worrying my parents and siblings, who I loved dearly.

      “Keep crying about it, you’re going to miss the only good thing about today,” I muttered to myself.

      I slipped out of the stall and rinsed my face off with cold water before drying it off and heading to the door. It was already later than I’d wanted it to be, and my shot at some new boots was dwindling.

      I gave the door a tug, it didn’t budge. Using my free hand for leverage, I tried again. Nothing.

      “What the…” I yanked with all my might as panic clutched at my throat.

      Locked in. The last person to leave had somehow forced the door shut and there was no getting out.

      I banged on the door, yelling, hoping that maybe there was someone left in the hall who could hear me. By the time I gave up, my throat was hoarse and my fists were throbbing.

      Everyone had gone down to the docks for the Delivery and I was presumably the only person left in the building. If I had been stronger… one of the boys in the year below mine had super-strength in his hands and could punch his way through almost any object. Even the ability to air-blast might have helped me. But I had nothing. I was just plain, old Anna Chekov.

      Present prisoner, future brood mare.

      I sank to my knees on the grimy tiles, feeling helpless and exhausted. Unless the Delivery had been late, it was probably half over by now. The submarine only came once a year and I had missed it because I couldn’t even find my way out of a bathroom. Maybe the heads of the Academy had been right not to select me; my incompetence and basic inability to function would have proven a liability.

      In a sudden wash of misery and exhaustion, after all too many sleepless nights of late, I drifted off. I don’t know how long I slept, but I awoke some time later to find a bright light shining in my face and Kiva standing over me with a furious expression.

      “There you are,” she said, and there was a slight edge of fear in her voice. “I was so worried. I’ve been looking all over. Who did this to you?”

      She offered me a hand and I rose groggily, leaning against the counter for support. “I don’t know, honestly. I was in the stall and there was one other person in here and they must’ve locked me in when they left.”

      “There are no locks on the outside of the bathroom, Anna,” said Kiva, her dark eyes flashing malice. “They barred the door with a broomstick. If I find out who it was, I can promise you, they’ll pay. People feel like they can get away with stuff like this because you don’t--”

      She broke off but we both knew what she was going to say.

      ‘You don’t have any powers.’

      “It’s not a big deal, really,” I said, pushing past the wave of self-pity. Though, of course, it was. It had been the last bastion of good in my life and I’d missed it.

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out who was likely behind it. My money was on Hilary Reyes. And if I ever saw her again, I wouldn’t need powers to make her pay. I’d harness my rage and knock her right on her cocky ass. She might blow me off the face of the earth with a gust of air, but it would be worth it.

      We were making our way through the darkened hall now; dusk was falling outside and the classrooms on either side of us lay silent and empty. “How was it, anyway?”

      “Oh! I got you this,” said Kiva, reaching into her tote. She pulled out a large box of chocolates wrapped in green ribbon. “Think of it as sort of a going-away gift.”

      “Kiva, you didn’t have to do this,” I said gratefully, though the thought of us being separated made the shadows deepen. I took the box and we continued to walk, both of us likely lost in our own thoughts about tomorrow. I was just about to open the chocolates and eat my feelings when I caught a flash of something white sticking out from beneath Amber’s locker on the side of the hall facing Professor Walker’s classroom. As I moved closer, I saw what it was.

      An envelope.

      I nudged Kiva in the ribs as I headed toward it. “Looks like Amber may have dropped something,” I said. “You think we should bring it to the office so—”

      I froze with my fingers on the envelope, stunned into silence. There was a name on the front, but it wasn’t Amber’s.

      It was mine.

      With trembling hands, I handed it to Kiva, wanting to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. Kiva read the name and gasped quietly.

      “Holy crap…You’re in.”
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      There are moments when your whole life changes. This was one of them.

      I read the invitation several times over in the fading light, struggling to register its implications. I wouldn’t be mated after all; I would be going to the Academy.

      And Kiva would be coming with me.

      The ribbon-wrapped goodbye gift I was clutching in the crook of one arm seemed suddenly, wonderfully superfluous.

      “Of course they had to let you in,” said Kiva. “It would have been an injustice if they hadn’t,” Kiva said staunchly, but there was no mistaking the abject relief on her face.

      That had been way too close for comfort.

      “Where did this missive even come from?” I held tight to the paper as though afraid it might disappear. “Why couldn’t they have just handed it to me in class, like they did with everyone else?”

      “Maybe it slipped out of the postman’s bag.” Kiva was clearly too elated by the letter’s contents to care much how I had gotten it. “Anyway, we need to get you home. Your parents are going to flip out when we tell them!”

      Would they, though? I wasn’t so sure. My mother had long since accepted that I’d be mated and seemed to be fine with it. During a recent dinner, she had even brought up the subject of grand-babies—this despite the fact that there was currently no man in the picture.

      “I hope they don’t take it badly.”

      “Why on earth would they?” said Kiva. “Being accepted into the Academy is a huge honor. Anyway, they’re going to find out eventually so there’s no point in putting it off. I bet they’ll be super excited!”

      Kiva’s enthusiasm was reassuring. Taking me by the arm, she led me out of the building into the dusky sunlight. In the tall grass on either side of us, a rapturous chorus of crickets was chirping like a symphony of cellos. In the town square, we passed a young girl blowing bubbles with a pink plastic wand while her brother looked on resentfully, impatiently awaiting his turn. A few feet away, a couple boys were donning the cowboy costumes they had gotten in the Delivery—hats, boots, belts, and a long lasso. The main street at this hour was crowded with horse-drawn carts, bicycles and mopeds. We’d seen plenty of movies on our VCRs, so we knew that many countries on the mainland used large engine-powered cars to get around, but that was hard to imagine here on the island.

      Near the center of the square stood a post where a small crowd had gathered, the ones in the back straining to peer over the shoulders of those ahead of them. The daily news bulletin, The Bugle, had just been posted.

      Kiva nudged me and we headed in that direction. Prominent on the front page was a black-and-white picture of one of our Elite squads, two men and four women joyfully beaming with their arms around each other, their faces blacked out above the mouth to help protect their identities in the event the island was ever discovered and infiltrated by bloodsuckers. Intrigued, I waited for the crowd to thin before stepping up and reading the accompanying article.

      

      Valiant Team Five Victorious in Vanquishing Vampire Vermin

      by Leslie Snow-Ashby

      

      A raid on an especially murderous vampire colony in Undercity London during the early hours of yesterday morning by an elite team of hunters resulted in four confirmed kills. The six members of Team Five—each of them former students of Helsing Academy on Mount Manna—sustained no injuries in the assault.

      “It was the first time I had confronted real vampires at close quarters,” said an unnamed member of Team Five, speaking on condition of anonymity. “It was like one of the VHS tapes that we watched as part of our training. I guess it never occurred to me that we would be part of something like that.”

      Asked whether they had been in any danger, the member said, “Oh, of course. They’re unbelievably strong, and their senses are sharper than you could imagine. Not that I was ever worried, not with the rest of the team surrounding me at all times. You couldn’t ask for a more supportive bunch.”

      

      The article went on in the same vein, with two additional members of Team Five being interviewed. I felt my pulse racing as I reached the end and waited for Kiva to finish.

      “You think that’ll ever be us?” she asked.

      “If only!” I had a sudden vision of our pictures plastered against the front page of The Bugle. Everyone on the island would read it; children might even ask for our autographs. Most importantly, though, we’d be on the front lines ridding the world of monsters. A job that would hopefully allow us to go back to the mainland one day, free of fear. Free to roam the streets without looking over our shoulders. Free to leave our homes at night without risking imminent death. Free to mate if we wanted, when we wanted.

      Kiva’s voice stirred me out of my thoughts. “I know it would never happen, but I would love it if we ended up on the same team together.”

      “Maybe they’ll let us be roomies,” I said, though without much hope. Truth be told, I didn’t know much about what daily life was like at the Academy; former students rarely discussed it. The first students had only graduated from the Academy five years ago and had only been active in missions for three, having spent a full two years planning and running simulated operations. Active members of the Elite Squad now lived in a separate base on Mount Manna where they spent nearly all their time training for new missions.

      I pictured it being a bit like the Navy SEALs in the VHS tapes of GI Jane and The Abyss that we would watch, back when we used to get movies in our Deliveries.

      “I’d love to know what really goes on up there,” I said to Kiva as we walked home beneath a salmon-colored sky. “How does one become an elite vampire-hunter? What kind of training are they going to put us through?”

      “Maybe they don’t tell us because then everyone would be a potential target for information if the island were ever under attack and they were ever captured?” said Kiva. “It’s probably for their own protection.” She went silent for a moment and shot me an excited glance. “I still can’t believe we’re going to be together. Has it occurred to you that maybe the worst bits of our lives are behind us?”

      “God, I wish.” At least I would never have to relive the unspeakable awkwardness of school. In a few weeks, I would be leaving home forever—not to start a family but to train in the mountains. I’d be an adult making my own decisions. People would look to me for protection; the safety of the island might even hinge on my choices. Somehow, the prospect was terrifying, humbling, and thrilling all at once. In the brief time it took us to walk from town center back to the house, I could feel the bonds of childhood slipping away.

      I was grown now. I still didn’t know what that fully meant, but I’d better figure it out.

      And fast.

      When we reached the house, I found Dad kneeling in the carrot patch with his hands half-buried in the dirt. Every home on the island had a garden, and ours was stocked with carrots, radishes, sweet potatoes, onions, and cassava. Sensing that Kiva would tell him if I didn’t, I said, “Dad, you’ll never guess what just happened!”

      Dad took off his floppy hat and mopped his sweaty face with one hand. “Do I have to guess, or will you tell me?”

      “I got into the Academy!” The words still didn’t sound right, as if I was lying. But I had the missive in my hands to prove it. “I got an invite and everything! I don’t even know how—like, what did they see in me?”

      Kiva, perhaps sensing that this was a private moment, gripped my right hand in a gesture of farewell. “I’ll check you later, Anna,” she said, “be ready for me first thing tomorrow,” then turned and disappeared up the garden path.

      I wished she had stayed; the moments that followed were uncomfortably tense. Dad pulled me into a deep hug and held me there for a strangely long time. Although dinner was waiting for us in the kitchen, he seemed reluctant to go inside, and stood in the carrot patch talking absently about the incoming crop and how Mr. and Mrs. Jareth next door were growing persimmon trees that took up most of their daily water ration. He asked if I wanted to assist him in picking some baby onions for the salad and I obliged with a feeling of growing and inexplicable sadness.

      We were interrupted by the arrival of my youngest sibling, Colby, who was four. “Mom wants to know what’s taking so long. She said you were ‘lollygagging’ and I asked her what that meant.”

      “It means that sometimes your mother is very impatient,” said Dad. “Your sister has some good news, though.”

      “Can it wait until dinner?” said Colby, clutching his belly dramatically. “I’m starving!”

      “Here, have a chocolate.” I reached into the box of chocolates and handed him a glazed caramel. He eyed it suspiciously—normally he wasn’t allowed to have treats before dinner.

      “Alright, why are you in such a good mood?” he asked, eyes narrowed.

      “Because, sweet boy, your big sister is going to Helsing Academy,” I said proudly. Something about saying it to Colby made it seem real. The spell of disbelief that had been on me ever since reading the missive broke.

      “Which one?” he asked, scratching at his chin with a puzzled expression.

      No way my head would get too big with this lot.

      “Me, silly,” I said, ruffling his golden hair.

      “Wow, cool!” he said, stuffing the caramel in his mouth and then scampering toward the house. Dad and I followed and I shoved aside the last of my apprehensions. Of course everyone was surprised. I was, too. But this was a good thing, to be celebrated.

      Balancing the basket of carrots and onions atop my head, I came in through the back door yelling, “GUESS WHO’S GOING TO MOUNT MANNA?”

      My two younger sisters, Lena and Brynn, stared incredulously. Wise Natasha, however, looked on, silent as a statue.

      “I don’t get it. What’s your power?” she asked finally, trying to sound casual, like the answer didn’t matter as she crunched on an apple she’d gotten at the Delivery.

      At fourteen years old, Natasha and I were the closest in age, and Tash had the most at stake here, so I totally understood her interest. The fact that I got selected this late was too good to be true. Like being rescued from the guillotine moments before it dropped. For Tash, who had so far displayed no evidence of enhanced abilities, either, the very thought that hers might just be late in coming and then show up out of the blue was a beacon of hope.

      A beacon I was about to have to extinguish.

      “Great question. I have no clue, to be honest. Maybe one of my teachers saw something in me…”

      What that might be, I didn’t know. Unless there was some use for sarcasm, wit or a killer grilled cheese sandwich in our coming clash against the vamps, I was fairly certain I’d be useless.

      “Don’t say that, sweetheart,” my father said as he came over and looped his arm around my shoulders to pull me close. “You have so many gifts. They’d be crazy not to want you.”

      It was only then that I realized my mom had been completely silent, still in the corner of the tiny kitchen scrubbing at the same pot with her back to me.

      It took me a minute to realize her shoulders were shaking.

      “Mom?” I said, my stomach dropping. I pulled myself away from my dad’s embrace and padded toward her. “Are you crying?” I asked as I closed my hand over her delicate wrist and tugged.

      When she looked up at me—she was a shrimp at only five feet tall—her face was wet with tears and her eyes were glassy with more to come.

      “I’m sorry, Anna. I truly am happy for you. I’m being very selfish and crying for me right now, so I was hoping to stop before you saw. Please don’t let this dampen your excitement, honey. I’ll be fine,” she said with a loud sniffle and a swipe at her eyes.

      I reached behind her and turned off the running water—it was a precious commodity some dry years—and patted her hair in an awkward attempt at comfort.

      “Are you sad because I’m moving away?”

      Her laugh held no joy. “Moving away? No, Anna. I’d love if you were going off to a regular college. I’m sad because you could’ve been given a nice boy to mate with and been safe down here, giving me grand-babies. Instead, you’re going to be risking your life for this cause. It’s a cause I believe in. It’s a cause I love. But not as much as I love you.”

      Her passionate declaration rang out in the silent room as I tried to process her words.

      I had never even thought about that. She’d never mentioned her fears when I was growing up, but it seemed so obvious now. Why wouldn’t she be afraid for me? Especially me, her unremarkable daughter, with no discernible skills to help her protect herself.

      “I’ll be careful, Mom. I promise. And the school won’t let me actually fight if I’m not ready or don’t reach my potential. You know that’s true.”

      She nodded and forced a watery smile. “You’re going to do great there, Anna. I’m pulling for you. I just needed to have my little moment, is all. And I’m sorry you had to see it. Now let me finish up here and I’ll come help you pack, okay?”

      I nodded and turned back toward my dad, who looked like he wished he could’ve scooped her up and carried her away somewhere.

      “Can I have your room?” nine-year-old Brynn piped up, unknowingly breaking the tension hanging over us all.

      We all laughed and I headed toward my bedroom, thoughts racing. I’d never thought much past getting into the Academy. I don’t think any of us did. The focus was always there, as opposed to what came afterward, but my mom was right. This was a dangerous path, fraught with peril…

      And still, I’d take it over shooting out babies I unwillingly made with some stranger. At least I’d have some control over my life this way. I could make a difference.

      This was a good thing, I reminded myself yet again.

      But even as I packed my bags, a tiny nugget of fear mixed with uncertainty lodged deeper into my heart.
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      When I awoke the next morning, it was still dark out. Faint splashes of pink tinged the eastern sky in watercolor strokes. I’d barely slept the night before and my back ached from tension.

      This was it. This was the day.

      After rinsing my face in the sink and brushing my teeth, I padded down the hallway into the kitchen, trying not to let my nerves show.

      I found Mom standing at the window watching the sunrise.

      “You hungry?” she asked when I came in. “I made grits and potatoes—and I thought you might like to have an egg this morning. Sheeba never gives me as many as she gives you when it’s your week to manage the coop, but I got two out of her this week, and three out of Myrtle.” She scooped the food onto a plate and set it at the head of the dining-room table. “Your dad should be down in a minute.”

      I wondered if she was going to bring up what we had talked about the night before, or if we were just going to let it go. The door opened and Dad came into the room immaculately dressed in a pinstripe suit and a pair of dark slacks.

      “Hey, pumpkin,” he said, stifling a yawn. “You ready for your big day?”

      Like Mom, he didn’t seem to have slept much the night before. I had an odd feeling they had stayed up most of the night talking. During breakfast, he poked absently at his single egg and made occasional feints at conversation: Natasha had been accepted into a summer program where she would be mentoring younger teens and Brynn was joining a summer reading group at the library.

      “Do we have to talk?” asked Mom gently when he started to ramble, though I could sense a note of desperation in her voice.

      “Hon, it’s our last meal.” Dad reached for Mom’s hand. “We’re not going to sit here in silence.”

      Dad bore his sorrows quietly and it hadn’t occurred to me that he might be just as upset over my departure as Mom was. They’d always seemed so stoic, it was weird to see them displaying such grief at my leaving the house.

      “Look,” I said finally, “I know how hard this is, but I would a thousand times rather do this than be a mom and mated at this age. No offense, Mom.”

      “No, I get it,” said Mom. “I just worry about you, is all. I have no idea what goes on up there and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “The Academy will look after me.” I spoke with more confidence than I felt. Life at the Academy was shrouded in such mystery that it was hard to know what, precisely, would be expected of me. Somehow, though, I felt sure it was better than the alternative. “Anyway, it would help me to feel better about this if you both didn’t worry so much.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” said Dad, though the tremor in his voice suggested that he felt otherwise. “I know I don’t say this often, but out of all my children, I’ve always felt you were the strongest. We didn’t have to look after you as much because you could take care of yourself. So independent. It will serve you well.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” I gripped his wrist reassuringly. “That means a lot.”

      Kiva came to the door after breakfast with bags in hand.

      My parents followed us to the door and both held me tight before pulling away.

      “Remember--”

      “I know. Write you the second I get there and once a week thereafter. I won’t forget.”

      “And we’re only ten miles away down the mountain if you need us,” Dad added.

      “Okay. Tell the other kids I love them and I’ll see them soon.”

      Once I said goodbye to my mother and father and gave them each a long hug, Kiva and I left.

      “Did yours cry?” Kiva mumbled once we were a few yards away.

      “Yep.”

      She nodded and we were both quiet as we made our way to the town square. By the time we got there, the last of the lingering sadness seemed to evaporate and excitement began to seep in. A group of students was already gathered, looking sleepy but energetic. A light mist shaded the mountains to our north and the air smelled of cedar and nutmeg.

      “Are we supposed to be waiting for someone?” asked Gwyneth, a friend of Hilary’s, brandishing her missive in one hand. “The instructions weren’t clear.”

      “I think someone will come for us,” said Kiva. “I don’t think they would want us venturing up into the mountains by ourselves, even as a group.”

      “Where’s Hilary?” I whispered to Kiva. “I thought she would have been here before the rest of us.”

      “Who cares?” said Kiva in a tone of contempt. “It would be funny if she somehow overslept and missed her first day. It’s what she deserves for locking you in the bathroom.”

      “We don’t know that that was her.”

      “Anna,” said Kiva coldly. “Who else would it be?”

      As if conjured by her words, Hilary came rushing up breathlessly. “Right on time,” she cooed to a couple of the other girls in a cloying way that had Kiva looking like she wanted to spit nails.

      I chose to pretend she still wasn’t there rather than let her rile me up. This was all nerve-wracking enough without worrying about a mean-spirited girl with a chip on her shoulder.

      As the groups stood around chattering nervously, pounding hooves sounded in the distance. Within a few minutes, a train of horses came winding up the path toward the square at a loping gait. At their head, stood a man wearing a neon-green visor, an Academy t-shirt and long cargo shorts. His hair was balding near the center and he had over-large teeth that gave him a faint air of menace. He reminded me of a camp counselor I had had once a few summers before.

      “Morning, everyone!” he said briskly. “You can call me Lieutenant Gary. We’ll be ascending Mount Manna on horseback today. It’s a two-day journey and it will go faster that way.”

      “What if we’ve never ridden before?” asked a freckle-faced girl with dark auburn hair and glasses who looked slightly panicked.

      “Then this is your chance to impress as you figure out how.” Lieutenant Gary was almost obscenely chipper for this hour of the morning. “Don’t worry—if you fall off and die on the way there, we’ll send your body back to your parents for a proper sendoff.”

      There was a smattering of awkward laughter, though the girl with the glasses didn’t look reassured. Near the back of the crowd, I caught sight of Lucas Miller—standing a full head taller than most of the others—solemnly shaking his head.

      He didn’t look remotely nervous and I envied him for it. I didn’t know him well—he had been homeschooled, though we had met once or twice at mandatory island social functions meant to acquaint teens with prospective mates—but I found his perpetual air of self-assurance irritating.

      “At least one of us seems to know what he’s doing,” said Kiva as Lucas instantly stepped forward and selected a horse. A moment later, he was mounting a chestnut steed with the grace and ease of a practiced rider, his glossy dark hair draped elegantly over his broad shoulders.

      “How do we know which horse is ours?” I asked, giving him a last glance before turning my attention back to the horses.

      “I’m guessing you just pick one. We’d better get a move on, or all the good ones will be taken.”

      She strode off to the edge of the pavilion, but I hung back. There was a dappled white and gray mare standing near one of the waste bins, nibbling at a strand of tall grass with a lackadaisical air. She didn’t seem remotely interested in the buzz of activity on either side of her. She had the begrudging air of a tomcat that would wander away from the group and nap in a field of wildflowers once she had finished her breakfast. None of the other students seemed to have noticed her, and maybe that was what settled it for me.

      Grabbing the horse by the reins, I was preparing to mount when I heard a voice behind me.

      “Ah, so you’ve met Lydia,” said Lieutenant Gary. “She’s not like the others. She’s skittish and hard to control. The other horses all avoid her, for whatever reason, and she avoids them.”

      “Perfect match for me, then.” I patted her gently on the mane and she bristled.

      “If that’s what you want.” Gary studied us uncertainly. “If you can get her to listen, that would be a first. She doesn’t like taking orders from anyone. I can’t tell if she’s stupid or just stubborn. Maybe a little of both.”

      Yet, in spite of his warnings, Lydia and I hit it off like peanut butter and jelly. I stroked her head and whispered softly to her, which she seemed to like. And when she met my gaze, I fell in love. She was so sweet, her muzzle satiny soft as she nuzzled closer. Maybe Gary was the stupid one because Lydia was a great horse.

      Within a few minutes, she didn’t even balk as I slipped my foot in the stirrups and mounted her.

      I let out a relieved sigh that I wasn’t about to start my first day flat on my back in abject humiliation, and waited as the others were all settled on their horses—with the exception of the girl with the glasses, who had to be lifted into the saddle and kept threatening to slide off.

      Gary made his way to the front of the group and Kiva urged her horse toward mine as we began making our way up the long trail into the mountains.
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      “I want you to be especially careful,” said Lieutenant Gary. “And stay close to the encampment. These mountains are full of animals that will tear the skin from your bones and then lick those bones clean.”

      “Way to paint a mental picture, Gare-bear,” I murmured to Kiva.

      Night had fallen and we were finally making camp after traveling for most of the day. Kiva had ridden beside me for most of the morning, and around lunchtime we had stopped in a shady recess to cook sausages and beans in cast iron pots and pans over a fire. Lieutenant Gary had brought jerky, which he handed out to the rest of us. Despite his somewhat abrasive manner, he had proven chatty and good-humored in conversation and had told a long story about the founding of the Academy that had us all laughing by the end. Even the girl with the light auburn hair and glasses—whose name I’d discovered was Lauren—seemed more at ease now.

      But with the day winding to a close, we had formed a circle with our sleeping bags atop a moon-washed cliff along the edge of the rainforest. Lieutenant Gary was still keeping watch when I finally fell into an exhausted sleep. One of his assistant guides from the Academy had agreed to take over at midnight. But when I awoke some time later, I didn’t see anyone patrolling the perimeter of the circle or seated by the fire some yards away. Everyone seemed to be sleeping; Kiva’s hair formed an inky halo around her head and her shoulders rose and fell gently in time with her breathing.

      Feeling a desperate urge to pee, and mindful of Lieutenant Gary’s clean bones warning, I left the circle and snuck off toward a copse of trees to the Northeast. Still feeling jittery, I listened intently, half-expecting long talons to reach down from above and grab me. But there was nothing. Our leader had clearly just been overly cautious. With this many of us, most wild animals would be keeping a wide berth.

      I had just unzipped my pants and pulled them down to my knees when I heard the crackle of a branch in the distance.

      “Hello?” I whispered, feeling ridiculous, mid-squat. “Kiva?”

      But there was no response when another crackle sounded. My pulse stuttered as I froze in place. Okay, it might be an animal, but that didn’t mean it had to be a dangerous one. Sure, there were poisonous snakes, jaguars and wild boar here, but there were also possums and raccoons and mongooses, as well. Odds were, it was one of the latter.

      Just as I’d convinced myself of that fact, I saw it approaching in the moonlight. Tusks lowered, a look of unbridled menace in its beady, dark eyes.

      Boar.

      To some, it might have seemed preferable to a jaguar or snake, but one had disemboweled one of my neighbors’ dogs last year and I’d seen firsthand what kind of damage they could do.

      Its slow steps picked up speed and I barely had time to pull my pants back up as I tried to run. It occurred to me with a wild surge of terror that I was going to die like this. That they would find my mangled body come morning and Kiva would cry and the rest of the girls would shake their heads in mock pity while Lieutenant Gary used my death as an anecdote about the importance of staying close to the campsite.

      But along with fear, there was another feeling. A strange sense of territorial ownership, as if my space was being violated, and a fierce urge to impale the intruder that threatened me. It didn’t make any sense—if anything, I was the one who had invaded the boar’s space—but I didn’t have time to reflect as I straightened and broke into a sprint.

      The boar was only inches away now. I could hear it snorting like an engine, its hooves pounding into the ground behind me as branches slapped at my face and scraped against my bare legs.

      Feeling a painful stab in my left thigh, I stumbled forward, face-planting into the soft, damp earth. This was it; this was how my life was going to end. My mother had been right to feel worried.

      I’m so sorry, Mommy.

      For a split instant, I wondered what death was like. I wondered what was to come, if anything, or if I was entering a long sleep from which I would never wake up.

      A second later—it all happened with lightning speed—there was a loud thunk.

      I waited, arms covering my neck and face, for the tear of tusks impaling my belly, but they never came. Instead, I heard a snort and a rattling breath and then, it went silent but for the croak of frogs and song of the insects in the jungle around me.

      I forced my eyes open, terror still clawing at my throat.

      There, just a few feet away, the boar lay dead on its side with an arrow sticking out of its neck, dark blood oozing from the wound. A figure stood over me, clutching a quiver and bow. As the silhouette moved into the moonlight, I made out the features of my savior and blanched.

      “Who would’ve believed you could possibly be as stupid as you look?” Lucas said, his eyes blazing with contempt.
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      Fighting back tears of fear and frustration, I pushed myself to my feet. He looked oddly regal standing there in the glow of the moonlight, imposing and erect.

      He also looked like a big, dumb jerk.

      “What is your problem?” I asked.

      “I don’t have one…yet.” A muscle in his jaw began to tick as his contempt for me rolled off him in waves. “But I will if I’m forced to go vamp-hunting with the likes of you.”

      “And what’s wrong with me, exactly?”

      “I was hoping you would tell me. Where were you sneaking off to, anyway? Don’t tell me you were running away on your first night. We haven’t even started training yet. If a horseback ride up the side of a hill scares you, maybe you don’t deserve to be a part of this group. The least you could’ve done was tell someone so they could escort you back instead of getting yourself killed. How do you think that would make Gary and the Academy look?”

      I didn’t respond right away. It was hard to argue the case because a quiet part of me agreed with him. Of course, I didn’t deserve to be a part of this elite group. If pressed, I couldn’t have even told him why I’d been selected. Not for any exceptional talents I possessed, surely.

      But I hadn’t been trying to sneak away, either. I might be talent-less and undistinguished, but I was no coward.

      “I wasn’t scared,” I said. “I—” How could I explain that I had gone off to pee? The way he was glowering at me made it that much harder. “What I was doing in the woods is none of your damned business. And I could’ve handled the boar just fine on my own if you hadn’t interrupted.”

      This was a lie, of course, and he knew that I knew that we both knew it.

      Snorting in derision, he said, “Really? Because it looks to me like you were about two seconds away from being a kabob. If it hadn’t been for Artemis here”—he patted his bow lovingly—“we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      “And I suppose that makes me indebted to you,” I said in a scornful tone. Who named their weapon, anyway? Cocky, brash, small-minded guys with superiority complexes, that’s who.

      “I didn’t say that.” He studied me appraisingly and shook his head as if he’d tried to see the positives and just hadn’t managed it. “But you’ll have to get a lot better at defending yourself if we’re going to be on the same team. Unless, of course, you want me to escort you home, after all?”

      I could feel my cheeks flushing red with embarrassment. Lucky for me it was dark and maybe he wouldn’t notice. “Who died and made you boss?”

      “You almost did, didn’t you?” He let the words hang there while a creeping feeling of shame and inferiority scuttled up my spine, spider-like. He must have been pretty darn skilled with his bow to have felled a boar in the near total darkness. I had to assume, based on his attitude, that only scratched the surface of his skills. Why was I surprised that he resented being lumped in with someone who had no discernible talent to speak of?

      But that attitude, though…

      “I wouldn’t be so cocky about it, if I were you,” I said. “Not everyone has the same gifts that you have. And not everyone has had the same training, either.”

      My voice faltered. It must have been painfully apparent that I sounded braver than I felt. I’d much rather have faced the boar alone again than to stand here babbling incoherently while he shook his head in disapproving irritation.

      “I don’t expect everyone to be as skilled with a bow,” he said in a slow, measured tone, like he was talking to the village idiot, “but I would like you to use some common sense. Don’t go into the woods without a partner. Tell someone when you’re leaving the encampment. Always carry a weapon. These are basic survival tips. They exist to keep you—or any of the rest of us who decide to try and help because we’re too nice to stand idly by and let Darwin’s law run its course—from dying.”

      The condescension in his voice was grating on my nerves. The fact that I knew he had a point made it twenty times worse. Some basic precautions could have saved me from tempting fate.

      “Fine, I’ll keep that in mind next time,” I managed through clenched teeth. “Will you tell me one thing, though?”

      “Maybe,” he said, his lips pursed.

      “What were you doing all the way out here by yourself?”

      Lucas looked mildly annoyed by the question. “I was following you, of course.” He stowed his bow back into some contraption on his back and stepped forward. “That leg is still bleeding. I’m going to need to carry you back to the campsite,” he added grimly as he moved closer.

      Balking at the suggestion, I took a step backwards. “Is that even necessary? It’s not broken, it’s just a scratch. I’m perfectly capable of walking.” Too bad, at that moment, in my haste to escape his clutches, I put my weight on my injured leg and let out a muffled groan.

      Lucas continued forward, his face chock full of ‘I told you so’.

      “Right. You’re looking right as rain. Let’s just get you back to camp where we can get a better look at that wound. This will be a lot easier if you don’t resist.”

      Sensing that it was probably best not to argue with someone who could kill an animal in the darkness at a distance of twenty feet—and who, more to the point, had just saved my life and clearly wasn’t about to take no for an answer—I allowed him to pick me up in his arms, offering only a single, perfunctory snort of resistance for pride’s sake.

      Lucas shook his head in annoyance. My weight seemed like nothing to him as he cut an easy path back toward the camp, his warm, light breath brushing the back of my neck. He smelled strongly of jasmine and fresh-mown grass, the way you think of summer as smelling. It would have been pleasant on any other person, but now I would forever connect it with this cocky know-it-all.

      The whole way back to the campsite, I thought about what Kiva would say when I told her the story. She had a pragmatic streak that I hadn’t been blessed with, and although she had shared my vague disdain for Lucas prior to this incident just because he seemed stuck-up, she would likely read me the riot act for venturing out alone at night.

      “You could have at least woken me up,” I could already hear her saying. We hadn’t even made it to Helsing Academy yet and already I had nearly died. At least no one else was awake to witness Lucas carrying me in his arms like a damned firefighter in a movie hauling a little girl out of a burning building.

      Apparently, the gods were listening and laughing, because even in this, I couldn’t catch a break. When we arrived back at the cliff, we found Gare-Bear—as Kiva and I had begun referring to him earlier that evening—wide awake by the fire twenty yards away from where the others slept. Apparently, the assistant who was supposed to have been keeping watch had awoken some time ago to find our sleeping bags empty and had immediately woken him.

      Relief at my being alive seemed to war with fury, and the latter won out as he scowled at me. “What was the last thing I said to you,” he said, “before we went to bed?” He was talking so loudly, he could have easily woken up the other campers, even at this distance.

      My repeated humiliation and his clear disappointment sucked the last of the bravado and energy out of me, and my voice was barely a whisper as I replied, “You told us to stay close and be careful, there were animals--”

      “And what was the first thing you did?” he demanded.

      I could have pointed out that he should have been reaming his assistant for sleeping when he should have been keeping his watch. But I had a feeling it was dangerous to argue with Gare-Bear when he was in a mood like this, and he was right. I should’ve woken someone. “I wandered off… by myself.”

      “Why?”

      I could feel Lucas’s eyes on me. “To use the restroom, sir.”

      Gare-Bear didn’t respond to this. Instead, turning to Lucas, he said in a lower voice, “How bad is the wound?”

      Lucas’s tone was direct and officious. “She got it in the leg pretty badly, but it didn’t clip her femoral artery so there’s no danger of bleeding out any time soon. It will need to be cleaned and stitched before she goes to bed, in my opinion.”

      “Isn’t that just my luck,” muttered Gare-Bear. Stomping over toward the fire, he motioned for me to follow. At about the same instant, a fourth figure appeared in the circle of flames—Kiva, having apparently just woken and looking sleepy but badly frightened.

      “Anna, what… what’s happened?” she gasped as she took in my clothes, torn and stained with grass and blood.

      “Your friend here got mauled by her own disobedience,” said Gare-Bear. “Would serve her right if she got sent home to her parents in a body bag. Luckily, Lucas is an expert hunter.”

      While he and Lucas turned their attentions back to my wound, discussing how best to bandage me as if I wasn’t even there, I quickly relayed the whole story of the boar attack. Kiva listened intently, looking simultaneously repulsed and enthralled.

      Gare-Bear and Lucas moved away to rifle through Gare’s pack that sat a few feet away by a boulder he’d been sitting on earlier as he kept watch. The second he was out of earshot, I filled Kiva in on how mean Lucas had been to me afterward. Judging from her reaction, it was hard to tell whether she sided more with me or with him.

      “Well, he shouldn’t have been so cruel, but you really took a chance, Anna. I would’ve gone with you,” she said. “You don’t have to worry about waking me up. It’s no trouble.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind next time,” I said, slightly stung by her admonishment. Hadn’t I paid enough for my mistake? I already felt like crap about it and now my leg was throbbing in time with the headache building between my temples. “I’d much rather have you accompany me than him following me. Actually, I might even take another wild boar goring than deal with that guy.”

      “Was he watching you the whole time?” asked Kiva.

      A discomfiting sensation of warmth crept up my neck. It hadn’t occurred to me that he might have been watching me…might even have seen me with my pants down as I prepared to kneel in the grove. But in that case, why had he asked where I was headed if he already knew? Maybe he enjoyed my discomfort. He wouldn’t be the first boy who took pleasure in embarrassing women. More likely, he had just been looking out for a fellow student, but I wasn’t in the mood to give him any more credit than he’d given himself.

      Gare-Bear and Lucas had moved back close to the fire, the flames throwing their faces into deep shadow as Kiva and I listened in. “Here’s the problem,” said Gare-Bear, “is that we can stitch and bandage her up tonight, but she’s going to be spending the entire day on horseback. The friction is just going to tear it open eventually and probably make it worse. Then we’re looking at having to stop every half hour to fix her back up. Frankly, I don’t want to go through the trouble.”

      Gee, thanks, Gare-Bear. You’re all heart.

      “What other choice do we have?” Lucas asked.

      Gary winced, as if not liking the question, as he shot a glance around at the sleeping recruits. “There is something we can do. But I don’t like doing it in front of civilians. People talk and…”

      Judging from the tone in his voice, he didn’t seem to be joking. I studied him for a minute with a growing sense of confusion, wondering what he could possibly be talking about. If they weren’t going to fix me, what was the alternative?

      My heart seemed to freeze, turning into an ice-cold lump in my chest. Was I about to get murdered?

      “What are you going to do to her?” demanded Kiva, clutching at my arm, clearly coming to the same conclusion.

      I didn’t want to point out that, as a witness, she likely would suffer my same fate.

      “It would be better if I showed you. Come closer,” Gary said. He didn’t look like he was about to murder me, but what did I know? I had two options: I could scream, wake the others up and hope they would and could help me, thereby risking their lives, too. Or, I could follow this path wherever it led me.

      Surely the Academy couldn’t just go around killing kids who got hurt in training…or on the way to training, a little voice added.

      I pulled away from Kiva and hobbled closer. No guts, no glory.

      Motioning me to kneel down next to the fire, he sat for a minute or two with his eyes closed, as though praying. Instinctively, Kiva reached for my hand again in the darkness. I wanted to speak…ask what he was doing, but terror had a stranglehold on my voice box. My gaze searched for Lucas and found him standing half in shadow, skepticism etched on his brow. Now that the initial shock of the boar attack had worn off, the wound was really getting excruciating. I winced, biting my lip, not wanting to draw undue attention to myself.

      “Hold out your leg,” said Gary after what felt like an hour of silence.

      “W-what are you going to do?”

      “Anna.” His voice was cold, stern, direct. “Give me your leg. This will only take a minute.”

      Reluctantly, I hoisted my leg up. Sharp, searing waves of agony shot through my leg, hip and back, as if I was being stabbed by a thousand small needles.

      “Remember,” he murmured as he reached for my calf, “none of you are permitted to talk about this.”

      His refusal to tell me what he was doing made it all the more terrifying, and I gripped Kiva’s hand in anticipation as I waited. Closing his eyes again and placing his hand over the open wound, he began to speak rapidly in whispers. I couldn’t make out what he was saying and I wasn’t sure it mattered. My eyes met Kiva’s and I could see that she was as confused as I was.

      But as we sat and watched, a strange tingle settled over my thigh and the pain in my wound became different. More like a pulling, annoying sensation rather than the agony of moments before. I stared in stunned silence as the flesh around the gash began to change, swelling and shifting and knitting itself back together. It looked like one of those time-lapse videos of a flower in bloom that we had watched in our earth science class. New veins were forming to replace the ones that had been destroyed, creeping under my skin like a network of canals. The purplish, bruised color of the wound was becoming a soft, fleshy pink. The blood was drying into flakes and falling off.

      “Gary,” I murmured in a hushed, shocked voice, “w-what’s happening?” But Gary didn’t answer. He was busy healing my leg like a freaking magician.

      By the time he had finished, all that remained was a long, jagged scar down the side of my leg, roughly six inches in length. “That’ll go away in time,” he murmured, blinking wearily. “That’s the best I can manage for now.” He sounded almost disappointed in himself as he stood to his feet, swaying with exhaustion.

      “Gary, this is fantastic…like, unreal,” gasped Kiva, her eyes dilated to an unnatural size. “How does it feel, Anna?”

      “Tender, but almost as good as new,” I said in surprise. Leaning on her arm for support, I got up and walked in a circle around the fire, feeling only mild discomfort. “Tomorrow no one is even going to know I was injured.”

      “You’d better hope not, or I’m going to have to answer some very uncomfortable questions from the Dean,” Gary murmured, clearing his throat. “I’ve got to wake one of the others to keep watch so I can get some sleep. Morning will come fast. Remember, you speak of this to no one.” With that final warning, he turned and left in a slow, tentative gait.

      “You two should get some sleep, as well,” Lucas said in a clipped tone. He was trying to play it cool, but there was no way he wasn’t as impressed and stunned as we were. He was just better at hiding it.

      “Right.”

      I spared him one last look, part of me knowing I should thank him again but the other part wanting to punch his smug, handsome face. I did neither.

      On our way back toward our sleeping bags, the healing was all Kiva and I could talk about.

      “I didn’t think that was even possible,” said Kiva. “I’ve never heard of a person whose gift was healing other people.”

      “Me neither.” Already, I was feeling about as well as I had felt before I left for the grove. “I thought special abilities just made you smarter, faster, stronger, whatever. I didn’t realize they could be actual magic.”

      Kiva shot a look over her shoulder back at Lucas, who didn’t seem to be in any hurry to return to the sleeping area.

      “What’s his deal, anyway?” asked Kiva, motioning behind her. “He always seems vaguely exasperated by the world. I wonder what it would take to make him laugh.”

      “Who knows?” I told her about the argument we’d had, and how he didn’t seem exactly excited to have me on the team. “Some people are just impossible to please.”

      “It’s too bad he’s such a jerk,” said Kiva gravely. “He’d be cute if he could just unclench his butt a bit.”

      We reached our sleeping bags, and I lay down next to Kiva, resolved not to get up again until morning. Despite the excitement, she fell asleep quickly, but I lay there for some time, mind racing.

      So many questions…

      Why Gary had been so adamant about keeping his gift a secret. Why Lucas had acted to the end like nothing remarkable had just happened?

      And most importantly, why had I gotten an invitation to Mount Manna when I clearly, absolutely, positively didn’t belong there?
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      “I know it’s hard to believe,” said Hilary, “but I heard from someone who was there and witnessed the whole thing that she tried to run home last night. Little Miss No-Talent didn’t even last a whole day in the wild without chickening out and sneaking off.”

      It was only a few minutes past nine the following morning, and already the story of last night had been shared by seemingly every person in our group, though some of the details had clearly gotten mangled in the telling. Unless, of course, Lucas was running with his whole “chicken” theory and smearing my name.

      The thought disappointed me more than it should have.

      Hilary and her gaggle of annoying friends were standing at the river rinsing their hands after a breakfast of roast boar and asparagus. I hadn’t eaten much, the thought of the boar that had nearly skewered me not sitting well. I could hear the girls talking and snickering. Lauren turned her head to gape at me with wide eyes and Hilary sneered.

      “Don’t they have anything better to talk about?” I asked Kiva, ignoring the pain in the pit of my stomach and shoving my plate away.

      “Give ‘em another hour and they’ll have forgotten about it,” said Kiva. “Though, if it really bothers you that much, you could tell Gare-Bear.”

      I turned to look for Gary but found only Lucas standing atop a nearby bluff, returning my gaze with cold eyes. I nudged Kiva and motioned in his direction. “God, what a creeper,” I said loudly. “Doesn’t he have anything better to do than to stare at me?”

      “He’s a teenage boy,” said Kiva. “Teenage boys have no idea how to behave around women.”

      I turned and glared at him pointedly, but he didn’t flinch. He hadn’t gone to school with the rest of us and I wondered what his home life had been like. Maybe he’d been deeply lonely. Not that that would excuse his behavior, but still.

      I turned my attention back to my friend, but despite Kiva’s assurances, Hilary and her friends continued their gossip after breakfast. She glared at me smugly as she stood in the water with her shirt half-unbuttoned, as if she knew I could hear them and was hoping to goad me into an overreaction.

      “The best part is,” she said, “she might have succeeded in making her escape if she hadn’t tripped on a tree root and injured her leg.” Emboldened by her friends’ cackling laughter, she added, “Have you ever heard anything so pathetic? Girl can’t even run away right!”

      “Swear to God, if she says one more word, I’m going to go over and slap her right in the forehead,” said Kiva. She wasn’t one to make idle threats, either: she had once thrashed a boy so badly he had to sit out during gym for an entire week after he called me a name. “I’m sick of other people picking on you because they think they can get away with it.”

      “It’s fine,” I said coolly. “She’s not worth it. Just let it go.”

      And she might have, if Hilary hadn’t turned at that moment and said to me, “Why did you leave on foot, anyway? You have a freaking horse! You could hop on it at any moment and ride off before anyone could say boo. And it’s not like we would stop you because why would we want to?”

      Kiva had heard enough. Lunging forward, she would have launched herself into the water if I hadn’t grabbed her by the arms and pulled her back.

      “Just let it go!” I said again. “She wants to provoke us because she’s hoping to get us in trouble. We’ll go wash up somewhere else.” She was a good friend, better than I probably deserved, and I didn’t want to drag her into my troubles.

      We followed the curve of the river for a few minutes until we found a neighboring creek that was comparatively muddy and shallow. Scanning the horizon to make sure we hadn’t been followed, I stripped down to my underwear and bathed my arms and legs. To my amazement, the wound I had incurred last night was almost completely gone now. All that remained was a thin, pink scar, like a narrow strand of ribbon threading its way down the back of my lower leg. No one would ever guess that I had been nearly killed the night before.

      We left the creek and headed back upriver. By the time we reached the campsite, it was nearly nine and the rest of the group was packing up their belongings. “We’re gonna be heading off in a few minutes,” said Gary, “but I want you to follow the same rules as yesterday: stay close to the group and don’t go wandering off by yourselves.” His eyes fell on me and lingered there for a cold second. “We don’t want to have any accidents before we’ve even reached the Academy.”

      “Any more, you mean,” came a girl’s voice, and all the girls erupted in snickers—all but me and Kiva, who stood stone-faced.

      Gare-Bear’s demeanor had changed dramatically since last night. On that first morning, he had been brisk, affable, enthusiastic; now all semblance of levity had vanished, leaving him stern and morose. He had the air of a man who was leading us on a serious journey and expected his rules to be taken seriously. But I suspected, also, that he was still deeply shaken at having revealed his gift to us the night before. I had a weird feeling he had exposed a private part of himself that he would much rather have kept hidden. As we continued on our way up the mountainside into the cooler air, he rode a few feet in front of us, only grunting occasionally in response to one of Lucas’s questions. I wished we could get back the jovial Gare-Bear from yesterday. He had been a nuisance, but at least he wasn’t terrifying.

      At this level, the mountain was more wooded and a blue mist layered the trail ahead of us. Deep in the woods to our left, the noises were increasing—unfamiliar noises of hooting and gibbering and hooping and squawking that ought to have put me on guard. In spite of this, my mood began to lighten. Already, I had tangled with a wild boar and had a narrow brush with death. My wound had healed overnight—within minutes, really—and I was headed toward my dream school and the air smelled lush and moist, like a summer basket of fresh fruits. So what if it wasn’t perfect? At least I wasn’t down on the island making babies with a stranger.

      I shuddered at the thought and shot a glance toward Kiva. Even she seemed to be feeling better. She was riding a few paces ahead, talking to a girl we sort of knew from school named Ally, who had always seemed pretty nice. Every so often, Kiva would turn her head as though to make sure I was still following.

      “Is it weird to think that we could totally find a mate while we’re there?” said Ally. “We’re at that age now.”

      “Thanks, I don’t feel remotely pressured by that,” said Kiva dryly. “I feel like our training is going to be so intensive, a boyfriend would just be a distraction.”

      They were still within earshot, but I had fallen back to admire a brightly colored mountain laurel growing up out of the rock. Kiva and Ally rounded a bend, out of sight—and then it happened. All at once, Lydia rose up on her hind legs and fell back with a startled cry, nearly knocking me out of the saddle. I held on to the reins with a tight grip, patting her mane reassuringly in an effort to coax her forward.

      “Lydia, what’s the matter, girl?” I knew she couldn’t understand me but, somehow, saying the words made me feel better. I was conscious of my pulse racing, my heart beating. If I had fallen, I could have easily bashed my head against one of the large rocks that lined the trail to our left and right, and Lydia was still agitated.

      “Lydia,” I said, “you have to calm down.” But the mare wasn’t listening. She stood frozen in place, whinnying and pummeling the ground again and again with her enormous hooves. The noise alone was enough to induce panic. Several of the riders behind us had paused in their saddles and sat looking on with alarm, whispering to each other.

      “Please, girl,” I murmured with a sense of growing desperation. “I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s wrong.”

      “Anna, look to your left!” Lauren shouted.

      I did—and that was when I saw it. A snake, two to three feet long, reed-like and swaying in the breeze, a red and yellow ring around its neck. Nothing I had learned in school had prepared me for this. There was a rhyme my mother had taught me as a girl—something about poisonous snakes and the color red—but I was having trouble remembering because my nerves were so on edge.

      Red touching black, safe for Jack… red touching yellow…?

      Either way, it likely couldn’t launch itself high enough to bite me, but it could have easily bitten Lydia, who would wind up falling and possibly crushing me. Besides, I’d grown inexplicably fond of the horse and the thought of her dying by snakebite was unacceptable to me.

      I didn’t know how long we sat, waiting. The world seemed to have paused there on the cusp of noon. Lydia still wasn’t cooperating, but even if she had been, if she had taken a single step forward, the snake might have lunged at us. Then, a sudden wave of Zen came over me. With a single-minded sense of purpose coursing through me, I mentally urged Lydia to step back. Project an air of calm, I counseled myself in my mind.

      It was like some connection had developed between us. Some understanding that transcended language.

      Lydia calmed herself enough to obey, and at the same instant, the snake lunged forward, quick as a thought. But having seen the power I had over the horse, I was undisturbed by the snake’s aggression. Using the same mysterious, wordless entreaty, I commanded the snake to retreat. You will return to your hiding-place and leave us alone.

      The effect was stunning and instantaneous. The snake paused in mid-lunge and slithered away behind a dust-covered boulder. Weirder still was that I could sense her emotions as she did so, just as I had sensed Lydia’s a moment before… this eagerness to please me. As if, in their own animal way, they were charmed by the link that existed between us. The fear that had provoked the snake to attack subsided and a deep feeling of calm settled over her, just as it settled over Lydia, who ambled forward as though nothing had happened.

      “Wow, that was so scary, are you okay?” Lauren gasped, the fear plain her eyes.

      The snake was gone now but I was still reeling. As that weird sense of command began to dissipate, I was overcome for the first time by the enormity of what I had just done. As impossible as it sounded, I had made that snake leave…

      With my mind.

      Not only that? I’d commanded the horse to step back, and it had done it.

      Heart hammering, I looked around to see if anyone watching had realized what had happened, but aside from relief on Lauren’s face, the few stragglers didn’t look all that impressed as they nudged their horses forward again now that the entertainment had passed. I realized with a start that anyone looking on likely would have assumed that the snake had slithered away on its own.

      I was still shaking from head to toe, but as I continued up the trail, I saw Gare-Bear up ahead in the distance, turned in his saddle and watching me. He nodded, his expression unreadable, and then turned back as I urged Lydia forward, my thoughts racing.

      Had I finally rounded the bend and lost my mind, or was I right? Did I truly have the power to control animals with my thoughts? Whatever the case, I couldn’t wait for a little time alone so I could test my theory. If I was wrong, it was back to Bitter Dissapointmentville, population, 1.

      If I was right? Then that meant Lucas was wrong and I really did belong up on Mount Manna with the rest of them.

      I said a sad little prayer under my breath.

      Please, God, make it be true.
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      If we had known what lay ahead of us, I wonder if we would have been so eager to head out that morning.

      We spent most of the day riding without incident. The most notable thing that happened was a sudden burst of rain late afternoon that left our clothes damp but not soaked, and muddied the trail ahead of us. The afternoon had been unusually hot and the shower came as a relief; I was disappointed when the sun re-emerged after ten minutes from behind the tall poplars that guarded the woods’ edge.

      The resulting increase in humidity made us drowsy and sweaty; one girl began to nod off and nearly fell out of her saddle. Gare-Bear, who was beginning to recover his good spirits, or doing a fine job of pretending, kept us awake by leading us in singing old songs like “On Top of Old Smokey” and “Row Your Boat.” Some of the more pretentious girls rolled their eyes, and Lucas was silent, but most of us joined in lustily just to pass the time, even the previously timid Lauren, who seemed to be growing in confidence as the journey wore on. Earlier in the day, when a strange metallic object had fallen from Gary’s saddle, she had leapt off of her horse and ran to pick it up before it rolled down the side of the mountain. Gary tried to remain stoic, but he was obviously grateful.

      “Keep your chin up, you’re doing fine,” I heard him say to her quietly as she returned to her horse. “Try to get yourself centered and rest your mind while you ride. You’re going to need your strength.”

      Later, at the back of the caravan, Kiva and I tried to figure out the reason for Gare-Bear’s strangely ominous-sounding warning.

      “What do you suppose he was talking about?” I asked. “And why tell her, specifically? Why not tell the rest of us?”

      “Maybe he assumed we would overhear. Or else he can tell she’s been nervous and just wanted to give her some encouragement,” said Kiva. “It’s probably nothing. Maybe he just meant in general, like once we get to the school.”

      She was probably right: Gary seemed like the sort of person to over-hype trivial things. But I couldn’t shake the memory of the tone in his voice when he and Lauren were talking. He had sounded so serious.

      Or maybe I was getting worked up over nothing. In spite of the healing, I was still feeling tense after the events of last night and the incident with the snake that morning. Twice in the last day I had had a close brush with death, and was beginning to see the wisdom in Mom’s reservations. The chances of injury or death would be higher up here in the mountains than they had been at home. I would need to be more careful in future. Danger seemed to be all around us and we hadn’t even talked about vampires yet, never mind seen any.

      I swallowed down my nerves and kept a wary eye on Gare-Bear as dusk fell and the crickets thrummed in the forest. He was riding along next to Hilary now, telling a story about an uncle who had fought in a long-ago war. I wanted to trust him; he didn’t strike me as being sadistic. No one who had performed the sort of healing he had done the night before could be wholly bad. And he had flashed me a look of unmistakable approval when I commanded the snake to skitter—had it really been only this morning? It all seemed so much like a dream now. But in that case, where was he leading us? What lay ahead that he had warned Lauren about?

      The darkness deepened; it was becoming harder to see the road ahead of us. By moonlight, we made our way up an incline for about half a mile. It began to feel like gravity was dragging me down to the earth. It was precisely the time of night when I would normally be at home reading or hanging out with the siblings before bed, but after a terrible night’s sleep on the ground and the long day of traveling, I was dead weight. Kiva and I were keeping ourselves awake by playing Round Robin, a game in which one of us made up part of a story and the next person continued it. Kiva was telling a story about a princess from Arabia who fled from her murderous husband by lowering herself from the window of her palace in a large basket… I wanted to know whether she managed to escape but I was having trouble staying focused, and the story was getting harder and harder to follow…

      “Anna,” said Kiva sharply. “Anna, it’s your turn.”

      “Huh?” I shook myself awake. “Sorry, I don’t know where my brain went. What was the last thing that happened?”

      “She had been sold to a merchant, but he promised to set her free if she could show him something marvelous that he had never seen before. Were you falling asleep again?”

      My cheeks burned so much, I must’ve nearly glowed in the darkness. “Kiva, we’ve been riding all day and I’m exhausted,” I admitted with a weary sigh.

      “Anyway,” she said, “I don’t think we’ll be riding for much longer. I heard Gare-Bear say that we’re going to be stopping soon.”

      “Wow, already?” I asked full of relief.

      Last night we had been riding until nearly midnight, but maybe we were nearing a campsite and he wanted to stop there instead of continuing the rest of the way tonight? My body could have used the rest. We hadn’t eaten since lunch and even then, I’d only nibbled on some carrot sticks and an apple that I shared with Lydia. I felt faint with hunger.

      It was dark enough now that when a faint glimmer of light appeared in the distance, we all saw it immediately. Feeling encouraged by the prospect of rest, I managed to keep myself awake for the next quarter-mile. The air here was thick with the heady stench of sulfur—Hilary said it smelled like a skunk had crawled into the middle of the trail and died—and the path ahead of us was growing increasingly narrow and rocky. Lydia grunted irritably as she fell in line behind Kiva’s horse. The closer we came to our destination, the slower we seemed to be going, and the light didn’t seem to be any nearer than it had been a half hour ago.

      “This whole area reminds me of a book my dad read to me when I was little,” said Kiva. “Did you ever read The Hobbit?”

      “I think my brother might’ve read it,” I said. “We had an old illustrated copy with a big dragon on the front cover.”

      There was something thrilling and a little menacing in this nighttime trek through treacherous terrain. Here and there, large outcroppings jutted out of the rock, suspended as though in mid-air and threatening to fall on our heads. Once, I thought I saw the flicker of a coyote’s eyes glowing from behind some shrub, but a second later it was gone and a warm wind howled in the empty vistas above us.

      We were reaching the crest of the mountain now, and Gary, who had been riding comfortably alongside Lauren in the middle of the group for some time, now resumed his place at the front. I sat up straight in my saddle, attempting to peer through the darkness. Ahead of us loomed a massive cave mouth belching thick darkness. With a thrill of alarm, I realized that he was going to lead us inside it. The initial fear faded fast as my natural instinct to see where it led got the better of me. Did he want us to bed here for the night, or was he leading us through a hidden shortcut to the other side of the mountain?

      I felt awake now as I hadn’t felt since Lydia had nearly thrown me from the saddle that morning. Still riding single-file, we passed into the cave’s mouth, straining our eyes in the near-total darkness. Kiva shifted apprehensively in the saddle ahead of me, leaning against the neck of her horse as though for protection. Above us glittered what at first appeared to be dozens of crystals, but which I soon realized was a colony of bats with bright glittering eyes that scowled at us in the darkness, as though resentful of having their peace disturbed by invaders.

      “Don’t be alarmed,” said Gare, recovering his old cheerfulness. “Bats won’t harm you unless they’re rabid, and these bats are not rabid. You’re much more likely to be killed by a cave troll.” He waited a beat before adding, “I’m kidding! I’m completely kidding!”

      Gare-Bear and his gallows humor went over much better in the light of day, and his joke was met with stony silence.

      We had been riding by moonlight for much of the night, and if we ventured any further into the cave we would have to either stop or turn back because it was becoming impossible to see more than a few feet ahead of us. All at once, though, the gloom was pierced by a bright, blinding light. Shielding my face with my hands, I searched for the source but couldn’t find it. Steering his horse in that direction, Gary led us toward it and through the other side to a large clearing where stood a steep gorge filled with impossibly blue water, as dark as a stormy sky under the bright moonlight.

      It was tempting to dismount from the horse, rush the last twenty yards ahead and bury my face in the water, drinking deep draughts, but I didn’t know if it was safe to drink and I felt sure that Gary would object, regardless.

      “Keep moving, folks,” Gary said. “We can’t stop now, we’re almost there.”

      On the other side of the gorge lay a colossal stone structure that had obviously been carved out of the rock by human hands. I had seen machines, big machines in the videos we had watched in school, that could have built a building of this nature in a few weeks, but there were no such machines on this island.

      “How do you think they built that thing?” I whispered to Kiva.

      “Who knows?” she replied. “The pyramids of Egypt were built by hand, using only simple tools.”

      “Kiva, I know you’re smarter than me,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure those took more than a couple decades to finish.”

      “Maybe a century,” said Kiva, distracted by the sight of Gary dismounting from his horse and walking toward the front of the structure with a look of evident relief on his face. It must have been exhausting having to make this trek back and forth.

      “Welcome,” he said as he scanned our rapt faces, “to Helsing Academy. It’s now time for your first test.”

      A wave of murmurs broke out over our group. So this was the thing he had warned Lauren about. There would be a test…already.

      My stomach churned. So soon? Then again, I guessed it made sense. They would need to assess who was qualified for the Academy and who wasn’t in person, wouldn’t they?

      So did that mean he was about to eliminate some of us here at the very doors of Helsing? Had some of us…had I, come all this way for nothing?

      I bit my lip and tried not to let the panic clawing at me take over. He could have at least hinted that this was going to happen earlier so that we could have tried to prepare; Or maybe until after we had had our first lessons…

      But we were here now and there was nothing to do about it. I had two choices; continue ahead, or turn back.

      I held tight to Lydia’s reins and tried not to think of what my mom would say when I showed up at the house the day after tomorrow.

      Get it together, Chekov, unless you believe you’re destined to be a baby-making factory.

      The very thought had a sense of calm rolling over me and I steeled myself for what was to come.

      It was game on.
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      “There are twelve boats,” Gary continued, either oblivious to our apprehension, or not caring about it as he pointed to the wooden, canoe-like vessels bobbing in the water, “each with room for two of you. On my mark, pick your partner, race to the boat, cross the gorge, and whichever team gets to the other side and bangs the gong in the center courtyard first, wins.”

      “But…if there’s only space on the boats for twenty-four students, then” I said, mentally doing the math as the others dismounted. “We’re more than twice that many.”

      Gary’s brown eyes lasered into mine. “I guess you guys better get running then, hadn’t you?”

      Pandemonium ensued as students tumbled from their horses, eager to be first into one of the boats. This only added to the confusion as half of them barreled into one another, many of them falling in a twisted pile of limbs and curse words.

      I avoided the pile-up and made it to Kiva’s side, shocked to find her waiting on the shore. By rights, she should have been on a canoe before anyone; her super-speed abilities ensuring her easily the fastest person in our group. I could see the desperation to win in her face, but there was something else there—a refusal to forge ahead without me. Though it must have been killing her to do it, she stood there patiently waiting for me.

      “Kiva, I don’t want you to fail this test on account of me,” I gasped as Ally sprinted past me and stumbled on the hard ground just a few yards from the canoes, skinning her left knee. “You can’t let anyone hold you back.”

      “Don’t be an idiot,” said Kiva. “Of course I wasn’t going to leave you.”

      I motioned to Ally, who was wincing in pain. “You should take Ally,” I said as Kiva climbed into the closest empty canoe. “She looks like she could use the help.”

      Kiva shook her head, her lips pursed. “Get in, Anna. Now, or we’ll both be standing on this side of the water when the race is over.”

      Resigned to the stubbornness of my best friend, I shot Ally a glance and was relieved to find her climbing to her feet before all the boats were gone.

      “Do you know how to paddle?” asked Kiva, tossing me an oar as I leapt into the boat, adrenaline making my heart hammer.

      “Not very well.”

      “Then you’d better figure out how, because this is going to take some effort.”

      We took our seats in the canoes and shoved off into the crystal-blue waters, trailing about twenty feet behind Lucas and Hilary.

      Figured they’d found one another.

      They were a formidable team, their ambition matched by their physical prowess. Hilary seemed to have been engineered in a lab for contests like this one: almost as fast as Kiva but twice as strong, she turned the oars with smooth, effortless motions. I was tired before we’d even gotten here, but her store of energy seemed to be inexhaustible. In this, she was matched only by Lucas, who was proving himself to be as skilled with an oar as he was with a bow and arrow. Distracted by their double act, I wondered with a twinge of envy whether there was anything he wasn’t good at.

      “Anna, don’t lose focus!” said Kiva. “You’re doing great.”

      Up ahead, near the center of the river, was a swiftly flowing whirlpool almost the size of the canoes that churned and spun the water into a sudsy froth. Yelling at me to steer clear of it, as if I needed reminding, Kiva paddled the boat closer to the wall of the gorge and away from its swirling eddies.

      “I think it was a trap!” she shouted when we were safely past it. “Ingenious. I wonder if it’s a natural part of the river or whether it was placed there by design as an obstacle.”

      I never had a chance to respond because now we were caught up in the current and the river was pulling us forward toward one obstacle after another that were clearly intentional. One of the boats ahead of us didn’t turn fast enough and ended up disappearing down a forking path into the darkest part of the cave. We passed another boat that had landed on some shoals and was now leaking water through a narrow crack in the hull; one of the contestants was barking orders in increasing desperation while the other had given up and sunk down onto a rock, sobbing hysterically.

      But a strange thing had happened while we had been navigating the gorge’s obstacles. Most of the other boats had fallen well behind us, sunk and left its occupants bobbing in the water, or had disappeared, leaving only ours and two others. One of them belonged to Hilary and Lucas, who were just slightly ahead of us—so close, in fact, that I could have reached out a hand and tugged their hair.

      I watched them work together like a well-oiled machine and, as we drew neck and neck, I couldn’t help wondering, whether it had been Lucas who had told Hilary that I had tried to run away the night before. We had to reach the gorge before they did. If they beat us, they would be completely insufferable about it.

      More determined than ever, I paddled to catch up; but by now my arms were sore from rowing and desire to win was outpacing my physical abilities. Luckily, I had Kiva as a partner. In addition to being a blazingly fast runner, she excelled at speed-rowing, and managed to pull us ahead of Hilary and Lucas with almost no help from me.

      After what felt like a millennium, we finally struck land. A courtyard loomed in the distance, a gleaming bronze gong in the center of it. Kiva leapt out of the boat and prepared to sprint, but I hung back with a sudden rush of uncertainty, watching the other students on the far side of the gorge.

      “Anna, what are you waiting for?” Kiva shouted. “Let’s finish this!”

      But I couldn’t make myself get out of the canoe.

      “I can’t,” I said. “We can’t leave the others back there without a way to cross. I realize we’re probably going to lose, and I’m sorry, but I have to go back. Run ahead and ring the bell and see if they’ll give you the win without me.”

      Kiva gazed longingly at the bell, torn between her desperation to succeed and my guilt-stricken pleading. “Anna, if we lose this…”

      “You still have a chance to win, at least,” I said. “You’ve earned it fair and square, and we can’t both go back anyway or we won’t be able to bring anyone in the boat back with us. Go on! Do it for me!”

      Just as Hilary and Lucas pulled to shore, I took the decision out of her hands, using my oar to shove off from shore.

      “Anna…” she pleaded, but it was too late. “Dang it,” she muttered, shooting Hilary and Lucas a glance as they frantically climbed out of the canoe, nearly upending it.

      “See you soon!” Not wanting to waste another moment, Kiva turned and dashed for the gong that gleamed like a beacon less than a hundred yards away, Team Annoying hot on her heels.

      I couldn’t stay to see how the race concluded, though. Grabbing the ropes that hung from Lucas and Hilary’s boat, I painstakingly tethered them together and then began the long paddle back toward the opposite side of the gorge where more than a dozen of our competitors were stranded. Over the pounding of the blood in my ears and the screaming agony in my arms, I heard the gong sound and said a silent prayer.

      Please let it be Kiva.

      As I reached the opposite shore, the two students who had disappeared down the side-creek a few minutes before were slowly and wearily dragging their broken canoe back to shore, drenched and defeated. One of them was Ally.

      “Why are you back here?” she asked with a start. “Where’s Kiva?”

      “At the finish line, I hope.” I stepped out of the boat with lungs burning, conscious of every nerve and muscle in my body. I looked up to find the rest of the students who hadn’t managed to get a canoe waiting on the rocks with some of the others who had fallen out of theirs and been forced to swim back.

      Behind them loomed Gary, with arms folded, watching the contest he had initiated with an inscrutable expression.

      Whatever. This would likely be the last I had to deal with him, unless they sent him back to guide me home. I had bigger fish to fry than his right now.

      “Which of you has the most upper body strength?” I asked. “Don’t be modest.” Fingers pointed in all directions.

      “I need three of you to come back with me and fetch any canoes we find on the other side. Two of you will stay on the other side, one will come back with me and get the others.”

      After a quick discussion, the strongest three stepped forward, one boy climbing in with me and the other two taking Lucas and Hilary’s canoe.

      “What’s your name?” I asked as I handed him the oars.

      “Cameron,” he said with a grim smile.

      “I’m Anna. This isn’t about speed now, the race has been won. We’re just trying to get everyone over safely. You’ll have to take this leg so I can gather my strength for the trip back, okay?”

      He nodded and began to row. Lucky for me, he hadn’t overestimated his strength and we cut through the water like butter. I almost considered letting him take the boat back, but it was I who wound up navigating us through the pitfalls and, while strong as an ox, I wasn’t convinced Cameron could make it back without me guiding him. Once I dropped him off at the other side, he stayed to help me secure more boats to ours and the second canoe before sprinting toward the courtyard.

      Half an hour later, dripping with sweat, exhausted, I landed again on the farther shore within sight of the courtyard. All told, I had gone back and forth across the gorge four times, including my first trip with Kiva, and my whole body ached in rebellion.

      Kiva stood waiting for me, a trembling smile on her face. “It was close. If it weren’t for Hilary catching my heel and knocking me down, I would’ve won,” she said, gesturing to the other girl and Lucas, standing in the courtyard. “Not that it would have mattered without a partner—but I’m glad you did what you did. Even if it cost us the match, it was the right thing to do.”

      Too tired to respond, I closed the distance between us and pulled her with one arm into a firm hug, wincing in pain from the ache in my back.

      A final boat was pulling to shore now; faintly, we could see the silhouette of Gary and his three younger assistants. Gary stood at the prow with one leg raised, like George Washington crossing the Delaware, as he waited for the boat to reach land.

      “Everybody line up in the courtyard!” he said as he climbed out, the boat wobbling unsteadily beneath him and the waves lapping at his feet. We followed him there, where we found those who had led the pack, waiting. In the center of the courtyard stood the gong. Lucas was on one side of it, Hilary was on the other, beaming in triumph.

      “Well, students, that was enlightening! Bravo on a job…done. I think I’ve got to make something very clear before we go on. You might be under the impression that our goal here at the Academy is to hone your powers,” Gary said with a grim smile. “It’s not. Our primary objective is to create a group of elite pods that can band together and eliminate whole vampire clans. Teamwork isn’t just important. It’s critical, because you’ll be trusting one another with your lives out in the field. Honing your powers is part of making sure you’ll be an excellent, highly efficient and effective team member. No more, no less. Don’t try to be cute. Don’t try to be the hero. Don’t try to show off, and you’ll be an integral part of this organization. On that front, most of you failed today, choosing to leave your team behind in an effort to win.”

      Hilary’s smile wavered for the first time and the courtyard went dead silent.

      A few of the other students shifted from foot to foot, looking suddenly uncomfortable, as well, but Lucas just stared straight ahead.

      “Only one of you was willing to come in last to ensure no young man or woman was left behind. Let’s give a round of applause to Anna Chekov.”

      My heart pounded as I swiped at the sweat on my brow, cheeks flaming as a smattering of applause sounded through the courtyard.

      “Um, thanks. So, I was just thinking how I would’ve felt if I was stuck back there, and it seemed like the right thing to do,” I said lamely.

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Anna. What you did was self-sacrificing and brave. The rest of you, take note for the future. The team comes first. Always,” he said, eyes glittering with warning. “Now, let’s head into the compound and get settled in, shall we?”

      “But, what about the winners of the--”

      Hilary’s words were cut off by a snarling Gare-Bear.

      “There were no winners, Hilary. If left up to you and most of the rest of this lot, half your team would’ve been left for dead in a real mission. We all lose.”

      Hilary had the grace to look embarrassed, but Lucas still stood, stone-faced.

      “Let’s go,” Gary said, marching toward the compound.

      Kiva rushed toward me, a shaky grin on her pretty face. “You did it, Anna. This was a test and you aced it. I’m so proud of you!”

      As we huddled together and I tried to get my exhausted head around what had happened, I couldn’t help but feel the weight of someone’s stare. I looked up to find Hilary glaring at me as she continued to sulk next to the massive gong, as if she lived there.

      If looks were weapons, I’d have been six feet under.

      I just had to hope that the fledgling powers I was starting to suspect I might have kept progressing, because if not? I was reasonably certain that, sometime in the near future, she was going to find a way to get even.

      And it wasn’t going to be pretty.
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      Gary led us out of the courtyard toward the stone structure where we would be spending the next year of our lives. I followed along behind Kiva, wishing we could postpone the tour until tomorrow. My body was one big ache, and I was tired enough that I could have easily crawled back into one of the boats and fallen asleep there. But it seemed Gare was determined to keep us awake for a while longer.

      “You might be wondering why we built the Academy so far away and made it somewhat difficult to get to,” said Gary, framed in the light from a front-facing window. “Not for aesthetic purposes, I can promise you. We thought you would be safer here than anywhere else on the island. Your safety is critical because the future of this island, the people who live here, and the people who live on the mainland, depends on you.”

      “How will this make us safer, exactly?” asked Cameron.

      Gary seemed taken aback by the question. “It’s virtually inaccessible, for one thing. Think about how long it took us to get here and how many obstacles we encountered on the way here. Second, it’s remote and out of the way. People on the island know there’s a school hidden somewhere in the mountains but they don’t know where. That’s to our advantage because if vampires ever located Salvacion, there would be no one to tell them how to find the school, meaning our enemies would have a hell of a time getting to us. And we have a lot of enemies.”

      Gary’s explanation wasn’t as reassuring as he had presumably intended. We were enrolled in a school so dangerous that it had been built on a mountain next to a volcano on the opposite side of a deep cave with seemingly only one way in or out to minimize the risk of attack. Ever since the boar scare the previous night, I had felt a growing sense of foreboding, a suspicion that school wasn’t going to be the adventure I had anticipated when I first got my missive. After the events of tonight?

      I was sure of it.

      Gare had gotten one thing wrong, though. He assumed our enemies all lived outside these walls. But building a school here in the mountain wasn’t going to protect me when the two people who despised me most were attending that school with me.

      No one else seemed to share my reservations, though. Despite the lateness of the hour, the rest of the group fairly buzzed with excitement.

      “Did you ever think you would get to live in a place like this?” asked Kiva. “Battling evil in a mountain fortress?”

      “How much evil are we going to be battling, other than Hilary, though?” I replied. “I was under the impression we would mostly be training.”

      “Not scared, are you?”

      “No, of course not.” But I had seen enough over the past day or so to make me suspicious.

      Gare promised to lead us on a tour of the compound, at the end of which a meal would be waiting for us in the dining hall.

      “Where’s the staff?” Hilary asked as we progressed down a dark hallway with oil lamps burning in high sconces. “Who’s doing the cooking?”

      It was a fair question. As yet, there didn’t seem to be anyone here but Gary, though once or twice I thought I had spotted silhouetted figures darting past a window or out of a classroom as though eager to avoid being seen.

      It occurred to my exhaustion-addled mind that maybe we were all horribly mistaken and the Academy wasn’t real at all. Gary had led us up into the mountains intending to murder us or keep us enslaved in his cult. But the thought only lasted for a minute or two, because when we reached the gym, an affable lady with frizzy auburn hair and dark tinted glasses emerged from behind a desk. She was wearing a sporty polo shirt and a pair of athletic shorts, and carried a silver whistle on a chain around her neck.

      “Howdy,” she said cheerfully, and just the sound of her voice put me at my ease. “My name is Mona Falcor-Martin and I’ll be your gym instructor. Y’all had quite a night, huh?”

      Everyone nodded miserably.

      “Normally, I’d be in bed at this hour—normally, we’d all be—but I wanted to meet the new crew before turning in. This is our gym—as you’ll have noticed, the equipment here is state-of-the-art. At Helsing, we believe that a healthy body is just as important to a person’s safety and well-being as a sound mind. You’ll be expected in here for a certain number of hours each week. Lieutenant Gary will have more information about that in the morning.”

      “Question,” said Cameron, my rowing partner from the second leg of my gorge travels. “Where did you get all this equipment?”

      “From sympathetic donors,” said Mona. “I don’t know how much of the compound Gary has shown you, but you’ll notice that this place is full of high-tech gadgetry. We didn’t build this stuff. Me and Gary don’t sit around inventing fancy devices. Those were all given to us. We’re very fortunate to have the supporters that we do on the mainland, who try to get us everything we need to do our important work. Any other questions?”

      No one had any. Before leading us to the dining hall, Gary showed us the dorms that we would be staying in—boys in one section, a common room in the center and then girls in another. The rooms were minimalist affairs with lightly colored pastel walls and bunk beds arranged in rows and a pair of desks placed near the windows. I didn’t imagine we would be spending a lot of time there.

      “One of my assistants will bring your bags in,” said Gary. “They’ll be waiting for you when you get back from dinner.”

      “I have another question,” said Cameron.

      Gary rolled his eyes slightly. “What’s up?”

      “Are we allowed in dorms of the opposite sex? Will there be penalties if, like, a girl goes into the guys’ dorm?”

      There was a titter of tired chuckles and even Gary bit back a grin.

      “Bold of you to assume girls will be going into your room, Cameron,” said Gary. Everyone laughed with slightly more energy this time, including Cameron. “Seriously, though, visiting hours are until nine each night and ten on the weekends. Girls can visit guys and vice versa up until then, but not a minute longer. These rules will be strictly enforced so don’t try anything clever. Somebody tries to skirt around the rules every year.” Gare shook his head in annoyance. “Now that that’s out of the way… you all ready to eat?”

      Everyone voiced their approval.

      He led us to the dining hall, where we found four long tables waiting and a serving table at the back bearing chicken, lentils, potatoes and salads in separate bowls. Grabbing some lentils and potatoes and a cup of water, I staked out a spot in the corner of a table near the window, where I was soon joined by Ally and Kiva.

      Although I hadn’t eaten since morning, I didn’t feel particularly hungry. Kiva, however, finished off most of her meal within a few minutes.

      “Amazing thinking that everyone here has a power,” said Ally, taking a long sip of her water as she gazed around the room. “Kiva, I’ve seen you at the track meets but do you have any idea what yours is yet, Anna?” she asked me, her bright blue eyes curious. “It’s cool if you don’t know yet; I feel like most of us are still figuring it all out. Frankly, I’m pretty sure all I have is a pretty big brain. Not sure how stellar math skills are going to help fight bloodsuckers, but I figure these guys must know better than me.”

      Ally glanced at me expectantly. Up until the day before, I had been certain I didn’t have any powers, and I still wasn’t convinced that I hadn’t imagined what had happened earlier in the forest. “Not sure yet,” I said slowly. “I’m still working it out.”

      I was spared having to explain any further by the arrival of Lauren, who—to the surprise of everyone present—sat down next to Kiva. “Mind if I join you guys?” she asked.

      “Sure, no problem,” said Kiva, throwing me a perplexed look. “Did you lose your friends?”

      Lauren shook her head firmly. “No, I just didn’t want to sit with Hilary. I don’t like the way she treats people.”

      “That makes… two, three of us?” said Kiva.

      “All of us?” I suggested. Everyone laughed. “You ever meet someone and think, ‘Man, they’d have so much potential if they weren’t completely insufferable’?”

      “Yeah, I feel that,” said Lauren. “I spend a lot of time worrying that I am one of those people.”

      “Trust me, you’re not,” said Kiva. “Just the fact that you even wonder that is a mark in your favor.”

      Kiva offered me the rest of her chicken but I turned it down; I had eaten about half my lentils before getting full. We had been eating for about half an hour when one of Gare’s assistants came into the room and informed us that our belongings had all been stowed in our dorms. A few minutes later, Gary himself came in.

      “Lights out in a few minutes. I know you love to stay up talking but it’s in your best interests to get some sleep, tonight of all nights. Tomorrow we have a long orientation ahead of us and you’ll be meeting the dean of students. Believe me, you want to be awake for that.”

      I followed Kiva and Ally and Lauren into our new room and claimed one of the lower bunks. All around me girls were undressing and climbing into bed, excitedly talking about the events of the past hour and their plans for tomorrow. I didn’t even bother changing into my pajamas, I was so tired. I just rolled into bed and turned restlessly for a few minutes, adjusting my pillow to ease the crick in my back.

      I thought back to my conversation with Ally at mealtime, and winced. It felt weird talking about my powers before I really knew if I had any, but on the other hand, I hated hiding my suspicions from Kiva. Tomorrow I would go looking for a mouse or something and see if I couldn’t repeat my success. Tomorrow, everything would become a whole lot more clear…

      I was just drifting off when I felt a stirring above me, like the wind blowing. I didn’t think anything of it—I was in that strange half-asleep state where I could very well have been dreaming.

      But then, a second later, I felt the weight of something heavy on my face. I tried to sit up but the pressure pushed me down again with a tangible feeling of malice. I had read about sleep paralysis, but this wasn’t that. I was fully awake now and in control of my senses. I could move my arms and legs and realized with growing terror that I was slowly being smothered.

      I tried to scream but couldn’t; tried to flail and buck, but a force stronger than me held me fast against the bed.

      My life flashed before my eyes…thoughts of my mother, and my siblings…images of the past, picking vegetables in the garden, ending inanely with a thought of what my tombstone might read…

      Here lies Anna Chekov, who couldn’t make it even one day in Helsing Academy.
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      I thrashed wildly in desperation but I could already feel myself growing faint from lack of oxygen. In the seconds before my mind went blank, it occurred to me that if I had stayed home, I might have lived out my natural lifespan. And just maybe life with a mate and babies wasn’t so bad after all…

      Then, a hand curled over my neck, fingers digging into a pressure point, and the room dissolved into darkness.

      I don’t know how long I was out, but when I awoke, I was sitting in a wing-backed chair in the common room between the girls’ dorm and the boys’ dorm. Hilary was standing over me, blue eyes glinting with malice. Her friend Gwyneth stood next to her with arms folded, smiling in smug amusement. On the ledge by the window burned a single, tall candle. Outside, a fresh shower was falling and rain tapped at the window.

      Sensing that she would be merciless if I showed any hint of fear or weakness, I shoved back the slick of terror-induced nausea and glowered in cold fury.

      “You obviously didn’t think this through. I could scream right now and wake up everyone in those dorms. You’d be gone by morning.”

      Hilary just laughed at my words. “You won’t, though.”

      “Give me one reason not to.”

      “God, Chekov, you’re so naïve.” She strode to the fireplace and stood there with her back to me. “For one thing, me and Gwyneth would deny everything. And, frankly, the faculty listens to girls like me. I’m popular, I’m talented, I’m the strongest girl in the school. I basically own this place. The worst I would get is a slap on the wrist. They’d make a show of being concerned for your safety or whatever, but don’t buy it. They have to play their part, but they don’t need you. They need me.”

      “You don’t bench the MVP, no matter how naughty they’ve been,” Gwyneth said with a sly wink. The tone of her voice carried just a whiff of envy. “If you’ve got power, you can get away with anything.”

      I didn’t let it show on my face, but I suspected they were probably right. As far as vampire fighting went, clearly Hilary was the cream of the crop. My decision was made easier by the fact that it no longer seemed like she wanted to kill me—and even if she did, Gwyneth didn’t seem like the sort of person to let it get that far. Either this was some sort of hazing prank, like locking the door of the bathroom back at school, or Hilary genuinely wanted to talk and had a really crappy way of going about it. Overcome with curiosity, I eased myself back in my seat. “So, what’s up? Why are we even having this chat?”

      “Do you really need me to spell it out?”

      “That would be helpful,” I shot back. “I’ve already lost enough sleep over this. Plus, someone else with a knife and some rope might want to talk to me and I don’t want to leave them waiting too long.”

      Hilary sneered. “I don’t take orders from you.”

      “Okay, but you need sleep, too. We wouldn’t want our star athlete having to sit out the first day because she’s exhausted from hazing a fellow student. So let’s make this quick, before somebody wakes up and catches you.”

      Hilary shot a glance at Gwyneth, who shrugged as if to say, “She’s got a point.”

      Hilary turned away from the fireplace and the light from the candle cast a harsh glow on her face, distorting her usually pretty features.

      “You are the single most useless person I’ve ever met.” She looked slightly insane, with her bugged-out eyes and cheeks flushed with passion. A tone of malice had crept spider-like into her voice. “You think you’re somebody here just because you got one of those stupid invitations. But you’re nothing—a nobody! You’re pathetic.”

      She stopped, as if too overcome with feeling to go on. When no one had spoken for a full minute, I said slowly, “Is… is that all?”

      “No, it’s not all!” Leaning over the chair and shaking a well-manicured finger in my face, she said, “Your bleeding heart might have won you the gold today, but you and I both know power is the only thing that matters. I mean it. I can end you and nobody would say boo. And I promise you, if you ever embarrass me like that again in front of the profs, you won’t need to worry about hunting vampires. Your mangled body will be found lying at the bottom of a ravine, and we’ll tell campfire stories of the poor girl who died in a tragic accident. Got it?”

      Her words were chilling but I managed to keep up my mask of indifference. “Roger that, Hil. I’m exhausted and I’ve got a long day ahead of me. Can we be done here?”

      To the surprise of everyone present, a voice rang out from the doorway to the boys’ dorm. “Definitely,” said Lucas, staring stonily at Hilary. “And if anything should happen to Anna, you had better ‘end’ me, too, because I’ll sure as hell let the administration know who did it.”

      He stepped into the room, the candlelight illuminating his dark hair, chiseled features and white sleeveless shirt. At the same instant, the rain died, plunging the room into complete silence. Hilary’s face was like a kettle coming to boil as she looked to Gwyneth for help. Gwyneth turned away, studying the tips of her shoes intently.

      “Why are you trying to help her?” Hilary whined, and she suddenly didn’t seem so dangerous—just a sad, shrinking, pampered young woman making desperate threats. “She ruined the win for you, too.”

      “Does it matter?” said Lucas. “We lost. Deal with it.”

      “We did everything right.” Tears were forming in the corners of Hilary’s cornflower blue eyes. “We followed the rules. We were perfect. The win should have been ours.”

      But Lucas was unmoved and his dark brown eyes snapped with icy anger. “Hilary, I’m going to assume this tantrum is because you’re exhausted like the rest of us and tomorrow you’ll think back and regret this all. Go to bed.”

      Hilary didn’t go right away, but when she saw Gwyneth leaving, she followed reluctantly behind. Soon, Lucas and I were the only two people left in the room. The candle had burned down to a stub and the light was growing dimmer. Outside, the limbs of a poplar brushed against the window, stirred by a fierce wind.

      My heart was slowly returning to normal speed as I waited to see if Lucas would speak again. He was standing in the doorway, eyeing me with a blank look. I hated that he was so handsome and that I had to thank him again for coming to my rescue when he didn’t even like me. I wasn’t sure if he liked anyone. He only ever seemed to act out of some weird sense of obligation.

      “How is it always you?” he asked after a long pause.

      “Pardon?”

      “Anytime there’s trouble, you’re at the center of it. The boar the other night, just now… you have a habit of needing to be rescued.”

      It sounded like he was complaining about having to save my life, and, frankly, I felt like I’d been through enough for the night without listening to another lecture. “Thanks,” I said, bristling with annoyance, “but I had it under control.”

      “I’m sure you did.” There was a faint note of mockery in his voice. “But somebody has to stand up to that she-demon, or she’ll just keep doing this. My dad always told me, you’ve gotta push back against bullies. They might hate you for it but you’ll have their respect, and that’s what matters.”

      “Do I want her respect?” I replied, cocking my head at him. “I couldn’t care less what she thinks about me, but maybe you could tell me why I should?”

      Lucas didn’t answer. Thanking him again, this time more sincerely, I rose to my feet and began heading back to my room. Just as I reached the door, though, he called after me, “This doesn’t mean I’ve changed my mind about you, though. If it came down to it, I’d still choose her over you out in the field.”

      That arrow struck deep, and I barely managed to keep from wincing. I turned back, unable to resist asking. “Why?”

      “It’s common sense. In a head-to-head match, just you and her, she’d beat you every time. She managed to knock you out and get you in that chair without anyone noticing. I’m betting she could’ve gotten you to spill any secret you had, including where the rest of your team was hidden.”

      “I doubt that,” I said, though I had an uncomfortable feeling he was probably right.

      “You’re a liability,” said Lucas, gesturing emphatically. “You won tonight by playing on Gare’s emotions. Being a good person is nice and I appreciate your thoughts for the others on the team, but if you don’t step up and figure out your powers, you’re like an anchor around our necks.”

      He turned and left me standing in the doorway, motionless for a minute. Hilary’s death threats had been worrying but Lucas’s rebuke had shaken me in a way that her words hadn’t. He had a way of voicing my worst insecurities: I wasn’t good enough, I wasn’t strong enough, I was going to let down everyone who depended on me. I ought to just drop out now and go home before I risked the safety of our whole team.

      Still reeling, I blew out the candle and returned to bed, making sure not to disturb the others. The school year hadn’t even truly started yet and already it was off to an unfathomably bad start.

      It was Hilary who had nearly smothered me, Hilary who threatened me with death and torture, but as I fell asleep, it was Lucas I saw still standing in front of me, his face a mask of disappointment.
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      “I can’t believe she kidnapped you and held you hostage in the common room and you didn’t scream or anything,” growled Kiva, twin flags of fury darkening her cheekbones. “I would’ve come out there and beat her ass.”

      It was the next morning at breakfast and a pale sun shone weakly through the dining hall windows. Hilary and Lucas were seated at opposite ends of a long table looking, somehow, refreshed and alert. I tried not to make eye contact with either one of them as I stirred oatmeal and fruit around in a bowl. I hadn’t slept well the night before, and I didn’t feel much like eating.

      “It’s not a big deal,” I said, playing the whole thing down to Kiva and Ally. “I managed to not get murdered, so I’m calling it a win.”

      Kiva rolled her eyes; she had never liked my habit of deflecting serious conversations with sarcasm. Privately, I was thinking that if I had screamed, it would have suggested weakness, and Hilary was unforgiving of weakness. I had wanted to prove that I could suffer her abuse without flinching or showing fear or needing to summon any of the other girls to my aid. I was an adult now, and I could deal with her like an adult. I hadn’t counted on Lucas, though.

      I shoved him out of my mind and took a bite of oatmeal.

      “I feel like Hilary wants you to be scared of her,” said Ally, taking a sip of milk from a tin cup. “That’s not the way a strong person behaves, though—putting a pillow over your face, making you black out, making threats. If anything, it shows desperation. It shows she’s afraid. The question is, why? What’s her beef with you?”

      “She said she was angry I embarrassed her in front of Gare-Bear.”

      “But before that. Kiva said she locked you in the bathroom and you missed the Delivery?” Ally asked, pity in her eyes.

      “I wish I knew,” I said, wishing we could talk about anything else.

      “Scared people can be dangerous,” Kiva pointed out, “because they’re so unpredictable. A possum is never more dangerous than when it’s backed into a corner fighting for its life.”

      “I mean, unless she’s secretly brilliant and this is all part of some grand strategy, I don’t know what her end game is,” I replied. But, somehow, that didn’t line up with the Hilary I had seen in the common room the night before. She had just lost a contest she had been sure she was going to win and she was acting on pure instinct. What would be a quick way to intimidate me? Hold a pillow over my head and drag me out of my dorm while everyone else lay sleeping.

      And it had almost worked—being unable to breathe was an upsetting experience, and not one I was eager to repeat—but Hilary’s threats had just made her seem almost ridiculous. These weren’t the behaviors of a person who was in control and feeling strong and confident. She seemed troubled. The question was, should I discount her because her actions were foolish and her behavior was almost comically pathetic? Or did that mean Kiva was right and that somehow made her even more of a threat?

      I didn’t for a moment think she had meant it when she threatened to kill me and dump my body in the ravine. But who was to say she couldn’t be capable of that and do it in a moment of rage? She clearly wasn’t stable.

      I let out a sigh and resolved to think it through more clearly once I’d gotten my feet wet here at the Academy. Until then, I just had to watch my back.

      “I still think you should tell someone, but I’m not going to press you on it. Just think about it, okay?” Kiva asked. I nodded and she went to put her bowl away just as Mona and Gare-Bear were entering the cafeteria. Mona was still wearing the whistle around her neck, and was carrying a yellow notepad and a clipboard.

      “Listen up,” she said into a blue megaphone, “today we’re going to be splitting you up into two groups. Half of you will be going with me, and the other half will be going with Gary. The way we split you up is completely arbitrary so don’t read too much into it. Lauren…” She paused and said to Gare in a low voice, “You want to take her or should I?”

      “You mean to tell me they haven’t already worked this out?” moaned Kiva.

      “I’d be more than happy to take Lauren,” said Gary. “Lauren, you get to be with me today! Some would say that is the greatest prize of all.” There was a shuffle of unenthusiastic clapping as Lauren strode to the front of the room, her freckles burning, her dark auburn hair pulled back in a ponytail.

      “God, I hope they don’t split us up,” murmured Ally, tugging at the collar of her polo. “Wouldn’t it be great if the three of us—you, me, Kiva—were all on the same team?”

      “I’d like to know what they’re planning,” said Kiva. “I’m guessing Mona wants to do something outdoors. But what does Gare-Bear want? Should we be worried that they haven’t told us yet?”

      “Whatever it is, it can’t be worse than last night, can it?”

      Just then, Gary called out Ally’s name and she strode reluctantly to the front of the room. Over the next ten minutes, most of the rest of the names were called. Kiva and Hilary were both chosen for Mona’s team—crushing Ally’s hopes that we might stay together—and soon, the only students left were me and a boy named Shug, who had extraordinarily long legs and a buzz haircut. Mona and Gary spent a long time playfully wrangling over which of us they wanted. They seemed to have known each other for a long time and had the sort of tight friendship that could easily come across as annoying to outsiders.

      “We could flip a coin,” Gary murmured just loud enough for me to hear. “I’d love having her on my team, of course.”

      “You owe me this one, actually,” said Mona. “Remember that night I heard a noise inside my wall and you told me it was nothing and to go back to bed, and it turned out to be a danged raccoon. Wound up coming in through the fireplace and scared the pants off me?”

      “You’re never going to let me forget that,” said Gary, looking positively shame-faced.

      “Do you remember what you said to me that night? You said, ‘Next time we divide up our class into teams, you can have dibs on a player of your choice.’ You were hoping I’d forget, but I haven’t, and I choose Anna.”

      At least Mona wanted me. That was something…

      Kiva clapped enthusiastically—we were going to be in the same group—but the rest of the class seemed to have lost interest; Lauren was staring attentively at a butterfly that had landed near the toe of her shoe.

      “Come on, Shug,” said Gary, eyes twinkling. Arranging his group in a single-file line, he led them out of the room into the bright sunlight.

      “So I guess that leaves us, then,” said Mona, looking faintly pleased with herself. “We’re going to be spending part of the morning outdoors, where there will be hurdles, a track, and an obstacle course already set up. The goal for this session is to figure out why you’re here. If you don’t know the answer to that yet, maybe this will help.”

      We followed her outside onto the track field, where hurdles had been set up and fencing foils lay glittering on the pristine lawn. Over the next couple agonizing hours, Mona put us through a series of trials designed to test our speed, agility, endurance and physical strength.

      Some people came off looking better than others: Kiva easily lapped the field with her lightning-quick speed, arousing the envy of many. When she had finished lapping the track six times in the span of a minute, the whistle dropped from Mona’s lips and she stared in silent amazement before asking, “How fast do you think you could run across this whole island?”

      Kiva was taken aback by the question. “I never really thought about it before,” she said. “I guess it would depend on the terrain—and, honestly, I can only do this for a few minutes at a time at this point…”

      “Your modesty suits you,” said Mona lightly. “I’m impressed that you chose to take the two-day trek up the mountain with your friends instead of just running up here.”

      Kiva began to protest that she had been carrying a heavy backpack that the horse had helped with, and it was hard to run up a mountain, but Mona was already moving on to the next competition. It turned out to be a jumping contest in which I embarrassed myself by only being able to leap about a foot and a half off the ground. My one consolation was that most of the other contestants did no better—the only standout was a boy named Tyson, with broad shoulders and long, powerful legs, who was able to leap twenty-five feet into the air and over a goal stand—but that was small comfort.

      As the morning wore on and the rest of my classmates showed off their skills in various disciplines, I began to feel misplaced. Lucas had been right: I had lucked out last night by helping the other contestants, but I couldn’t count on Gary to intervene and award me for my purity of heart, or whatever, after every contest. I couldn’t run, I couldn’t leap, I couldn’t beat a single other contestant in wrestling. I could throw a disc a distance of about thirty yards; everyone else could do better.

      “I wouldn’t beat yourself up over it,” said Kiva, who was still gawking at Tyson. “You may not be the fastest person on the team, but you weren’t the slowest. Even Hilary only got fourth.”

      “Yeah, but she killed in her wrestling match against Cam,” I pointed out miserably.

      “They both killed. You’d be crazy to take on either of them in a one-on-one contest.”

      “Right, but where does that leave me?”

      Kiva didn’t answer. As someone who had always been naturally gifted, she sympathized, but couldn’t really understand the plight of less talented people. Unless someone brought a horse in any time soon so I could demonstrate what I thought I might be able to do, I was going to have to face facts that it was going to be a long year. I briefly considered pulling Mona aside and telling her as much, but I still wasn’t sure I hadn’t made the whole thing up in my mind.

      Just then, Mona approached me, with Lucas trailing behind her. He was wearing a fencing mask and clutching a foil in one hand, looking slightly ridiculous. It was all I could do not to snicker.

      “Anna,” said Mona, “we are going to test your skills against Lucas, here. Before you begin, I should warn you that he is a master of weapons and is second only to Kiva in terms of speed, second only to Hilary in terms of strength.”

      Great. Fantastic.

      “Excellent,” I said with a forced grin. “So what do you want me to do?”

      Handing me a mask, she motioned toward the edge of the track where the swords had been thrown down helter-skelter by previous contestants. Fencing was safe enough with the gear on that I wasn’t likely to be killed, but it was absurd to think that I could defeat Lucas when he had likely been practicing for half his life. His confidence wasn’t exactly inspiring. While he waited for me to suit up, he was practicing his lunges in a series of sharp, lusty thrusts.

      “Are they really about to make me do this?” I murmured to Kiva.

      “Cheer up,” she said. “If you don’t beat him, it’s not like anyone else could do better.”

      The opening minutes of the match went about as badly as I had expected. Lucas was every bit as fleet of foot and practiced as Mona had warned, and he kept stabbing me with the foil before I had a chance to parry. With each successful thrust, my sense of hopelessness deepened. It was like playing chess against a seasoned opponent when you had taken no lessons and still didn’t know the difference between a bishop and a knight.

      “Have you ever fenced before?” asked Lucas.

      “Only with my siblings using sticks.” It was never a good sign when your opponent asked you, in the middle of a match, Have you ever done this before?  “You seem… practiced.”

      “Being homeschooled will do that.” He raised his sword with one hand; I rushed to block it and, quick as thought, he switched hands and stabbed me just under the left rib with the capped weapon. A few of the other students, now watching from the stands, cheered and applauded.

      Lucas stepped back, his voice dropping low. “You’ve got to start paying attention. Your brain is off somewhere else and you don’t even see my attacks until I’ve already struck. Get it together, Anna.”

      “You’re ten times faster than a normal human, you insane specimen!” I shouted back. “You’re like a hummingbird!” As if showing me up wasn’t bad enough, he was now vocally taunting me. Dizzy with frustration and exhaustion, I stalked forward with sword raised, intending to strike whatever part of him I could reach just to make myself feel better. Without flinching, Lucas lowered his body beneath the foil, balancing on his free hand.

      I saw the move coming a split second before it happened. It was like we were connected by some hidden piece of wire. I could feel its imminence with the same certainty I had felt the snake’s thoughts the day before. He wasn’t crouched on the ground in defeat; he was getting ready to straighten his sword arm and aim for the kill.

      Stepping back out of the way, I threw him off balance so that he stumbled backwards—then lunged forward and landed my first blow of the match. In the stands, I could hear Kiva practically releasing her breath and then erupting into cheers.

      Tearing off my mask in excitement, I gazed back at the stands with fists raised in triumph. I couldn’t believe it hadn’t occurred to me before. If I could sense what a snake was feeling, I could surely do the same with a person. This was the gift I had…I could connect with animals, and people were animals.

      While Lucas continued to eye me curiously, Mona came striding up, looking impressed. “Let’s break for a minute,” she said, “I need to consult with Gare, but I’d love to see more of this.”

      She strode from the field in the direction of the school. Lucas said nothing as he tore off his mask and dropped his sword at the field’s edge. At the same instant, Kiva came running up.

      “Anna, you really did that!”

      “It wasn’t much,” I said, though the joy was surely plain on my face, “I only landed one hit.”

      “No one else would even have done that much, I’m sure of it!” Stroking my shoulders earnestly, she said, “Anna, seriously, maybe this is your thing. With some time and practice, you could be almost as good as he is.”

      A rush of guilt washed over me for still not telling Kiva about my now-confirmed suspicions. But how did one even say that out loud? It sounded crazy, didn’t it? “Sometimes—and don’t ask me how it happens, because I don’t know—I can hear people’s thoughts and control animals.”

      Oookay, then…maybe not. At least if I kept it to myself until I was one hundred percent certain, only I would be crushed if I was wrong about my powers.

      I smiled weakly at Kiva as one of Gary’s assistants came by, passing out bananas and frozen yogurt. We continued to chat as we went into the stands and waited for Mona to return. When she did, the rest of the class and Gary were trailing along behind her.

      “Listen up,” said Mona, absently tapping the edge of her clipboard, “we’re about to separate you into your Elite teams. Depending on how things go, these will be the people who will eventually be by your side when you head to the mainland for your first mission. After review of what we know, what we’ve seen, and in-depth discussion, we’ve agreed these are the groupings that make the most sense. When I call your name, I want you to line up over here.”

      I sat there waiting, body taut, as Mona called out the first names.
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      Kiva took my hand as we waited. I could feel the tenseness in her body, both of us desperate to know whether we would be together.

      “Even if we’re not on the same team this year,” she said, “it’s not like we’ll never see each other, right? We live in the same dorm.”

      “If they tried to split us up, I would riot.” My voice rang with false assurance. “They know we work best as a pair. They saw us last night—or, at least, Gary did.”

      “See, that’s what I’m worried about.” Kiva nodded toward the front, where Mona was reading out names in a loud monotone. “Foster, Cameron” ran forward as he was assigned to Hilary’s team. As he ran past, he raised his hand for a high-five. Hilary grinned, white teeth gleaming in the midday sunlight. “I bet they think it would be more of a challenge for us if we were split up. ‘In the real world, you won’t always be able to depend on each other’ or some nonsense. They’ll probably want to make our training as hard as possible.”

      I didn’t answer right away. Kiva’s reasoning was sound: Gare seemed like the sort of person who would split up friends who were too close, just to make things more challenging and help us “grow”.  On the other hand, “Dane, Lucas” had just been placed with Hilary and Cam, and Lucas and Hilary had been a team the day before, as well.

      “Whatever they do,” I said in a contemptuous tone, “I hope they don’t group us with those two.”

      Hilary by herself was bad enough, but she and Lucas together would make me pray for spontaneous combustion.

      Each team had been assigned a number, starting from ten as numbers one through nine were taken by previous Elite teams. Hilary’s team was number sixteen. At present, each team had about three members and Mona was now going down the list, adding a fourth to each. When she reached team fifteen, she glanced up at the stands where I stood with Kiva shoulder to shoulder.

      “Look sharp,” I said low, “she’s about to call one of us… or both of us.”

      “Hadad, Kiva,” said Mona, and Kiva instinctively gripped my hand.

      “I’ll see you real soon,” she said, and made her way down the bleachers to where the other three members of her team stood waiting. I kept thinking back to the look Mona had given me just before she called Kiva’s name. Had she known what I was thinking? Could she sense that I wanted us together? If so, the look on her face hadn’t been encouraging.

      By now, Mona had come around to team sixteen again. I closed my eyes tight and waited, terrified my name was about to be called, but instead she said, “Wilson, Tyson” and the gawky boy with the big hands came gliding up, as if floating a foot above the ground. “Bradley, Lauren” and “O’Neill, Ally” were also assigned to team sixteen, to Hilary’s growing irritation. Ally’s lips tightened but she hid her feelings well as she went up and offered Hilary her hand, which Hilary refused—but Lauren hung back and dug the toe of her left shoe into the dirt with a look of grim resignation.

      Once we locked eyes for a split-second, she frowned as if to say, “This could’ve gone better.”

      I managed to give her an encouraging smile.

      By the time Mona reached team fifteen on the last round, the only two students left were “McIntyre, Gwyneth” and me. I was either going to end up on team fifteen with Kiva or team sixteen with Hilary, Lucas, Ally, Cam, Ty, and Lauren. I gritted my teeth so hard I could almost feel them grinding to powder. My eyes were drawn by the sunlight flashing on the edge of the foil that Lucas had flung down a few minutes before. It was the first time I had used my questionable powers on a human being, an animal endowed with reason. It had been a total fluke and I still wasn’t sure how I’d done it, but it had proven shockingly effective. I wondered if it would have the same effect on Mona.

      Couldn’t hurt to try.

      Closing my eyes again, I directed all my mental energy toward Mona. I could feel the tendrils of my mind enfolding hers, preparing to make contact.

      Holy crap. I was doing it. I was really doing it.

      “The last member of team fifteen is…”

      Anna Chekov I thought desperately, projecting that thought as loudly as I could, like a mental shout. Anna Chekov.

      I could feel my mind brushing hers, could feel the shock of electricity, like two metals colliding as we connected. Mona paused suddenly and gazed up into the stands. Our eyes locked for an uncomfortable moment as she shook her head. A second later, the connection snapped like a cut wire.

      “Crud,” I mumbled.

      She knew. She must have sensed me there. Which meant we shared a similar power, or she had been trained to recognize intrusions and block them. Interesting. I would have to be more subtle in future if I hoped to use my power on people, or vampires in battle. Maybe I could even teach myself how to place thoughts in a person’s head that they mistook for their own…like a thought ninja.

      But the future potential of my powers was the least of my worries right now. Because, in the second we had been linked, though, I had seen the name Mona was about to read before it escaped her lips, and I closed my eyes as I steeled myself for it.

      “McIntyre, Gwyneth.”

      While the rest of the class applauded tepidly, a grinning Gwyneth exited the stands and joined Kiva on team fifteen. That left only one person without a team, and by now it must have been clear to everyone present where that person was headed.

      Sure enough, a second later, Mona said, “And the last member of team sixteen is Anna Chekov.”

      I glanced miserably at Kiva as I passed her standing on the track with her new team, and walked toward a scowling Hilary and a clearly exasperated Lucas feeling a little like I was walking the plank.

      Had I seriously been wondering if things could get worse last night?
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      Each of the groups was claimed by a different teacher for the rest of the afternoon. One of Gary’s assistants from the trek, a man named Benjoram Glass who told us to call him “Professor Ben,” led us to the front of the school. Standing at over six and a half feet tall, he was easily the tallest person on staff and had a head of thick curls that bobbed as he walked in front of us. He was handsomely dressed in a pair of dark Oxford brogues, loose-fitting tan khakis and distinctive red-framed glasses. He had the look of someone who had been born in the wrong time and knew it.

      Pausing in the doorway, he turned to face us. “I hope we haven’t given you the impression that school is all fun and games,” he said solemnly. “There’s a reason you’re here, and it’s not about sports or competitions or who can be the strongest or fastest. Unlike the rest of you, I hope, I’ve seen evil up close. I know what it’s like to be just inches away from death, wishing you could take back that argument because you know it’s the last memory your parents will ever have of you. Or wishing you had taken that last swim in the ocean or splurged on those chocolates at the last Delivery. The enemy doesn’t care about your hopes and dreams, they don’t care how many people love you. They are merciless. The only way to defeat them is to kill them.”

      With these ominous words, he opened the door and disappeared down the dark hall, beckoning the rest of us to keep up. Hilary shook her head in amusement but Lauren lingered at the back of the line, looking a little green around the gills.

      “Do you think it’s that bad?” she whispered. “Or is he trying to scare us.”

      “I think he’s probably trying to prepare us,” I answered, “If there wasn’t a very serious threat, then what are we even here for?”

      “An excellent question, Ms. Chekov,” Professor Ben’s voice boomed from the front of the line. “As you are about to see, the danger we face is pervasive, deadly, and potentially unstoppable. It poses an existential threat to all human life. You’re here because humans have never been the sort of creature to go down without fighting.”

      He led us into a shadowy classroom that smelled strongly of floor cleaner and chalk powder, where desks were arranged in rows of five. Leaving the room, he returned a minute later wheeling a chunky old television with a VCR attached. “Before we do anything,” he said with that same urgent tone, “I need you to watch this short video. It explains the why behind everything we do here. I must warn you before it begins, though: some of the images you’re about to witness are horrifying and graphic.”

      “Do we have to watch it?” asked Lauren, blanching already at the thought.

      “Affirmative,” said Professor Ben. He pressed a button on the VCR and a silhouetted figure appeared on the screen, his face cast in shadow.

      “I never wanted to fight anyone,” he said. “I wasn’t looking for trouble. But… it found me.”

      This was followed by what looked like grainy body-cam footage of a group of pale people with dark lips, clad in leather, and holding an array of weapons, lunging forward and snarling. Discordant music played.

      “YOU WANNA SEE HELL?” someone shouted. “I’LL SEND YOU THERE, YOU MONSTER.”

      The film cut back to the silhouetted figure, who said, “Some of my friends invited me out to a nightclub on the Sunset Strip. It was probably the worst mistake I ever made.”

      A narrator intoned in voiceover, “Ethan was sixteen when his life was turned upside down by a chance encounter with L.A. vamps.”

      “I hadn’t ordered any drinks,” said Ethan. “I was just dancing with this girl, and they surrounded me. They were making threats. They told me to leave her alone because she was one of them. She looked like a normal girl to me. I told them to eff off. And that was when they attacked.”

      Said the narrator, “Ethan was rushed to the hospital with a broken nose and severe puncture wounds on his neck and chest. For days, he languished in critical condition. When he tried to notify police of the attack, his assailants had all but vanished.”

      A second person appeared on the screen, this one dressed in the uniform of a member of one of the Elite teams.

      “The thing you have to understand about vamps,” he said, “is that they don’t understand any language but that of brute force.” Images flashed across the screen of a vampire smashing up a bar, slamming a mug of beer against the counter so that it broke into pieces and using the jagged edge to intimidate a crowd of human onlookers. “Their presence is corrosive to any well-ordered human society. They can’t be reasoned with, because, despite the façade of elegance, or the fact that they look human, they are monsters and we are their food.”

      I swallowed hard and shifted in my seat.

      Over the next half hour we saw more clips of vampires attacking defenseless humans, pitting themselves with terrifying speed against Elite teams wearing body cams on their uniforms. In some of the footage, the Elites seemed to have the upper hand; in others, they were screaming in terror as the vamps moved relentlessly forward, fangs extended. One thing that struck me as I watched was the human-ness of the vampires. They didn’t appear to be demonic creatures of the night; when their mouths were closed, they looked like normal people, only much faster and more lethal. My imagination, fueled by the horror stories I had heard from others, had twisted their image into grotesque shapes. But somehow the thought of killing something so human-looking made me a little nauseous.

      I tried to imagine how my animal mind-control powers would work in a fight against a vampire opponent. Would it work to their advantage, causing me to empathize with my foe? If so, I hoped I was able to learn to control it enough to make that stop. Killing a monster was one thing, but staking a person while experiencing all that person’s emotions in the moment of death? Was something else entirely.

      I could still recall the moments right before I’d been gored and had sensed the animal’s fear and territorial fury.

      “I hope I never encounter anything like that again,” Ethan was saying. “I hope the war ends and the vampires are routed. I hope in the end, love wins.”

      The video ended and the room fell silent. Professor Benjoram, looking grimly satisfied, strode to the front of the room.

      “And that is why you need to give your best, class. This is not a game. Our very survival is at stake.” He pressed a button on the VCR and the TV screen filled with static. “Now, let’s get to work.”
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      My one consolation for being on the same team as Hilary was that at least I wasn’t alone. On our way to the gym, Ally came up behind Lauren and I, looking more than a little disturbed by what we had just witnessed.

      “I’d seen the pictures on the daily bulletins but they’d made it seem sort of glamorous. This…this was different. It made it so much more real. This honestly sounds like it’s going to be a lot more dangerous than I could’ve ever imagined,” said Ally. “Those are trained Elites, and yet those vamps were tearing them apart. Did you see that one who literally ripped that guy’s head clean from his neck?” she added, shuddering.

      “I can’t imagine ever confronting one of those things in person,” said Lauren, wincing.

      “Like, I wish they had shown us that video before we got inducted into the Academy.” Ally’s face was hard and fearful. “I bet enrollment would’ve dropped by half.”

      “Can you refuse an invitation, though?” I asked. No one had ever tried, so no one knew. “Anyway, maybe it won’t seem so scary once we’ve completed our training. At least now it makes sense why they’re putting us through all these grueling trials. If we can’t make it here, we sure as hell won’t make it out there.”

      I wished I had felt as confident as I seemed. Privately, I was also nervous about the prospect of facing the vamps in person, though for entirely different reasons. The thought of killing another creature—even a nasty, dangerous creature like the ones shown in the video was crushing. I hadn’t even been able to stomach eating meat since my brush with the boar and wondered if I’d have had the heart to kill even if I could’ve. How much harder would it be to kill a humanoid creature, like myself in every way but for her need for blood?

      We entered a second gym—this one laid out like a basketball court with wooden bleachers on either side—where Mona stood waiting in the doorway of a back office. “Listen up,” said Benjoram, rubbing his wrists together, “today I’m going to be testing your physical fitness and stamina—two things that every Elite needs, regardless of your other, innate powers. The goal here is that when we’re done, you’ll all be formidable killing machines, skilled with weapons, in addition to having a unique specialty. Ideally, there won’t be a single weak link. While I’m doing that, Mona will be taking you aside individually to help you figure out what that power is if you don’t already know. Mona, who do you want first?”

      Taking a sip of coffee and consulting her clipboard, Mona said, “Lucas Dane?”

      Lucas stepped up and Mona led him the length of the gym to the very back, where there was what looked like a long conveyor belt; the rest of us were craning our necks in curiosity when Professor Ben called us back to attention.

      “To continue with what I was saying: you’re going to need to be in peak physical form if you hope to survive an encounter with one of these creatures.”

      There was a loud noise coming from the direction Lucas and Mona had gone, and several of us turned around.

      “All of you will get your turn,” Ben said impatiently. “What goes on over there has nothing to do with you, because each of you will be given a training exercise precisely attuned to your unique abilities.”

      “Question,” said Ally. “Based on what we saw in the video, it sounds like vampires are basically un-killable. But I’ve heard stories of Elite groups raiding their Undercity lairs and defeating them. I want to know how they do it. I guess what I’m asking is, how do we even fight them?”

      “That is an excellent question,” said Ben. “Like I said before, it will take strength, speed, and skill. That said, you won’t be completely defenseless. Vampires are ruthless but we’ll be talking in a later class about their unique vulnerabilities—sunlight, a stake through the heart, being attacked by a werewolf… I kid, that last one was a joke,” he was quick to add, as the rest of us exchanged stunned glances and Ally gasped audibly. “But seriously, later in the term, the Academy will be issuing weapons specifically engineered to eliminate vamps by exploiting those natural weaknesses—by, for example, harnessing the power of ultraviolet rays in concentrated form. Maybe not harmful to you, but it could kill a vamp instantly!”

      While Professor Ben led us in basic exercises designed to strengthen our abdominal muscles, I risked occasional peeks toward Lucas because, in spite of what the teachers had said, I had a feeling it was going to affect me. I wanted to have some idea what I would be doing when she called my name. For the first long while, though, it looked like all they’d done was talk as the conveyor belt moved and churned aimlessly.

      Another ten minutes had passed when Lauren nudged me during a break between exercises and motioned to the back of the room. When I turned around, I couldn’t believe what I saw.

      The conveyer belt was still humming, but now, every second or two, a doll-like wooden vampire mounted on a long peg would leap up. Lucas stood before a chest full of dozens of knives, enough to kill everyone in the gym. Whenever a new vamp appeared, he would hurl it in the direction of the vamp, and hit it straight in the heart. I wondered what would happen if he missed, but as I stared in awe, I realized that wasn’t an issue.

      He never missed.

      Meanwhile, Mona was standing a safe distance behind him, feverishly noting his progress on her clipboard. Lucas seemed entirely unaware, his motions smooth and fluid, even as she turned up the speed.

      “They can’t possibly expect us to do that,” said Lauren. “I’ve never thrown a knife in my life.”

      “Shocker. Now we’ll have two useless people on the team,” Hilary murmured not-so-under her breath.

      “He said every trial would be different,” Ally pointed out, ignoring Hilary. “I heard that Lucas has been tossing knives since he learned to walk. I’m guessing by now they’ll have figured out what our gifts are and tailored our practice accordingly.”

      I knew Ally was right, but as I watched Lucas hitting vamps dead center mass over and over with a resounding thwack, I didn’t feel reassured. My only known gift was being able to read and occasionally affect the minds of sentient creatures. It was hard to imagine a test that could hone that. I had a sudden vision of Mona leading me through a small zoo, grading me as I tried to make a snail jump through a fiery hoop. Only, the snail wouldn’t cooperate because it was too stubborn, and the rest of the class was crowded around behind me, laughing… Mona handed me a slip of paper marked with a fat ‘F’ and I trudged back to my room to pack my bags…

      “Anna?”

      “Huh?” I had gotten so lost in my thoughts that I hadn’t noticed that Lucas had finished his practice. As he headed back our way, a small crowd gathered around him, noisily shouting praise and questions. Mona, meanwhile, stood with clipboard in hand at the end of the room.

      “If you’d follow me, please…”

      “Best of luck,” said Ally, giving me a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

      With a mounting feeling of apprehension, I crossed the gym to where Mona stood waiting. “You don’t need to worry,” she said with an arched brow. “I have a feeling you’re going to ace this.”

      She might’ve wanted to put me at ease, but her words only provoked more questions. “I’m not even sure I know how to make it work yet,” I murmured, anxiety making my skin break out in a cold sweat.

      Mona didn’t answer. Instead, she winked slyly as she strode to another door some distance away, near the main exit. I followed in a dream-like daze. Professor Ben had stepped out for the moment and I could feel the stares of the rest of the group on the back of my neck. As my power of empathy grew, it was getting harder to untangle my own feelings from those of others. At the moment, we were all curious and nervous and a little scared.

      With a final nod in my direction, Mona pulled on the latch of the door. I wasn’t prepared for what confronted me when she opened it.

      At first, I thought maybe it was an illusion—some kind of hologram. A massive black bear with bristling, heaving fur sprang into the room on large padded paws. Roughly the size of a Buick I’d seen in a movie, it pounded the tiles and let out a roar that echoed through the stands and off the back wall. I had only encountered one other bear in my life and she hadn’t been nearly this big. The one thing I knew about black bears was that they were bigger than most bears and more aggressive. A brown bear wouldn’t normally kill a person unless they felt threatened, but a black bear would kill with no remorse. The staff hadn’t just given me a bear to fight; they had given me the biggest, deadliest bear on the island.

      From across the room, I could hear the others fleeing in panic and disbelief, but I stood my ground. The sight of the creature made the hair on the back of my neck stand up and my insides felt like jelly. I remembered my dad telling me that the worst thing you could do when a black bear attacked was to make sudden moves. There was something else, though. Mona had set me this challenge and I didn’t think there was anything to be gained by running. They wanted me to face it. Professor Ben had said it would be a test of my talents. I wasn’t fast like Kiva and I couldn’t throw knives like Lucas, which meant I would have to hold her at bay with the one power I had—a power I had never used on an animal this large.

      And if I failed?

      If I failed, there wouldn’t be any second chances. One swipe of those massive paws and I would be dead.

      It would have helped if I had had time to reflect and focus, but I didn’t. The bear had risen up on her powerful legs, almost as high as the basketball net, and was trying to assert her authority by clawing at the air in warning. If I stood still and didn’t alarm her, I could maybe buy myself a few minutes, but her defensive posture suggested that she already felt threatened.

      Think, Anna. You don’t have a lot of time and lives are on the line.

      Rooted to the spot, I shut my eyes and tried to establish a psychic connection between myself and the bear, but for whatever reason, it wouldn’t take. Maybe the bear wasn’t cooperating—maybe she was too angry—or maybe I was too panicked to focus properly. No one else was coming to help me. Professor Ben stood protectively in front of the other students and Mona stood calmly by the door, making notes on her clipboard as though this was some normal sporting event and not a life-or-death struggle with a terrifying predator.

      I was alone in this.

      Shoving down my sense of betrayal, I directed my attention to the feelings of the creature in front of me. It wasn’t hard to guess what she was probably feeling—rage and fear were plain in her towering posture and the low snarl that seemed to reverberate through her whole body—but experiencing those emotions was another matter.

      “Anna!” a voice behind me shouted. “God, you’re so stupid! Do something, before it goes through you and after one of us!”

      Hilary.

      I must have spaced out because I had just enough time to register that the bear was lumbering forward, its paws mere feet from my face, when I felt a tug at my arm and found Lauren there, pulling me away.

      “What are you doing?” I exclaimed. “I have to find a way to calm her down!”

      “There’s no time!”

      The bear was practically on top of us now, and Lauren could only shield herself with her arms as she crouched low and tried to pull me down to the floor with her. If the bear came any closer, Lauren would be directly in her line of attack, moments from near-certain death.

      Maybe it was the urgency of the situation, or maybe it was the thought of seeing my friend killed in such a gruesome way that snapped me back into focus. It was like a satellite transmitter that had been turned suddenly on. I could feel the bear’s rage—though, to my surprise, it wasn’t directed at us, but at the people who had lured her into a cage and carried her away, far from her forest home where she was nursing two cubs. We were just caught on the wrong end of a fury she had been carrying ever since she had been abducted. She was frightened and confused and this was the only way she knew how to deal with it.

      Having grasped all of this in the space of about two seconds, I knew how to calm her. Knowing that she could hear me, I offered her my condolences for her capture. You won’t be here forever, I promise. Then, once I had caught her attention, I was able to direct those parts of her brain that were governing her present actions—that were making her irrational and impossible to control. Conscious of Lauren’s great heaving breaths and shaking body pressed against mine, I ordered the bear to stand down in the way a dog owner might order a dog to sit. To my stunned relief, the bear lowered herself to her knees—and then collapsed on the floor, motionless. I couldn’t tell if she was playing dead, or was just lying still, but a calmness pervaded the mind that we shared, a sense of relief and reassurance. Somehow, the promise of freedom had worked and she was willing to back down.

      The next few seconds were a blur. I was vaguely aware that Lauren had risen… that half a dozen arms were trying to hug me… that Ally was shouting, “I don’t know how you did that—you managed to bring it down without firing a single weapon!”

      Hilary was scowling—she looked, somehow, furious that she had panicked when I was failing, and seemingly even more furious that I had succeeded.

      Lucas, though—Lucas stood at some distance from the rest of the group, a knife in each hand, waiting. I realized with a start that he’d been prepared to intervene, but had held back.

      That tiny bit of confidence in me felt like a spot of sunshine on a cloudy day and he nodded, eyes glinting with what I read to be grudging respect.

      Once the furor had died down, Mona ushered the now docile bear away, leaving me behind with the rest of the team.

      “Well, that was exciting, huh?” Ben asked with a grin. “But let’s get back to the grind, shall we?”

      I went through the motions and bided my time for the next half an hour, but the second I saw Mona step out of the gym, I asked to be excused for a restroom break. When I got to the hallway, I saw her stepping through the door of an office.

      With a quick glance around, I followed her and rapped on the door before stepping in. I found her seated behind her desk, reading back over her notes and filling out an official-looking form.

      “Hi, Anna,” she said, brows raised. “Did you need something?”

      “Just one thing,” I said, and I couldn’t hold back the rising tide of anger in my voice. “Why did you risk the rest of the team like that? I’ve been here for less than a day. If I hadn’t been able to form that psychic link, someone could’ve died, and that would have been on my head.”

      The thought of Lauren torn to shreds flitted through my mind and I blinked back a sudden rush of tears.

      Setting down her pen with a startled look, Mona stared at me.

      “You really think we would have risked the lives of an entire team?” she said slowly. “Anna, you and I have a very similar gift. The only difference is, I’ve been honing mine for years and years. If you hadn’t been able to stop the bear, I would have intervened. I wouldn’t have let anything happen to you—or to them.”

      My stomach churned and I swallowed hard, unsure of what to say now.

      “Are we done here?” she asked, her tone clipped as she gestured to the pile of paper before her. “I still have the rest of the team to get through and limited hours in the day.”

      I nodded and turned away before stopping. “We need to let her go,” I whispered softly.

      “What was that, dear?” she asked.

      “W-we need to let the bear go back to her cubs,” I said, this time my voice stronger as I turned back to face her. “I promised her.”

      Mona set down her pen, understanding dawning in her eyes. “I’ll do my best to make that happen, all right?”

      It was the best I could do for now, so I nodded. “Thanks.”

      On the way back into the gym, I stopped off in the bathroom and locked the door behind me. There, I flattened myself against the door and finally let it all out in wracking, uncontrollable sobs.

      This was what I had prayed for. The salvation I’d been dreaming of. What I’d imagined was the “easier” path.

      Silly Anna.
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      Dear Mom and Dad,

      How are you? I am fine.

      

      I paused and tapped my pen against the desk in a steady beat. Was I “fine”, though?

      Three weeks had passed since I’d left my family home, and while I was growing in ways I’d never even fathomed would be possible, I was far from “fine”. So much had happened, it seemed like a lifetime had passed.

      I’d been gored by a boar, knocked out and kidnapped, charged by a bear, and found out I had the power to see and sometimes even control the thoughts of other beings. I had been shocked, confused, sometimes elated, and terrified.

      But fine?

      No.

      

      Met a few nice friends here and the food is pretty good…

      

      My thoughts drifted to Lauren, and her newfound amazing power of healing. “Anna, did you see my one-on-one?” she had asked, looking ecstatic. “Did you see what I did? I mended the leg of a chicken! The leg had been completely severed and I put it back together. It wasn’t very good and the chicken still walks kind of funny, but still—I never knew I had such a cool gift! Ben says it’s the same gift that Gare has!”

      She was just as thrilled about my newfound ability as she was her own, and had been gushing about how awesome it was to anyone who would listen. And Ally was super supportive, too, her kindness only out-shined by her sheer brilliance that seemed to only grow keener with each and every training session.

      While Kiva hadn’t completely forgiven me for not telling her my suspicions about my powers in the first place, she’d been slowly getting over it as the days passed. I was still a little worried that our newly forming bonds with some of our respective team members would drive us apart, but so far, we were good on that front.

      If only the bonding went for the entire team.

      I turned my attention back to my wholly insufficient letter, added a few more details about the food and day to day life and ended it with a “love, Anna” before stuffing it into the envelope.

      What was the point, really? I couldn’t tell them much. The Academy specifically instructed us not to share details of our training, as it could put both them and us at risk, not that I would have anyway. If Mom had been worried before, she’d be beside herself if she knew what had been going on here.

      One good thing, though. I was getting faster, stronger, and more confident with my power with every passing day.

      The rest of the team seemed to be growing in skill and power, too. The week before, Lucas had literally shot an apple off the head of a scarecrow at a hundred yards. Ally had learned that her skill was a genius-level intelligence after Mona had given her a series of increasingly difficult logic puzzles. “I don’t see how that’s going to help us,” she told me, “but Mona says we need someone on the team who can do strategic planning. She calls it a gift for seeing ten steps ahead.”

      My relationship with Hilary, to the extent that there was one, remained sour and contentious. The morning before, she had been holding court at breakfast, doing impressions and telling stories in stagey whispers. But as I passed the table where her friends were sitting, the room fell suddenly silent. I had a weird feeling they had been discussing me until about a second before I walked by. I glared coolly at Hilary and gave her a shrug of disdain as I claimed an adjoining table.

      “Do you think that girl will ever get over herself?” asked Kiva, scooping up some sugar and dumping it into her coffee.

      “Doubt it,” said Ally. “There are so many issues to be dealt with, she’d have to become a completely different person. I feel like some people are just hopeless.”

      “I’d settle for just seeing her taken down a peg.” Kiva stirred the sweetener into her mug with a long spoon. “We’ve all got problems, but it wouldn’t kill her to be a little nicer to people.”

      For the most part, though, we were too busy to be bothered with Hilary. I hadn’t had more than a few minutes of free time since training started. We were kept busy from sunup until long after twilight, running laps, doing our core exercises, and training in our unique fields. The one plus side to having such a rigorous schedule was that it left no time for drama. I was too exhausted at the end of the day to do anything beyond reading a few pages of a book before falling asleep.

      Until tonight, at least. It was the first night we had had off since our arrival. The staff had apparently realized that we needed a break, because they had spent the whole week hyping up their “Saturday snack and a movie!” which was pretty much what it sounded like. While I had been writing my letter, most of the rest of the class was still piled into the common room watching a John Hughes film from the ‘80s. Lucas had gotten so annoyed with everyone talking through the whole thing, he had eventually gotten up and left.

      I couldn’t rest, either. I knew I needed to send my parents an update, but I didn’t know what to say. Now that I’d taken care of that as best I could, I had another mission…

      Ever since I’d taken my test, I had been thinking about the black mama bear, wondering whether Mona had done what I’d asked. I liked her a lot, but couldn’t shake the feeling she didn’t have the power to make such a decision and had just been trying to humor me. Offering me the sort of bland reassurances that powerful adults offer to naïve young people. I knew if I went back to the room where that bear had been imprisoned, there was a very good chance I would find it still trapped there, waiting for next year’s crop of students, if it lived that long. Why would they have released it? No one else had felt her pain the way that I had, and they probably figured, having gone through all that trouble to get it, that there was no point in releasing it back into the wild.

      My opportunity to find out if the bear was still at the Academy had finally arrived.

      I whipped off a second, quick note, this one to Kiva, Ally, Lauren, or whoever else might care enough to check on me. Then, I made a fake body out of clothes and pillows and stuffed it under the covers, along with the note. Fake Anna might not fool my roomies when they came back, but if they did realize it wasn’t me sleeping, they’d get the note and know I hadn’t been kidnapped…again.

      Once that was done, I grabbed the letter off the desk and slipped it into an envelope. There was a postal slot for mail delivery on the third floor of the Harold C. Truemay Building at the center of campus. If anyone on staff caught me and asked where I was headed, I could tell them I was on my way to drop off the letter.

      I stole through the common room, hoping to avoid drawing too much attention to myself. By about halfway through the movie, everyone had lost interest and started talking and flirting. Hilary was complaining about how drastically different the world was now from the world that our parents had grown up in—“They were driving cars and going to the theater and living a carefree life before the vamps took over,”—while Kiva and Lauren were taking turns throwing raisins at a poster of Kurt Russell. As I was leaving the room, Lauren saw me and yelled, “Anna, come hang out with us!”

      I froze in the doorway and motioned to the letter in my right hand. “Sorry,” I whispered, “gotta go mail this and then gonna hit the sack early.” Looking disappointed, Lauren lobbed a raisin in my direction. Shaking my head, I closed the door of the common room behind me and began making my way toward the gym.

      The grass had been trimmed that afternoon and glittered with dew in the light of the waning moon. After the boar incident, I was slightly jumpy. More than that, though, I had my fingers crossed that I didn’t run into anyone on staff. Even with a letter in hand, it would be hard to explain what I was doing out so late, alone, on a night when the rest of the class was hanging out. I’d only been here for a couple weeks but already I had figured out that the staff didn’t look too kindly on students who did their own thing. They had been pushing the Saturday night “movie and a snack!” with the clear implication that it wasn’t an invitation. It was a demand.

      I approached the gym the back way and had just reached the patio when I heard the echo of footsteps in the vast building. I had precisely three seconds to hide myself behind a large potted plant positioned against one of the cement pillars before the door opened and Professor Benjoram came walking out, whistling softly to himself, his hair bobbing behind him. If he looked just twenty-five degrees to his left, he would see me crouched low behind the stone rim of the pot, and that would raise all sorts of unwelcome questions. My mind raced, thinking up excuses.

      “Just checking on the plant soil, Professor. These look nice and damp. Carry on!”

      Luckily, he seemed absorbed in his own thoughts that night and didn’t even notice me. He was carrying a set of keys in one hand and tossing them lightly in the air as he walked. Somewhere off in the distance, a dog barked viciously. Even that didn’t seem to disturb him much.

      I waited until he had gone and crept through the unlocked door into the main gym. One of the cleaning staff was busily vacuuming the back office. Taking advantage of the noise, I went and hid in the bleachers while I tried to think of a way to get her out of the building. It didn’t take long. Shoving back a little stab of guilt, I directed all my mental energy toward cracking the hard shell of her mind like an egg and convincing her that she had already worked long enough tonight. This room is as clean as it’s going to get. No one is even paying attention to what you do here and those kids  are just going to mess it up tomorrow, anyway. You might as well take the rest of the night off.

      My mental powers had truly blossomed over the past weeks, so I was surprised by how long she resisted. She had a strong sense of duty and resisted at first, determined to continue vacuuming the same spot she had been cleaning for the past twenty-four minutes, but eventually she folded and returned the vacuum to the storage room. I listened for the echo of her footsteps leaving the building, then rose from my hiding spot and went in search of the bear.

      I figured the easiest way to find her if she was still here would be to use my psychic gift to scope out all sentient life in the building. In this way, I could create a sort of map displaying every living being in the vicinity—though not their exact location, which would have been helpful. Unsurprisingly, most of the creatures around me were bugs—thousands of earthworms, some beetles, June bugs that fall on their back exactly once and wriggle around until they die. Pushing all that noise out, I focused more tightly on larger life forms. Then, suddenly, there it was. Just a thread of her in the ether. She was here somewhere; I could sense her presence, and I shut out all else, intent on tugging that thread until it led me to her.

      The first place I checked was the room out of which she had emerged on that first day of training, but she wasn’t there. I didn’t think she would be. When she wasn’t being used to measure the abilities of students, she had another resting spot. But I knew for certain, it was somewhere in this building. My first hunch had been right: Mona may have intended to try and let her go, but she never followed through. In the weeks since our first encounter, the bear’s rage and desperation had only deepened. She was losing all hope that she would ever leave this place. She knew her cubs were growing and she wanted to be near them. She wanted to return to the woods and protect them.

      The vividness of the bear’s feelings stole my breath, like a gut punch, but they also made her easier to trace. Leaving the main part of the gym, I walked for a few minutes down a winding catacomb of hallways bordered on either side by grey doors, out of which strange noises were emerging—grinding, banging and what sounded like the buzz of a chainsaw. I didn’t care what lay behind these doors; my only interest was in finding this bear and getting her out of here before someone caught us. I could sense I was getting closer.

      Finally, her emotions reached a peak, and, when they started to ebb again, I knew I had gone too far. Turning on my heels, I swung back toward the door I had just passed. With mounting excitement, I removed an all-purpose wrench from my pocket and began to jimmy with the lock. Although she was making no noise, I felt confident she lay behind this door. I could feel her resentment and anguish like a constant ache.

      Heart hammering, I tugged and turned at the lock until, suddenly, it gave way with a satisfying click. I placed my hand on the handle, preparing to enter—and froze at the sound of a male voice directly behind me.

      “What the hell are you doing now, Chekov?”

      Busted.
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      Lucas was standing about three feet behind me, bow in hand, just as he had done on that night in the woods. This was getting to be a habit that I was very much not interested in developing.

      Quelling my panic, I donned my most innocent, “Who, me?” face and said, “What are you doing here? You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      “I might ask you the same question.” The condescension in Lucas’s voice was annoying on most days, but tonight it was positively grating. “Somehow, I have a feeling you aren’t authorized to be in that room you’re heading into. In fact, something tells me you don’t have permission to be back here at all.”

      “It’s none of your business. What are you, the campus police or something?” I said sharply. God, why was he always interfering? Why couldn’t he leave me alone? “How long have you been following me, anyway?”

      “I wasn’t.” When I glared at him, he added, “Well, not the whole time. I was just getting in some extra practice in the archery room when I went for a drink and happened to see you skulking past in the hallway. I could tell by the look on your face that you were up to something. I figured you didn’t want to be caught. So I followed.”

      “Yes, well, thanks for that. But next time, save yourself the trouble.”

      “You do have a history of doing stupid things and landing yourself in hot water, so I guess you could say I was looking after a teammate, if it sits better with you. Anyway… now you owe me an explanation.”

      I could see he wasn’t going to leave me alone until I told him, and I blew out an exasperated sigh. Time was of the essence, here. There was only so long I could be gone before someone noticed and I still had to rescue the bear and get it out of the school. The clock was ticking. “I promise you’re not going to believe me.”

      Lucas’s eyes lit up with challenge. “Try me.”

      With increasing trepidation, I explained how I had promised the bear that I would find a way to release her back into the wild. “She doesn’t trust humans, but she trusted me when I swore I would help her. I don’t want to break that trust. The staff clearly doesn’t care, so I’m here to keep my word.”

      Lucas didn’t turn around and sound the proverbial alarms or anything, which was a good start. Instead, he studied me intently, for so long, I started to squirm. “And you really think you’re going to lead a fully grown black bear, the most dangerous of bears on this island, by yourself, into the wild, where we already know other deadly predators live?”

      When he put it that way, it did sound dangerous and slightly ridiculous. “I mean, no one else is going to do it, so it has to be me. I’m not going to ask for permission because they will say no. Now I’ve got to hurry up so I don’t have to ask for forgiveness, either.”

      He shook his head dubiously. “Anna, this is a bad idea…”

      “She has, or had, cubs who are expecting her home.” I hated the pleading tone in my voice, but I had no choice. Even now, I could feel mama bear’s heart breaking. “I don’t know if they’re capable of surviving on their own. They need her.”

      Lucas raised one brow. “Are they even still alive?”

      “I think.” I added in a lower voice, “I hope.”

      Setting his bow down, Lucas took a few steps toward the door. There was a small square pane of glass near the top but it was too opaque to see through.

      “So, what’s your plan? Are you just going to let her go in the woods and hope she finds her way home again?”

      I had been giving this some thought. “I don’t think it would take very long for me to reach her home. It’s just on the western side of the mountain, only a few hours away. She remembers how she got here. I can see snippets of it in her mind. I think there’s a shortcut through the tunnel that brought us to Helsing. If I leave now, I could be back before dawn.”

      His strong jaw clenched as he stared at a spot over my head, tension rolling off him in waves. Maybe I shouldn’t have confided my plan to someone who was just going to try to talk me out of it.

      “I don’t see how I can let you do this in good conscience...”

      My whole body stiffened in protest. “By the time you return with the staff, I will already be gone.”

      “And what happens when you get back at sunrise? Assuming you even make it back. You really didn’t think this through, did you? Even if I don’t tell them, they’re going to find out the bear was set loose and they’re going to know who did it. You’ll be kicked out of school. I know you’ve had some issues, but you don’t want that. You like living here, and what’s the alternative? Mating with a stranger at eighteen?”

      I couldn’t deny it, he was right about that. I didn’t want to leave this place, but…

      “I made a promise to the bear,” I said stubbornly. “And I can’t allow you or anyone else to stop me from fulfilling it.” I was about to do the unthinkable. Something I’d been wrestling with myself about over the past few weeks as I learned to hone my talent. I was going to purposely use my power to force someone to do something they definitely didn’t want to do. Not just the power of suggestion to get Mona to let me on the team I’d wanted to be on, or press the cleaning woman to leave the gym a little early. This would be bending another human being to my will against their own. I’d only just promised myself I’d only use such a power in battle, but I couldn’t live with myself if I left things like this.

      Can you live with what you’re about to do, Anna?

      I was just gathering my mental strength when Lucas let out a growl.

      “Fine.” He reached for the holster containing his knife. I flinched, thinking he was going to unsheathe it and threaten me, but he didn’t. He just held it in front of him. “I didn’t want to have to do this, but I’m coming with you. You’ll be totally vulnerable out there, no matter how strong and brave you think you are.” He patted the holster. “You need protection from someone who knows how to protect people.”

      “I don’t need you,” I said. “I know how to control the bear.”

      “It’s not the bear that I’m worried about. Do I really need to remind you that just a couple weeks ago you were nearly skewered by a boar that snuck up on you in the darkness? And there are other creatures out there, creatures that wouldn’t think twice about ripping the flesh from your bones to protect their babies and themselves. I know your gift is impressive, but while you’re using your powers to keep the bear calm, you’ll be a sitting duck. It’s together or not at all, Chekov. You pick.”

      He made a compelling case. I might have been severely underestimating the danger of the woods at this hour. And I was near giddy with relief at not having to try to mind-screw him. I might not like him much, but he was still my teammate.

      “One question,” I said. “Why go through the trouble? We’re not friends. You can barely stand to be in the same room as me.”

      Lucas laughed lightly, which was somehow even more obnoxious than if he’d frowned.

      “You’ve become an indispensable member of the team, which is something I never thought I’d say. We can’t risk losing you when your gifts are so important.”

      “Thanks,” I mumbled, half-sarcastically. Not exactly a poem, but it made sense that he felt that way. So why did I feel just a smidge disappointed?

      I brushed that away and focused on the positive. The bear was going home tonight, by hook or by crook.

      I placed my hand once again on the handle of the door. “Are you ready to do this?”

      When we opened the door, the bear was sitting back on her haunches. She blinked, her eyes adjusting to the sudden light. For a single heart-stopping instant, I didn’t think she had recognized us—she let out a slow growl as her body swelled to an enormous size—but I managed to hang on to a shred of calm as I reminded her who I was and why we had come. Lucas is going to help us, I said mentally. You don’t have to fear him; he’s promised to protect us if something attacks.

      It was an odd conversation to be having, assuring a mama black bear that a teenage boy maybe a tenth of her size was going to protect her. The whole episode began to take on the surreal feeling of a dream as we navigated the tangled catacomb of hallways together. It made for a strange walking party: me, Lucas, and a black bear of the mountains. If anyone had caught us, there would have been no lie good enough to excuse us.

      “This way,” Lucas murmured, gesturing down another hallway.

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Lucky for you, I don’t sleep,” Lucas said with a smirk. “My first day here I covered every inch of this building, ferreting out the best routes and hiding places.”

      One thing I liked about Lucas, one of the few things, was that he didn’t cater much to other people’s ideas of what was normal. “Why would you do that?”

      “Somebody had to.” He shrugged as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “In the event vamps ever find the school and launch an attack on us, I wanted to know the best places to hunker down, take a shot… It’s kind of amazing how building schematics in general haven’t changed much since the Middle Ages. This place could easily be fortified like a castle if we needed it to be.”

      I shook my head. “You must know a lot about the Middle Ages.”

      “I mean, when you spend your entire childhood poring over books about armor and weaponry, you learn a thing or two. There’s a reason I got an invitation to this Academy, Anna.”

      By now, we were surely, hopelessly lost in the rabbit’s warren of back hallways—or, at least, I was—but it somehow didn’t concern me with Lucas there. As annoying as he was, even when we trained as a team, he did give off an aura of confidence that calmed me. “I always assumed you were invited because of your aim and fighting abilities.”

      “You’d think.” He frowned pensively before adding, “But skill with a weapon isn’t everything, as I’m sure you’ve learned.”

      Lucas’s assurance that he knew the back ways out of the building better than I did hadn’t been a mere boast. Within a few minutes, we emerged from the gym onto the wet grass. Above us, the moon was a thin sliver of silver crouched behind masses of scuttling clouds. Using the mental link I had established, I signaled for the bear—whose name, she had informed me, was Shruthika—to hang back. Lucas insisted I didn’t split my focus by mentally scanning the area for other humans or animals, opting to do so himself on foot. He came back after a few minutes, breathless.

      “There’s no one around, as far as I could tell. We’ve got a clear path from here to the gorge if we hurry. If we’re lucky, no one will even know she’s gone until tomorrow sometime.”

      While I tried to convey to Shruthika the urgency of the situation, Lucas led us across campus in a northeasterly direction. By the time we reached the gorge a few minutes later, a cool breeze was blowing and the temperature had dropped into the mid-seventies. The water was unusually chilly and goosebumps bloomed on my arms as the three of us waded into the water. Shruthika crossed easily and reached the other side a minute or two ahead of us.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling of dreaming as I studied the contours of Lucas’s well-muscled body. Because I hadn’t counted on having company during the crossing, I had made the mistake of wearing a plain grey and white shirt with a picture of Audrey Hepburn on the front. Midway through our crossing, the shirt was thoroughly soaked and clung to my body like a second skin. Lucas turned around once or twice to make sure I was still behind him, and his eyes lingered on me for a fraction of a second longer than they needed to and I suppressed a shiver.

      Comrade in arms, but nemesis the rest of the time, I reminded myself.

      I had to tread slowly and carefully because I didn’t want my foot to slip in the frigid water. The crossing probably only took about six minutes total but it felt like an hour. I was overcome with relief when we finally reached the shore and began following a winding path into the warmer woods.

      We spent much of the next hour walking together in silence with the bear between us. At around midnight, a light fog descended, casting a ghostly sheen over the trunks of decaying trees and clearings covered in ferns and algae. I stroked the bear’s fur reassuringly, trying not to think about what my mother would say if she knew I had befriended such a large creature.

      “You’re a fool if you think you can tame an adult black bear. Cleverer people than you have tried, and they died.”

      And she would be right. But it only needed to remain tame for a little while longer.

      Lucas, as if sensing my thoughts, said, “Were your parents upset when you left home?”

      “They kind of had to talk themselves out of talking me out of it.” It felt weird to confess this, weirder still to hear him ask about my personal life. “Yours?”

      “No.” Perhaps it was my imagination but I thought I detected a note of bitterness in his voice. “This is what I was born to do.”

      I wanted to tread carefully here, but I couldn’t help asking, “Are you not close to your parents?”

      He laughed that hollow laugh again. “No. They felt it was their job to prepare me, not to coddle me. I had math lessons for maybe an hour a day. Other than that, I trained to hunt vampires…archery, dagger-throwing, you name it. Whatever skills they thought I’d need for when I was called to come here.”

      “That’s why you were homeschooled?”

      He nodded. “My dad felt that regular school was too soft if I wanted to be part of the solution.”

      “So how do you know so much about the Middle Ages?”

      “Reading. It was my reward for a good, hard day’s work. I loved it. In the end, I think they did the right thing. There is no one here more prepared than me. I’m ready to fulfill my destiny.”

      It was the first time he had ever opened up about his family and I was struck by the intensity of his ambitions. Maybe everyone at our age—or, at least, everyone in our class—dreamed of doing great things, but Lucas’s conviction was eerily compelling. At the same time, I also felt a stab of grief for his lost childhood.

      There came a noise in the near distance, like a soft growl, and Shruthika lurched suddenly forward at a speed that belied her enormous bulk. Lucas sped after her and I followed, heart hammering madly. “Can you tell what she’s feeling?” he asked. “Is there danger?”

      “I—I don’t think so,” I said cautiously. I didn’t want to admit it, but it was exhausting to maintain the constant, low-level connection with her to keep her calm and I was struggling to delve deeper. “Whatever it is, she doesn’t seem upset about it. If anything, she feels better than she did an hour ago.”

      “That can’t be bad, then, surely.” He didn’t seem so sure, though.

      We needn’t have worried. Shruthika came to a halt at the base of a tree and when we caught up to her, we found her gently nuzzling two little bear cubs, skinny and mewling pitifully, but alive. They looked like overgrown puppies with their floppy pink tongues hanging out and their heads brushing adoringly against their mother’s breast. There was a familiarity between them, like they had never been separated. Shruthika turned to me and moaned happily, raising her snout in the air in a gesture of thanks. The joy of being freed and the flood of maternal tenderness emanating from her was almost too heady an experience that required no work on my part. I fought back tears, glad that the darkness mostly concealed my face and hoping that Lucas didn’t turn and glance in my direction. Some experiences were impossible to convey in words, and this was one of them.

      I kept coming back to what he had said in the gym earlier: I was an indispensable member of the team now. My empathy was an important gift, maybe almost as important as the mind control thing.

      “That soft heart is going to be the death of you, Anna Chekov,” Lucas said softly, his dark eyes glinting in the moonlight. Before I even knew what was happening, he had reached over and was brushing the tears from my face. The warm male scent of his body was intoxicating and I could feel myself dizzy with it… I swayed and leaned in…

      His face was dangerously close to mine now, his lips nearing, and for a second, one electric second, I really thought we were going to kiss. My whole body was tense and alive with an anticipation I’d never known.

      Then, he straightened up and pulled back, almost like he’d been slapped. I thought I had detected a flicker of emotion in his eyes, but now the mask was firmly back in place.

      “We’d better go,” he said, his tone harsh, like he’d swallowed gravel. He didn’t wait for my response as he began to walk away. “This was a fool’s errand and we’ll be lucky if we’re not caught and expelled.”

      I stared after him, a storm of emotions churning inside me. My soft heart hadn’t hurt me yet…but something told me, dealing with Lucas Dane just might.
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      Three weeks had passed since our midnight trek into the woods. It was a Tuesday afternoon and we were nearing the end of our gym training for the day.

      My body was sore and sweaty after the rigors of the last hour, and I was looking forward to getting back to our room and resting for a bit before dinner. I’d gotten into a wrestling match with Hilary, in which Hilary went too far, placing me in a chokehold and tugging at my hair so hard I worried she was going to rip it wholesale out of my scalp. I couldn’t hope to beat her through physical strength alone, but I did manage to use my powers on her just long enough to send a sweeping kick to her feet and knock her on her ass. Hilary now stood at the back of the gym looking bruised and thoroughly peeved, wincing in pain as she rubbed the area around her tailbone.

      While we were gathering up our things, Mona came out of her office with arms raised to signal for silence.

      “Good news, everyone,” she said. “Tomorrow you get to take the day off! We’ll be going swimming in the gorge and taking some time to relax. You’ll still be engaging in physical activity, but consider it a break from work.”

      This was precisely the sort of good news I needed on a random Tuesday after an exhausting few weeks. Everyone seemed cheered by it. Ally threw a punch in the air in a wordless display of triumph. Lauren came skipping up with her brown hair bobbing.

      “It’s going to be weird not waking up to this first thing tomorrow,” she said. “It’s been ages since I’ve gone swimming, though.”

      “I wonder if we’ll ever need swimming as part of our training,” said Ally quietly. “Like to escape an attack.”

      “Or what if they sent us to hunt down a colony of underwater vampires?” said Lauren with a melodramatic shiver. “We would need scuba gear, I don’t think I could hold my breath for that long.”

      Ally said she didn’t think underwater vampire colonies existed, that it was just a myth, and Lauren said she had an uncle who knew a guy who had stumbled across one and barely escaped with his life. They were still arguing about it when we reached the dorm a few minutes later. There, Lauren massaged my sore muscles and relieved the ache with a touch of her hand. When I rose from the bed a moment later, I felt like I had just awoken from a long nap.

      “That’s amazing, Lauren. Seriously,” I said as she flushed with pride.

      “School hasn’t been so bad lately, has it?” said Kiva, who had been in the room when we’d returned from class doing some stretches on the floor. “I mean, I don’t want to jinx it or anything, but whenever all the teams work out together, it looks like everyone is making real progress. You even seem to have Hilary mostly under control.”

      “She’s been avoiding me for the most part,” I pointed out. “Except, of course, when we have to spar, and then…” But I could deal with that so long as she left me alone the rest of the time.

      Let’s hope it keeps up.

      “Sometimes bullies just need to see that you’re not someone who can be messed with.”

      Kiva was right, though, Hilary aside, training was going better than I could have expected or hoped when the term started. My last few letters home had been short and sweet because there wasn’t much to complain about except for the quality of the food and the fact that Lauren sometimes snored, which she denied.

      It felt weird to say, but I was almost… happy with my life. Almost. The only thing that continued to nag at me was the endless tension between me and Lucas, which had only ramped up since our moonlit excursion. Not that they had ever been great before that, but he had been acting particularly foul these last couple weeks, brushing me off at meals and giving me only one- or two-word answers to questions. He couldn’t have been making it any clearer that he wasn’t interested in continuing our pivot from enemy-hood to friendship. The flower of transparency that had opened up briefly that night had shriveled and shrunk again. He seemed upset with himself that he had ever talked to me about his life at all.

      I wasn’t sure why. I hadn’t made fun of him; I hadn’t told anyone else. Maybe he resented me for having him led on that trip in the first place, but it wasn’t like I had forced him to go with me—it had been his choice. And we hadn’t been caught, either. Sure, I had a feeling Mona knew what I had done, but she had chosen to look the other way, which was the best we could have hoped. Point being, if things were strained between me and Lucas, it wasn’t my fault. I had tried, but he wasn’t exactly being cooperative.

      Were we friends?

      Were we enemies again?

      It was impossible to say…and it was driving me bonkers.

      “Why does it feel like relationships get more complicated as we get older?” said Ally with a tired sigh. “I mean, when we were kids, it seemed like the world was evenly split between friends and bullies. Things here aren’t as clear-cut.”

      “Well, we definitely know who our real enemies are,” I reminded her. It had been weeks since the training video, but I still hadn’t managed to get those images out of my head—the glasses being smashed, the stools thrown, the shrieks of the Elite as their deaths approached. “That’s not complicated. And we know how to deal with them...that’s what we’re training for.” I tore off my sweaty shirt and threw it down in the pile near my bed. “I get what you mean, though. There’s a lot more in-between than there used to be.”

      “There are days when I’m so physically drained and so nervous about the things to come that I could punch my best friends—”

      “Wow.” Kiva raised her hands in the air. “Please don’t.”

      “Nice to know how you really feel about us, Ally,” I said with a wink.

      “You guys do know how to push my buttons,” said Ally, laughing. “But I restrain myself.”

      She threw herself down next to me on the bed and I smoothed out the tangles in her hair. Soon Kiva joined us and we lay there together, a tangle of legs and arms as we comforted one another. People were passing in and out of the room but no one seemed to mind us. Hilary stifled a laugh as she walked by, but didn’t say anything. It was enough to send a shaft of irritation sliding into my little bubble of calm, and I rolled to my feet with a sigh.

      I went to my desk and spent the next hour writing another letter home, then showering.  I was just getting dressed when an alarm blared overhead, loud and terrifying. There hadn’t been a single alarm since we arrived at Helsing, not even on the night when Lauren accidentally overcooked her popcorn and smoke billowed into the hallway and the dorms had to be evacuated. Now, as the alarm wailed, for a confused and panicked minute we ran in all directions, hands over our ears, most of us scrambling to get clothes on before we were made to leave again.

      “WHAT IN THE HELL’S GOING ON?” Kiva shouted, her face a sickly shade of white. “IS THIS SOME KIND OF EVACUATION DRILL?”

      “I DON’T KNOW!” Ally replied. “THIS WAS NEVER DISCUSSED DURING ORIENTATION!”

      I was already heading for the door when the alarm stopped abruptly and a voice sounded from overhead—a man’s voice, with a vaguely Eastern European accent. It wasn’t the voice of anyone I recognized.

      “All students and staff, report to the auditorium immediately. There will be no exceptions. Repeat: all students and staff please come to the auditorium at once.”

      “Well, that can’t be good,” said Kiva with a nervous laugh. “What do you think they want?”

      “Who knows?” said Lauren darkly, slipping into her sneakers. “But I bet it’s going to cost us our day off tomorrow. Wouldn’t that be just our luck?”

      “I think Kiva had the right idea before.” Ally emerged from the restroom pinning up her hair in the back. “I think it’s a drill of some kind. Why else would they want everyone on campus in the auditorium at this hour?”

      Great question, but I said a silent prayer under my breath that there hadn’t been some sort of catastrophe on the main part of the island below. A few minutes later, we reached the auditorium to find a small crowd of staffers gathered around a trim, officious-looking man in a blue button-down. His hair was balding around the edges and he wore thick-framed rectangular glasses that gave him a dull, dutiful appearance. “Who’s that guy?” whispered Kiva. “The rest of the teachers look slightly afraid of him.”

      “Maybe he’s their boss,” I said. I wasn’t sure how the hierarchy worked here, but I assumed the highest-ranking members of faculty answered to someone. “The question is, what is he doing here?”

      Mona motioned for us to be seated in the bleachers and introduced the visitor, whose name was Bertram Fellows.

      “Bertram is the head of administration,” she said gravely, “and runs the Academy from a hub on the mainland. He is essentially our esteemed leader, so I expect everyone to give him their full attention. I must warn you, the news he’s come to share with us is disturbing and very serious.”

      The room fell oddly quiet. I noticed for the first time that the other teachers, even Gare, looked tense and anxious. Professor Benjoram was fanning himself with a pamphlet, sweat accumulating in the ridges under his eyes and soaking his shirt around the collarbone. I wondered what could have possibly happened that would leave the entire staff looking this troubled—maybe there had been an attack on the island, or the Academy was being forced to close.

      I swallowed to dislodge the sudden lump of fear in my throat  as I noticed the wall projector stood at the back of the room. Motioning for Gary to dim the lights, Fellows addressed us in the same ominous tone he had used over the intercom a few minutes before.

      “It brings me no pleasure to tell you the things I’m about to tell you,” he said. “But you’re all students at this Academy and you’re going to be faced with life and death situations before very long because of the nature of your service. Part of my job is to get you to understand and accept that. I will admit that I never expected to have to do so this early on in your training.”

      As he spoke, black-and-white images of young men and women flashed onto the screen behind him. Four of the faces each had a large X over them.

      Not a soul breathed in the room as we waited to hear what was said next.

      “Elite Team Five. You probably know some of these people,” said Bertram, “or else you’ve seen them in videos, or read about them. They were graduates of this Academy, Elite teamsmen, heroes of the cause. And now they’re martyrs, having given their lives for our public safety, that of those still on the mainland, and the common good. During a nighttime raid on a club in San Bernardino, the entire team was effectively wiped out. Four are confirmed dead; the other two are still missing in action and presumed to be prisoners. It’s up to us, now, to ensure that their deaths don’t go unpunished, and that we find the missing Elite, if at all possible. Today, I’m asking you to assist me in a search and recon that will, if the fates are merciful, result in a rescue mission.”

      You could’ve heard a pin drop in the massive room as his words settled over us all like a thick, acrid blanket of smog.

      No other incident since our arrival had made so painfully clear to me the risks we were taking here. Instinctively, I looked to my right and left, wondering how many of the students seated around me, now speaking in panicked whispers, might be dead within the next year. I could lose Kiva or Lauren or Ally; I might even die myself.

      I had a sudden mental image of a man in uniform showing up at the door of our house… of Mom sobbing into Dad’s arms… a high, clear voice saying, “I’m sorry, there wasn’t enough of a body left to bring home…”

      Fellows raised his arms and the chatter slowly subsided. “I trust that you all appreciate the enormity of what I’m asking,” he said. “We can’t risk sending all of you. Right now, I would like to address the staff and ask, out of these teams, which would you say is the strongest?”

      The teachers discussed the question amongst themselves, but I already knew.

      It’s us, I realized with a bone-deep certainty. Despite what Kiva had said earlier about all the teams looking good, no one else has been training as well as Team Sixteen. No other team has progressed as far.

      What a dreadful irony that would be, if the very traits that had set our team apart from the other teams were now about to get us all killed.

      “Are any of us ready?” whispered Kiva. “I mean, we have our innate gifts and we’re progressing well, but we’ve been training for less than a month. Are they really going to ask this of us?”

      “Yeah, I don’t care how smart or skilled or strong we are,” said Ally, looking pale, “not a single student in this room has had the training to carry out the sort of mission he’s talking about. They’re just sending a bunch of poor souls into a sinkhole…”

      I couldn’t help feeling that Ally was probably right. Why not send some of their other Elite teams that were better trained and equipped? Why students? It didn’t make any sense. If they wanted the mission to succeed, they should look to their more experienced graduates.

      By now, the huddle of teachers was breaking up. Professor Ben glanced a final time at the others, who nodded in agreement, and said to Fellows, “We’ve talked about it and—while we have differences of opinion as to whether this mission is wise or not—we all feel that the strongest of the teams is Team Sixteen.”

      A collective gasp went up from the people seated around me. The sense of betrayal in the group was palpable.

      Hilary shook her head and whispered, “No. No. No way,” while Lauren distracted herself by tying her shoelaces. When she raised her head, the half of her face that I could see was covered in tears. Ally reached for my hand and gripped it as Ty and Cam tried to look unaffected and failed miserably.

      Only Lucas displayed no emotion.

      Sitting a few rows above and behind the rest of us, he was studying Fellows with a blank and unreadable expression. Of everyone in our group, he had been training the longest and was likely the most prepared. I thought back to the conversation we had had that night in the woods and wondered if he saw this as his chance to prove himself.

      It was one hell of a trial by fire.

      “They can’t be doing this to you guys,” said Kiva. “You’re not remotely ready for this!”

      For once, she and Hilary were in agreement. “This wasn’t part of the deal,” Hilary said. “They were going to train us first. They were going to keep us safe until we were ready to go out there.”

      “You heard what Professor Ben said,” said Ally. “It sounds like some of the teachers aren’t very happy about it, either.”

      “Ally, he’s head of the school.” In her panic, Hilary seemed to have momentarily forgotten her quarrels with the rest of us. “What can they possibly do?”

      Fellows still stood at the microphone and was preparing to speak again when he was interrupted by Mona, who looked positively enraged. “Do you truly think this is a good idea?” she demanded. “The best option?”

      Gare took her by the arm and began to lead her away while some of the other teachers shook their heads and whispered disapprovingly, but she was undeterred.

      “Why not send a fully trained team of Academy graduates? Not a single one of these students is trained for a rescue mission! For heaven’s sake, some barely know how to use their weapons yet!”

      But she might as well have been shouting into the gorge for all the good it did. Fellows didn’t respond, he just glared at her stonily, his mouth a thin line, while he waited for her to finish. Turning back to the microphone, he said, “Team Sixteen, your mission begins tonight.”

      “Excuse me?” shouted Ally, standing straight up.

      “Please, let me finish!” He raised a hand to silence the murmurs that had broken out afresh. “When you exit the auditorium, you will be allowed a few minutes to return to your rooms, change, and grab your go-bags. You will then proceed to the armory, where you will be issued custom weapons. I would advise you not to linger; you’re embarking on a life-or-death mission against a murderous enemy with no conscience, and every minute wasted could mean the death of a captured Elite. Now go! On your feet! The clock is ticking!”

      Leaving the bleachers, we scrambled for the exits. Kiva stalked a few feet ahead of me with long, furious strides.

      “He didn’t even listen to the other teachers!” she hissed, slamming her fist against a locker, denting it in the process. “Mona was voicing legitimate concerns and he acted like she was some crazy person who had snuck into the assembly! And you know she wasn’t the only teacher who felt that way. I’m willing to bet all of them did. She was the only one who had the guts to say so.” Turning to me, she added quietly, “Anna…you don’t have to do this. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “I do, and it won’t,” I said, though I felt weirdly dizzy, like the ground was about to give way.

      “Really feels like we’re being sacrificed,” said Ally, and no one disagreed. “I wish he would tell us why.”

      She shoved open the doors leading out of the gym and we emerged into the blinding sunlight of a late-summer dusk. The sun was setting over the campus, a brilliant, blood-red orange, and crows wheeled lazily overhead in circles.

      “A blood sun,” Ally mused as we all looked on with mounting dread.

      How appropriate.
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      We entered the dorm where Hilary and a few of the other girls were already busily cramming their toiletries into go-bags. “Where’s my necklace?” said Lauren, tossing underwear in all directions.

      “Lauren, you aren’t going to need a necklace,” said Ally. “We’re not going to a costume gala.”

      “Ma-maw gave me that necklace on her deathbed.” Lauren rose and began opening drawers at random. “She said to wear it whenever I went out, that she would always be near me as long as I had it on, and would protect me. I need it.”

      No one argued. We could have told her that she was being superstitious, that those had been the last, likely confused, words of a dying woman, but no one wanted to be that cruel, not now. Ally turned away and busied herself with arranging her clothes into neat, folded squares.

      Reaching over Lauren’s head, I grasped for a pen and notepad. I might still have time to scribble a letter to my mom if I hurried. Bending over the desk, I wrote Mom on the first line and then stopped. My brain felt stuck, like something had gotten jammed in the machinery. How was I supposed to explain that I was headed on a dangerous mission and might not return? How did I even lead into that?

      The door opened and Mona came into the room, nodding approvingly at Hilary and Ally, who had finished packing and were standing by their beds awaiting further instructions. When she saw Lauren unloading the contents of a drawer onto the tiles, she seemed to guess what was happening immediately. “Lauren, there’s no time for this,” she said. “You’re panicking, and panicking never saved anyone.”

      Lauren was practically in tears now. “If I lost that necklace,” she blubbered, “I will never forgive myself—”

      Grabbing her by the shoulders, Mona said in a voice that was stern and sobering, “Lauren, I need you to shape up and get real here! Fellow Elites need help and their survival could depend on you being alert and clear-headed. Now, when I come back in here, in two minutes, you had better be dressed and ready to go. Got it?”

      Lauren nodded through tears, looking deeply ashamed of herself. Mona turned to leave but her eyes fell on the note on the desk, which still only had one word on it. “Put that away,” she said. “There’s no time.”

      “But—”

      She held up a hand and I fell silent. “Listen, I promise you, I’ll reach out to your family if—”

      She didn’t finish the sentence.

      Kiva helped Lauren to finish packing and the members of Team Sixteen filed out of the dorms and into the armory, where we found Lucas, Tyson and Cam already waiting. Lucas stood pensively off to the side, while Tyson waved his huge hands in a gesture of impatience. “We’ll massacre those vamps and be back by the end of the night,” he was saying. “Easy as dropping a penny down a well.”

      “I guarantee you it won’t be that easy,” said Cam, clearly annoyed. “But you’re welcome to go it alone if you’re feeling so confident.”

      “You watch,” said Ty. “Not only will I eliminate more of them than you, but I’ll rescue at least one of the remaining hostages single-handedly. Then you can write home to your mom and tell her you’re both a wimp and ugly.”

      “Is that a bet?” said Cameron, smiling. “Because I really don’t think this is going to go well for you.”

      “Damn right it’s a bet.” They shook hands. Tyson motioned to the rest of us, who were standing around him, watching. “And all of you are witnesses.”

      Ally shook her head and muttered something that sounded like “Boys.” Lucas, himself, looked away, surely sensing, as I did, that beneath their bluster they were both as scared as the rest of us.

      The door of the armory came open and a man entered the room wearing a crisp, three-piece suit with a watch chain and a pair of sleek, white-framed glasses. Pristinely dressed, he had the look of someone rich, eccentric and distinguished. Behind him strode six men and women in uniform, pulling wagons filled with tightly locked blue and gold boxes.

      “That’s gotta be Old Bull,” said Ally in a tone of both awe and resentment. “The teachers talk about him all the time; he’s the Master-at-Arms.”

      “What’s a Master-at-Arms?” asked Lauren, fearful but sounding curious.

      “A high-ranking military official responsible for security and weaponry. I’m guessing they had him flown out here to present us with our weapons. Though, they might as well be handing us toothpicks for all the good it will do.”

      Old Bull was approaching the center of the room now. He couldn’t have been much older than thirty-five, and had a slender build, so I couldn’t for the life of me imagine where he’d gotten his nickname. He studied us blankly for a minute before speaking.

      “Well, I suppose each of you knows why you’re here,” he said, “so I’ll get right to the point. I’m about to hand out weapons that are designed to save your life in close combat. Most of these are standard issue for fighting vamps. But in addition to those, you will be getting individual weapons custom-made to your unique strengths. Minimal training will be required for using these weapons because you should know how to use them instinctually.”

      The seven of us—me, Lauren, Ally, Cam, Tyson, Hilary, and Lucas—lined up on a strip of yellow tape and Old Bull went down the line, flanked on either side by two of his assistants. Pausing in front of Lauren, he waited for one of the chests to be opened.

      “For you, Lauren,” he said, and she flinched at the sound of her name, “I give an energy elixir to keep your strength up when your teammates are in need of healing.” He handed her the elixir in a blue opaque bottle with a corked top. Lauren turned it over and over in her hands, like she was testing out the feel of it. “You’ll largely be behind the lines with a long range weapon for your own protection, but your true strength is to assist the others on your team and keep them healthy enough to do their jobs and neutralize the enemy. Remember to use your powers only on serious injuries; healing others will do you no good if you, yourself, become depleted.”

      The others waited expectantly, Cam tapping his foot and making faces at Tyson, who grinned, but again, they were fooling none of us. They were just as terrified as we were, but less willing to show it.

      I stood looking on from the end of the line as Old Bull made his way down the line, wondering if he would give me anything useful. Over the course of my time at Helsing, I’d gotten quite good at throwing knives and firing a crossbow, but my strength would never be equal to those of some of the others.

      One at a time, the other weapons were handed out. Lucas was given a crossbow and a quiver full of specialized arrows with UV tips. Ally was handed a pile of maps and a compass, which she accepted with a frown.

      “Don’t knock it. Strategy is half the battle,” Old Bull said with a sage nod. To her credit, she lifted her chin, her eyes taking on a determined light.

      Cam was given a battle axe that could only be wielded by someone of his strength—when Tyson tried to lift it from the floor, it wouldn’t budge. Hilary was handed a lethal looking scythe, which she took with pride.

      If anyone had the stomach and physical strength to lop off a vampire’s head at close range, it was Hilary. Whether she would have the courage was another matter entirely.

      Tyson was given a pair of plain-looking black boots, but as he took them, Old Bull explained, “You’ve already got incredible hops, I hear. These will both cushion your landing as well as increase your jumps by up to fifty percent.”

      “Sweet,” Ty said with a satisfied nod.

      It was my turn next and I swallowed hard as Old Bull approached. One of his assistants presented him a set of knives and my heart sank as I worried that this was all I would be getting.

      “Anna,” he said, “I’m giving you this set of throwing knives.”

      I accepted the knives and stared down at them as I tried to think of what to say. Before I could find the words, Old Bull turned and strode toward a massive box I hadn’t seen them cart in earlier. He knelt in front of it to unlock it and, a moment later, my knives fell to the ground with a clang that echoed through the room.

      I sensed her before I saw her. The raw power. The feral beauty. The irritation.

      Old Bull opened the door and then lead the largest wolf I had ever toward me. Her snow-white coat had not a single black or gray hair on it, and her every step spoke of strength and barely restrained fury. She must have been twice the size of a normal wolf and was wearing a muzzle over her face. In spite of this, she growl seething.

      A second later, she flexed her powerful limbs, leaping forward abruptly, only to be jerked back by the chain in Old Bull’s hands. A look of cold rage glittered in its blue eyes.

      “This is Mina,” said Old Bull. “She’s a wolf, and so much more. A genetic miracle, like the rest of the students at this Academy. She belongs to you, Anna.”

      I sank to my knees a few feet in front of her. It was important that we established a connection before another minute had passed. I waited, letting the dark folds of our minds interweave, until finally a single thought rang out with the precision and clarity of a bell.

      I belong to no one.

      I stared into the creature’s face for a minute, amazed at its strength and presence, but also deeply saddened. She hadn’t known me long enough to distinguish me from others of my kind. Reaching out a hand, I whispered, “If you belong to me, Mina, then I belong to you, as well. I can promise you this: I will never hurt you.”

      Mina’s chest rumbled as another thought passed from her mind to mine. No more cages.

      I nodded, eyes filling with tears as memories of a tiny white pup in a cage, mewling for its mother, coursed through my mind. “That will never happen to you again, I swear.” I stroked her soft fur under the chin and she quieted. “You have my word on that. We have a job to do, Mina, and I need you to help me. Our friends are in danger and they’ll die if we don’t try to save them. Will you come with me?”

      After a moment’s thought, her hackles finally began to smooth and her breathing returned to normal.

      “I want to be able to take the muzzle off for good,” I went on, looking deep into her sea-blue eyes, “but only if you agree not to bite anyone without my permission. If we’re under attack and you’re sure it’s an enemy, you can bite then, but only then. Can you do that for me?”

      Mina nodded her big head.

      Rising and turning to Old Bull, I said, “I don’t want anyone to be alarmed, but I’m going to take her muzzle off. I promise she isn’t going to hurt you.” Then, ignoring the protests and gasps of the people standing around me, I loosened the muzzle and unhooked her chains.

      “Anna, are you sure this is a good idea?” asked Lauren, letting out a thin squeak.

      “She isn’t going to hurt any of you,” I said calmly. “She gave me her word.”

      The only person who didn’t seem bothered by it was Lucas, who stood watching, face impassive. Even Lauren and Ally took a couple steps back. Old Bull’s assistants stood behind him with weapons drawn, but he motioned for them to stand down.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “I think Anna’s got it. I trust her ability”

      “Well, good for you. I don’t,” said Hilary. Raising her gun, she pointed it in Mina’s direction. The room went still for a moment. I was conscious of people yelling but couldn’t hear what they were saying… Mina was growling and I felt sure she was going to lunge at Hilary and get shot herself in the process.

      I had just been trusted with this rare gift, a creature beautiful and majestic, and now someone else’s fear and cruelty might cost Mina her life.

      “Hilary--”

      But before I could continue, Lucas reached over, pushing the barrel down toward the ground as he glared daggers at Hilary.

      “I hope you won’t behave so stupidly in battle. Are you trying to piss that animal off?”

      Hilary opened her mouth to argue and then closed it, glaring back at him before yanking her hand away and holstering the gun.

      “I’ll be watching. One false move…” Hilary muttered the warning under her breath, but I didn’t care. The immediate crisis had passed.

      With a wave of relief, I breathed deep, feeling Mina’s mind intertwined with mine even as I relaxed my concentration. If something went wrong, I would know in an instant.

      “Okay,” I said finally. “I think we’re ready.”

      Or as ready as seven teenagers marching to their almost certain death could be, at any rate.

      I wondered what the headlines down at the town square would say about us.

      Elite Team Sixteen, the best of the worst, went off to battle vamps on the mainland…uhhh, fingers crossed?

      Huzzah.
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      To begin our journey, Gare led us over the gorge and back through the cave we had passed through on our first night. Somehow, the shadows seemed deeper tonight, the waters darker.

      “Y’all, don’t dawdle!” Gary called from ahead. “There’s a plane waiting for us on the other side of the mountain.”

      “How long is it going to take us to get there?” asked Lauren, already clutching her side with a winded look.

      “Get where? To the mainland?”

      “No, to the plane.”

      “Hours. A lot of them.” Ignoring the chorus of groans, he added, “The plane will take you to a waiting submarine stationed on the other side of the island, and believe me, you would much rather be going to L.A. on a submarine than a plane, given the weather we’ve been having. Back when the Academy started, I made the mistake of sending about half of our freshman class out over the Pacific in a plane in the middle of a heavy rainstorm. They had to make an emergency landing on a no-name island out in the middle of nowhere. By all accounts, it was terrifying.”

      “Cool. Fantastic,” murmured Ally. “As if we didn’t already have enough to worry about.”

      It was full-dark by the time we reached the boats that were going to lead us to the plane. As we had done on our first night, we split into pairs—Tyson and Cam, Hilary and Lauren, me and Ally along with Mina—with Gare and Lucas leading. This section of the river cut through a thick wood with pines and hibiscus and juniper steeping over us, blocking out the light of the waxing moon. The scrub on either bank was dense with noise: the piercing caw of a bird, the choral hum of bugs, a low and savage growl that made Mina stand up in the boat with teeth bared, nearly causing us to topple over. The woods seemed menacing tonight in a way they hadn’t even on the night I had walked through them with Lucas, leading a fully grown bear. Maybe because I was still brooding over the faces of those dead Elites, I was more conscious than ever of the fact that nearly everything in them wanted me dead.

      “I still can’t believe you spent the night here,” said Ally as we paddled the river in slow, even strokes. “God, what were you thinking?”

      I didn’t answer. That excursion seemed far less foolhardy than the one we were making now. I wondered what Lucas was thinking. I wondered if he was as scared as I was. From what he had told me about his relationship with his parents, he didn’t seem to think they cared whether he lived or died. Maybe they’d change their minds if he was injured, or worse.

      Then again, maybe not.

      Gare-bear was right, though. It was dawn before we arrived at a clearing where a small plane was waiting with just enough seats for the eight of us. I assumed Gare would be leaving us here, but he followed us onto the plane, explaining to Lauren as we entered the cabin that he would be making the journey with us until we reached the sub. His continued presence was reassuring and I realized that, despite my annoyance with him at points, he’d really grown on me these past weeks.

      He took a seat behind me as the island fell away beneath us with the sun rising over the waters in a tapestry of rich oranges and browns.

      The sensation of flying was one none of us—save maybe Ty, whose leaps were almost like flying—had ever experienced. It was amazing, if a little terrifying. As we soared through the air, though, the fear faded as I stared at the gem-like water below, the island a lush spot of emerald green that stole my breath. It was one of the most spectacular sights I had ever seen.

      “Did you ever think you would see anything so wonderful?” whispered Lauren, her nose pressed against the glass. “How weird that we would only notice how beautiful this island is just as we’re leaving it.”

      “You’ll be back before too long,” said Gary with a wobbly smile. He had hovered oddly close to Lauren during the trip, like a dad sending his daughter off to college.

      When we landed in a clearing beside the ocean, we found ourselves just fifty yards away from an impossibly small-looking black and gray submarine waiting for us at the end of a dock. I didn’t see how it was possible for all of us to fit inside, though the crew appeared to be minimal, consisting only of an emissary of the school administration, and two assistants in navy blue uniforms with brass buttons, and a gray-haired guy in fatigues. “Do whatever he tells you,” said Gare, pointing to the latter. “I’ve known Sergeant Tucker for almost twenty years and they don’t get any more decent than him.”

      “Are you leaving us now?” asked Hilary in an anguished tone. I hadn’t noticed it before, but she was clinging somewhat absurdly to a stuffed bunny with floppy, enormous ears that she had brought along from school.

      “I can’t go with you all the way to the mainland,” said Gary. “But I expect to welcome you  all back as heroes in a couple days or so. Do the school proud!”

      The plane was still running, the captain—a woman in her mid-thirties with flight goggles perched in her hair—waiting in the cockpit with a serene expression. But before he left, Gary turned to me and said quietly, “Can I speak to you for a minute?”

      With a tingling, ominous feeling, I followed him about thirty yards down the shore toward a thin cluster of orange trees, Mina trotting a few steps ahead.

      “What’s up… sir?”

      His face was creased with worry in a way it hadn’t been onboard the plane. I wondered if he had been hesitant to show his true feelings in front of Lauren. “I’m proud of the progress you’ve made in the past two or three weeks, but you’re capable of so much more. Don’t settle. I want you to dig deeper.”

      “How? How do I do that?” I asked, suddenly full of apprehension again.

      “You need to trust yourself. You’ve been doing it more and more, but Mona says she thinks you have the potential to become the strongest telepath she’s ever seen, once you gain some confidence. Dig deeper,” he repeated. “Got it?”

      The honest answer was no, I didn’t know what he meant. In fact, I’d never even heard my power described as being telepathic. But, of course, there was no time to quibble. The plane needed to be leaving and he clearly didn’t know anything more than what he’d shared with me so far.

      “Dig deeper. Got it. Thanks, Gare,” I said, nodding. It was tempting to hug him, but I wasn’t sure if it would be appropriate. “I’ll make you and Mona proud. Promise.”

      Gary’s dark eyes glittered, warmly but sternly, in the dawn light. “You’d better,” he said. He turned and began walking back up the shore, and I followed a few paces behind him to the dock where the rest of the team stood waiting.

      “Listen up,” said Sergeant Tucker, his face haggard with prominent lines around the eyes and a fading hairline. “I know the sub doesn’t look like much but it will get you where you need to be. Under the sea the water is surprisingly calm and smooth, and most of you will probably fall asleep on the way there. That’s good. Conserve your strength. Ally?”

      She raised her hand with a grim smile and stepped forward. “Here.”

      “You have a map of the area along with some additional intel. Take some time to pore over it so you can offer your thoughts on points of entry. Roger that?”

      She nodded and stepped back.

      Seeing the submarine and sensing that we were about to board it, Mina bared her teeth in a show of defiance and growled quietly. Sergeant Tucker glowered down at her. “I understand that the dog is needed,” he said, “but I don’t guess there’s any way you could muzzle her until we get to L.A.?”

      “She’s a wolf,” I corrected as politely as I could manage. “I promised her I wouldn’t, and she promised me she won’t hurt any of us. No muzzle.”

      With a resigned sigh, Tucker went on with his speech, though he continued to glance warily at Mina. “Once we hit the mainland, you’ll be met by two VTs—Vampire-Takers, for those of you who don’t know. These are genetically enhanced humans who were specially designed to take down rogue vampires. They’ve since realized that the only way to win the war is to exterminate the vampire menace completely. I’m sure they would be happy to discuss that with you further once I transfer you over to their care. Any questions?”

      I had about a million, but I didn’t even know where to begin. “When are you bringing us back to the island?” asked Hilary, her face ghostly white.

      “Whenever you finish your job,” said Tucker. “Anything else? No? Then we’ll begin boarding presently. I really hope I’m not making a mistake letting that creature on board,” he added in a lower voice.

      “Think of her as a weapon,” I said, remembering Old Bull’s words from the night before. “She’s indispensable to the war effort.”

      Tucker didn’t look reassured, but he made no further objections as I joined the line of students now filing into the submarine.
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        * * *

      

      We were given a meal of pre-packaged Salisbury steak and mashed potatoes smothered in cold gravy, and Mina was given a triple ration. No one spoke much. What was there to say?

      From the dining area, we were led to a single room containing two rows of bunks. Tyson, Cam and Lucas claimed one row while the girls took the other. Cam seemed slightly troubled by the thought of letting Mina into the room; he kept staring at her, and once or twice looked like he was on the verge of bringing it up, but then fell silent at a look from me. Surprisingly, Hilary was so preoccupied with her own terror, she didn’t say a word about it. She just climbed into her cot and covered her head with the nubby blanket, like she wanted to block out reality entirely.

      I built Mina her own bed on the floor next to me with some spare blankets I had found in a corridor closet. Everyone seemed eager to get to sleep, knowing that when we awoke we would need our strength more than ever.

      “We haven’t even arrived and I’m already exhausted,” Ally whispered.

      “You’ll feel better when you’ve gotten some rest,” I said, though I wasn’t sure any amount of sleep could cure what was ailing us. Fear was an emotionally and physically draining emotion, and we’d been in a constant state of it since yesterday evening.

      I tried to sleep, but it was agonizingly hot in the small room and my thin t-shirt clung to my skin like wet tissue paper. Mina lay snoring on the floor beside me, more loudly than I liked; I worried that she was going to wake up the others and create even more tension, but I wasn’t about to wake her. She needed her rest too.

      Another sleepless hour passed. I could hear Lucas tossing and turning in the bunk closest to mine, and realized that he was still awake, too, and restless. I wondered if Mina was keeping him awake or if he was just wracked with anxiety like I was. It felt like the night before I left for the Academy, only this time there was an exponentially greater chance that I would be dead before the next sunrise.

      Unable to stand the weight of my own thoughts a second longer, I got out of bed and headed into the galley style kitchen. A minute or two later, I heard the tread of his slippered feet on the steel floor.

      “You just can’t stop yourself from following me, can you?” I said with a sad smile.

      Lucas came into view as he leaned back against the wall, looking oddly vulnerable. “I don’t know how the others are able to sleep. It’s like… ‘Into the valley of death / Rode the six hundred’.”

      “What’s that?”

      His face flushed slightly. “It’s from an old poem. About an army charging ahead into battle. I’m just glad they gave Lauren that elixir, because I have a feeling we’re going to need it.”

      Lucas looked like he was about to say something else, but I spoke first.

      “I don’t get you,” I said. “I don’t get why you’re meaner to me than probably anyone else on our team—even Hilary. I don’t get why we’re friends sometimes and why you hate me sometimes. I sort of wish you’d make up your mind.” The words came out in a babbling rush, but I didn’t try to take them back.

      Lucas turned away, tapping his foot absently against the leg of the table if he was searching for the right words.

      “It’s because I want you to live, Anna,” he said finally. He couldn’t quite bring himself to look me in the face. “I’m tough on you because I’m trying to help you.”

      He let out a low growl and then crushed his lips to mine. A jolt coursed through my body like a powerful electric shock. A jolt that was both thrilling and a little terrifying. My arms instinctively curled around his waist as his fingers tunneled through my hair. The tip of his tongue flicked against my lips and I let out a gasp, pressing myself flush against him. I could feel the beat of his heart, and wondered if he could feel mine. I craned my neck, desperate to get closer. Desperate to soak in every ounce of whatever this was between us while we still had the chance to.

      But just as quickly as it started, it ended as he jerked away, his strong throat working.

      “Watch yourself out there, Anna. These creatures have no mercy. I know you might be able to feel what they’re feeling, but you have to do the same. No mercy.”

      With that, he turned and stalked away, back into the dimly lit room where Mina and the five other members of our team lay sleeping.

      Well, that had been a revelation. Lucas didn’t hate me. Maybe he even liked me…

      Get it together, Anna.

      I pressed the back of my hand to my lips. I couldn’t think about boys, not now…maybe not ever. The submarine was approaching Los Angeles, and, for the next twenty-four to thirty-six hours, my only priority had to be not dying, and doing my darnedest to make sure none of my teammates did either.

      But when my head hit the sad excuse for a pillow a short while later, thoughts of what might have been if Lucas and I were just a normal boy and a normal girl on the mainland danced through my head…
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      I slept for about an hour and awoke to find Hilary standing at the foot of my bed, throwing a long-sleeved shirt over the shirt she was already wearing. Across the room, I saw Lauren and Ally dressing in grim silence. “What’s happening?” I asked groggily. “Are we there already?”

      “We’re almost to L.A., loser,” said Hilary sharply. “Sergeant Nemo, or whoever, says we’ll be reaching the pier in about twenty-five minutes.”

      Apparently, she’d gotten over her fear or had found a way to mask it by channeling her inner witch.

      I sat up in bed, looking around at the other girls who were all sleepily shoving clothes into bags or brushing their teeth. Mina sprang to her feet at, her tail wagged expectantly, as if she knew I was now responsible for feeding her.

      “Where are the boys?”

      “They’re in the bathroom.” She shrugged, sparing a scowl for Mina. “We threw them out so that we could get dressed.”

      I needed to find food for myself and Mina but my first priority was getting dressed, which only took about four minutes. I left the room just as Lucas was re-entering. My whole body stiffened as he brushed past me, seemingly oblivious to my presence. Apparently, our kiss last night had changed nothing and he’d gone back to ignoring me again.

      Great.

      Shoving down my frustrations, I stole into the kitchen where I tore open two cans of cold chili and filled two bowls, one for myself and one for Mina. She devoured it greedily in about two bites, tail wagging. There was no easier way to gain a canine’s trust than to feed them.

      When I got back to the room, I found Sergeant Tucker standing in the doorway. “I’m guessing this is your first time being on the mainland, and certainly in L.A.,” he said. “The smell is probably going to take some getting used to and, I’ll be honest, I’ve been to more beautiful cities. We’re not here on a sight-seeing tour, though. From the pier, you’ll be taken to a top-secret bunker location where the VTs are already waiting. They’ll go over the plan for rescuing the two potential hostages. Questions?”

      “Yeah, are they going to feed us?” asked Hilary.

      “A meal will be provided when you get there.”

      We were all piled into large SUVs and headed out. The whole ride, I kept my face glued to the window, watching the cityscape go by. I’d seen plenty of videos from the mainland, mostly in movies and on recorded TV shows, but I was surprised at how dank it seemed. The air had a bitter, chemical smell, and the sun seemed like it was beaming at half power. What surprised me most, though, was all the people. Just walking and driving around, like there wasn’t a vampire scourge ready to devour them at any moment.

      “Weird. I thought people would be a little more…scarce,” Ally whispered, echoing my thoughts.

      “It’s daytime,” I replied, shrugging. “They’re probably a lot more cautious at night.”

      By the time we got to the bunker, my thoughts were a jumble. The mainland was still so populated. Why would people stay and suffer the scourge? Word on the island was that the vamps had many humans in their thrall, making them think they wanted to stay. But most of these people looked so…normal. In suits on their way to work. In shorts and t-shirts, listening to music as they laughed and talked.

      My thoughts were derailed as Mina nuzzled my hand and sent me a clear message.

      More food.

      I patted her gently and promised her another meal soon.

      The “bunker” we wound up in a short while later looked the inside of a smoky lounge from a movie. The walls were painted entirely black and there was a stage at the front of the room where two VTs, a man and a woman, both young and dressed in black, stood at a podium. The room held only them and the seven of us, though it had been fitted out with tables and booths that could have comfortably seated two or three hundred people. I had a suspicion it had once been a bar or night club back in the 1980s or 1990s.

      I took one last bite of my sandwich—turkey with lettuce and tomato—and offered the rest to Mina, who scarfed it down. She’d had three before, but she seemed like a bottomless pit. I made a mental note to ensure she got all the meat she wanted once we got back to the island.

      If we got back to the island.

      The man at the podium called us back to attention. “Listen up. My name is Jeet and this is Mariel. We’re what’s known in the industry as Vamp-Takers. If you’ve never been to L.A., the first thing you need to know is that there’s an overcity, where you are currently, and an undercity. While the bloodsuckers do walk among us topside, it’s down there that they are largely unregulated and do the worst of their deeds. As you know, our mission is to infiltrate Undercity L.A. and find what’s become of the remaining members of Elite Team Five.”

      “Question,” said Hilary, though Jeet had given no indication that he was entertaining questions. “Does every major city have its own undercity?”

      Mariel nodded as she replied. “Most cities have their own colony, although some are bigger than others. From what we can tell—and our own information is sometimes spotty, dependent on informants—the largest undercities exist here, in Milan, Italy, London, Beijing, and in New York City. The one in Milan is so big, it’s rumored to be larger than Milan proper. They’re spreading and populations are growing fast, guys. That’s why we need more people like us who are willing to put our lives on the line to stop them any way we can.”

      Hilary spoke again without raising her hand. “Yeah, so… do these colonies of vamps ever come up during the day? And what’s it like down there?”

      Mariel looked slightly annoyed that this was turning into a question-and-answer session. “They don’t come topside during the day but the biggest undercities come equipped with their own fake sun that creates an artificial daylight. Which makes it harder for us, because you can’t just go down there and expect to find them all sleeping in coffins in the middle of the day.”

      “If only you could,” said Jeet mournfully, miming a gun being fired over and over again. Cam and Tyson shared a grin. “So if there are no more questions, we’ll jump right in. Thanks to the work of our informants, we believe we know the facility where the captives were last seen alive. The plan is to get in, recover them both alive if we can, and take down as many of those vile creatures as we can in the process.”

      “Are you coming with us?” asked Tyson.

      Jeet was already dragging a pair of wraparound glasses over his head, which gave him a distinctively alien appearance. “You bet your sweet bippy I am.”

      “Oh, and thanks for reminding me,” said Mariel. “Each of you is going to be getting one of these.” She held up another pair of the same glasses. “I don’t want you taking them off unless you’re expressly ordered to. These are engineered to keep the vamps from being able to put you in their thrall.”

      “What about Mina?” I asked as I stood to accept mine.

      “Wolves and vampires have a long, deep history. Suffice it to say, they are immune to vampire thrall.”

      Jeet looked around the room. “We understand we have a strategist here with us?”

      Ally wet her lips and stood, taking the glasses Mariel handed her. “Y-yes.”

      “You’ve had time to look over the maps we gave you. We are thinking to head in through the manhole in front of Happy Family Chinese Buffet on 3rd,  and then navigating through the sewer system to the facility. Do you believe that’s the best point of entry?” Jeet asked expectantly.

      “Actually,” she said, leaning over to leaf through the pile of papers she’d had her face glued to since she’d been handed them, “there are two more ideal points of entry that will both get us closer to our destination before we head underground.”

      Ally pointed to a spot on one of the maps. “During the Prohibition, speakeasies were apparently big in L.A. There are dozens abandoned underground to this day, and one of them is  accessible through an annex of the Rosslyn Hotel. Once inside, we should easily be able to batter through the east wall, directly into the alleyway outside the facility in question.”

      Jeet nodded, pursing his lips as Mariel leaned in to see. “The less time we’re on their turf, the less warning they have of our impending arrival. I like it.”

      “Option two is through the Civic Center tunnels that connect the administrative buildings. These are less optimal, because we might run into a prisoner being transported from court to jail via that route, but-”

      “Option one it is, then,” Mariel cut in with a clipped nod. “All our missions are entirely covert. The government wants nothing to do with our efforts publicly. Apparently, it’s not P.C.” she said, making finger-quotes in the air.

      I had to admit, I was seriously impressed with Ally’s brilliant finds, and told her so as she retook her seat.

      “Our transportation and some additional manpower will be along any minute, and we’ll get this thing done. Sound good, team?”

      We all mumbled back non-committal responses and Jeet crossed his thickly muscled arms over his chest as Mariel patted him on the shoulder.

      “I got this.” She forced a sad smile and made eye contact with each of us in turn. “There is a man and a woman out there who started out just like you. They are in the hands of the enemy right now, suffering god only knows what. We are their only hope. We need your best right now, Sixteen. Can you give us that?”

      If she was hoping to bring up morale some, it worked.

      Lucas’s jaw flexed with determination. Cam and Ty pounded the table and whooped as Lauren, Ally, and Hilary nodded slowly. As for me, I was mostly focused on trying not to puke. I wanted to help my fellow Elites down in the Undercity. But, despite our ever-improving powers, I wasn’t sure it was possible.

      “Van’s here,” Jeet said, pocketing the satellite phone on his hip. “Time to move out.”

      After the seemingly endless preparations of the last twenty-four hours, the mission was finally beginning in earnest. Each of us stood and gathered up our weapons as we lined up at the front of the room, jostling the others for position. Lauren accidentally knocked over a glass of lemon water, which soaked through the tablecloth. She sank to her knees to clean it, but Ally grabbed her by the arm and pulled her up, reminding her that we were about to leave.

      “Lauren,” she said firmly, “I need you to keep your head together. Stay close to me, okay?”

      It was smart. Lauren did better when she knew someone was in control.

      Outside the lounge, a black van had pulled up to the curb. We watched through the blinds as a man emerged dressed in the same black fatigues that Jeet and Mariel were wearing; in one hand he held a large, lethal-looking automatic weapon. The other two VTs were moving toward the door now; the rest of us followed, clutching fast to our knives and bows and bottles of elixir. Even Mina seemed to sense the seriousness of the moment as she crouched low in the posture of a hunter.

      After ensuring that there was no one else on the street, the third man in fatigues waved us out of the building and into the back of the van, where we took our seats on large plastic tubs. “I know it’s not ideal,” said Jeet, “but you won’t be in here for more than a few minutes. When we reach the facility, one of us is going to lob a sedation bomb into the main building. It won’t destroy the vamps, but it will slow them down, buying us enough time to get in.”

      “Can the bombs hurt us?” asked Hilary.

      Jeet hesitated for a fraction of a second before saying, “No. They’re geared toward vampire genetics, so they also can’t hurt either of the potential prisoners inside. You all ready?”

      Everyone nodded and shouted in affirmation, though I had never felt less ready in my life. With a satisfied smile, Jeet pulled the door down, leaving our team in the dark. A second later, the van started up and we were on our way. My stomach gave a violent lurch as a sudden turn sent us flying in all directions, scrambling for anything to hold on to.

      Please, God, let us all live through this.
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      Despite the bumpy ride and the horrible anticipation that was tearing me in two, part of me wished it would go on forever. At least we were safe here…

      Just as that thought crossed my mind, the van came to a screeching halt. A second later, the doors swung open and I locked eyes with Lucas, who sat across from me. He inclined his head, the first time he’d acknowledged me all day.

      “It’s going to be okay, Anna.”

      “Go, go, go!” Jeet called.

      Piling out of the car with weapons holstered, Jeet kept watch and we followed Ally ten yards to a door on the side of an old, stately looking building.

      “Listen up,” said Jeet as he came up behind us, his voice a harsh whisper. “Once we’re down there, you need to be alert at every moment. A second-long lapse in concentration could cost you your life. Even if we do everything right, there is a chance that one or more of us are not going to make it out alive today. I hope you’ve made peace with that and know that you’re on the right side of history here today. You’re all heroes in my book.”

      Heroes about to be martyrs?

      No one said anything. It seemed absurd to expect a group of poorly trained seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds to have made peace with the thought of their own deaths, but I assumed that was what passed for a pep talk in Jeet’s world. I couldn’t help but wish Mariel’s had been the last of them.

      I took a final look around at the city—at the potholes filled with rainwater, at a rat scurrying across the alley with a bit of food between its teeth, at the towering buildings on all sides. Even here, in this dirty city, death had a way of making you appreciate things.

      “Ready, team?” Jeet asked. Everyone nodded.

      Mariel placed a device on the door and, a moment later, a loud pop sounded. It swung open with an ancient creak and we were in. She led the way down a long corridor and then pointed to another door. “Is this the stairwell to the speakeasy?”

      Ally nodded and Mariel pushed her way through. The stairwell was pitch black until Mariel shone a flashlight to lead the way. Mina stayed close enough that I could feel the warmth and tension pouring off her, mirroring my own.

      We’re going in to save our friends. It’s going to be okay, I reassured her mentally.

      When we reached the bottom of the stairs, we stepped into a large room with a sagging bar against the wall, and broken chairs scattered around. The walls were dank with mildew and it smelled like a long-forgotten basement.

      “This is the wall,” Ally said softly, gesturing to a spot to Mariel’s left. “We need to get right through here. Anna?”

      I stepped forward, Mina at my side.

      “Is there anyone on the other side of this wall close by?”

      I swallowed hard and closed my eyes, trying not to feel the weight of my teammates expectant stares. A mistake here could be fatal to all of us.

      You did this with the bear. You did this with Mina. You can do it here…

      I sent a test pulse outward, and was stunned to note how powerful it felt. I could sense the rats scurrying just yards away. Even the slugs and centipedes giving off a low-level hum. And there, in the distance, a bigger mass of energy. Moving bodies. A half-dozen or more.

      “A few hundred yards away,” I whispered. “No one very close.”

      “You’re sure?” Jeet asked.

      I pushed again, mentally scanning the area one more time and shrugged as I opened my eyes. “As sure as I can be.”

      Mariel nodded and motioned Jeet forward. He dropped his rucksack to the ground and fished out a device like the one we’d used to get into the hotel’s annex door.

      “Step back,” he warned as he set it against the wall and pressed a tiny button.

      Another loud pop, and a spider-web of cracks spread over a four-foot area of the wall. Jeet paused and signaled for Mariel and the other VT who had been driving the van. The two of them drew a steely black, cylindrical object from a large bag he’d been carrying. It looked like a large pillar turned sideways.

      “I need two of you—a strong two—to hold this,” he said.

      Lucas and Hilary stepped forward. Taking it from behind on either side, they ran forward at his signal and the wall shivered as if being rattled by a giant’s fist. Jeet and Mariel took the front of the battering ram while the two younger students pushed from behind, pummeling the wall again and again until the crack at the center widened with each blow.

      But as the splinters began to fall, and the wall gave way, a sickening feeling came over me… More than ever, I could sense what was behind the wall. Even at this distance, their energy was even larger, brighter than that of any human or animal I’d ever encountered. Part of me was tempted to cry out in warning, to tell Jeet and the others we had to turn back, but I knew they wouldn’t listen. This is what we had come for.

      The four of them surged forward a final time. A section the wall crumbled and collapsed in a shower of dust and wires, leaving a jagged, five-foot hole in the center.

      “We have to move fast, now,” Jeet muttered, ushering us forward. “The healer?”

      Lauren nodded.

      “You, keep her close. Your only objective is to protect her,” he said to Ty, who suddenly looked solemn, exuding none of the cockiness he’d always portrayed.

      “Roger that.”

      We stepped out into an artificially lit alley smelling of curry and lemons and I frowned. Did they eat food like we did, too? I’d always assumed they only drank blood…

      “I need each of you to draw your weapons now. One more door to get through and we’re going to be inside, where a small squadron of ruthless bloodsuckers awaits. You can bet they’re prepared to kill.”

      Before I even had time to ready myself, we were blasting through the door.

      “They heard. They’re coming,” I gasped as large shapes made of white-hot energy lit my mind. We’d barely stepped inside and they were in view, barreling down the hallway. Five or more, snarling and savage, fangs extended and gleaming. There was a murderous glint in their eyes that suggested they were almost happy to see us and make us pay for our insolence.

      The four members of the team who had been holding the battering-ram were the slowest to draw their weapons, and it was those precious few seconds that cost us. A massive, bald male vampire with red-rimmed eyes was speeding towards me, knife at the ready.

      I was frozen with shock as Mina leapt forward with a snarl. The gleam of a blade flashed and she went skittering to the side with a cry of pain that cut me to my core.

      I tried hack into the creature’s mind, but he was so fast. Just as he lunged at me, fangs dripping with saliva, he seemed to stop in mid-air like he’d been jerked to a halt by an unseen chain. He let out a low gurgle and turned, giving me a clear view of the arrow protruding from his neck. The creature clutched at it ineffectually and then stumbled backwards before exploding into ash.

      “Nice one, Lucas!” shouted Jeet, as he fired off a round of shots at two of the creatures motoring toward us. Both shots connected, and both vamps disappeared into puffs of gray matter. But while he had been watching the scene in front of him, a vamp had emerged from the shadows of the alley just yards behind him.

      “Jeet!” I screamed. “Behind you!” I closed my eyes, ignoring the battle around me. I needed to focus on the one in the alley almost upon Jeet. My consciousness reached out and connected with the vampire’s, and what I felt there shook me to my core.

      Anger.

      Fear.

      Sadness.

      The same emotions I was feeling.

      Stop! my mind commanded.

      But it was too late. I opened my eyes just in time to see that, despite my warning, Jeet had only managed to turn around and aim before his throat was slit, his blood spilling out in swift, unsteady bursts.

      The creature stared at me, eyes wide, and stilled. “I’m sorry,” it muttered. And then a second later, its head went rolling to the side before it, too, turned to ash.

      Hilary stood there, pale and shaking, scythe in hand. Oblivious to the danger around her, Lauren ran forward from her designated spot at Ty’s side to help Jeet, but Mariel grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her back.

      “You can’t help him!” she shouted. “It’s too late! He’s as good as dead!”

      “He’s alive. His chest is moving,” wept Lauren, but Mariel slapped her hard across the face.

      “It’s too late, child. Get it together, because you’re going to need to help someone who can be saved soon.”

      I rocked on my feet, the blood rushing in my ears as I searched for Mina. She was licking at the wound on her shoulder and I rushed to her side.

      You’re okay. You’re all right, girl.

      She nodded her white, shaggy head, and her mental message was clear.

      We make them pay.

      She loped forward and I followed, knowing the only way to get on the other side of this horror movie was straight through. I reached for the knives sheathed at my waist and tried to focus.

      Ashes rained down on us as we hacked our way through a second phalanx of guards that had just emerged through the doorway. Mariel and her VT comrade were cutting down bodies with a speed and severity born of vengeance. Lucas fired arrow after arrow, not even pausing to catch his breath as ash rained around him.

      I was conscious of the energy in other rooms and knew there were at least another half dozen vamps on the other side of the wall.

      “We need one alive to question,” Mariel shouted, “to find out about the two missing Elite. The rest of you will have to hold the others off for me while I interrogate.”

      Lucas gave a solemn nod and my stomach heaved. The sleeves of his uniform were soaked with blood and ash and he looked like he’d survived a war, but I had a feeling this was just the opening battle…

      We didn’t have to wait long before the next wave of vamps found us. They seemed energized by the death of their comrades outside, which they must have sensed like some sort of hive mind. While we fought back the encroaching wave, Mariel had managed to seize one of the creatures—a scrawny, shambling ruin in an oversized coat—and was demanding to know where the prisoners were being hidden. Using UV manacles to control him, she slapped him hard across the face so that his teeth rattled in his jaw.

      “Don’t lie to me!” she yelled. “I know they’re in this building, and I can tell from the look on your face that you know where.”

      “I don’t know anything,” the creature grunted, beginning to cry as snot ran down his face in a thick stream. “I’ll do anything you want, just take off the cuffs.”

      “I don’t have time for these games,” said Mariel. Producing a lethal-looking black baton from her belt, she planted it against his neck and jolted him with an electric-blue blast of UV rays. His skin sizzled and the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. The smell of scorched flesh lingered in the cramped room and the sight of his body writhing in pain was agonizing to witness.

      This is good, it’s necessary, I had to remind myself, despite the nausea roiling in my belly. We’re not going to find the prisoners otherwise.

      Hilary, meanwhile, seemed on the verge of panic as two creatures surrounded her, cutting off her path of escape.

      I had a split-second decision to make. I could stay and help Lucas watch over Mariel, or I could turn around and rush to Hilary’s rescue—Hilary, who had once locked me in the restroom, who had kidnapped and brutally interrogated me on our first night at school. She had been backed into a corner now and her last dagger had fallen to the ground.

      “Anna, go!” said Lucas. “I’ve got Mariel covered!”

      Jolted out of my paralysis, I glanced down at Mina, who eyed me expectantly. Hoping it wasn’t already too late to save Hilary the way it had been with Jeet, I shut my eyes and focused all my energy on Mina.

      Get them.

      Mina leaped forward with a snarl. Momentarily stymied, the vamps must have decided they could take her because one of them trying to push Mina out of the way with a sweeping motion of its powerful arm. She didn’t hesitate, latching on to his wrist with her teeth, she sank her paws into it and pulled the arm clean off at the elbow, tossing it down on the ground at his feet.

      Stunned and furious, he forged madly ahead, only to feel the clamp of Mina’s teeth around his throat. Mina didn’t hold back, tearing into him like he was a deer in the wild. The other vamp attempted to plunge a knife into her neck, but only managed a glancing blow before the sight of their dismembered companion stunned him into surrender. Turning on their heels, without even a backward glance, they raced to flee the room. A second later, all life now drained from his body, the creature at Mina’s feet exploded into dust and ash.

      Mina padded toward me, and I ruffled her fur gently. “Good girl.”

      I held out a hand to Hilary, who had been knocked off her feet at some point, and she took it reluctantly and allowed me to help her stand.

      “You okay?” I asked. “You look like you’re going to be sick.”

      “I’ve been better,” she said with a grim smile. “You don’t look so great yourself.”

      I didn’t feel great. Maybe it was the injury to Mina, whose fur was now matted with blood and stood patiently as Lauren tried to heal her, or the sickening sensation of watching that vamp ripped to pieces in front of me as a result of orders I had given. Was it just my imagination or had I touched minds with the creature briefly, as well?

      I shoved the thought away and focused on the task at hand. We weren’t done here and the truth was, all the horror we’d experienced had happened in the space of three minutes or so.

      I blew out a breath and gave Lauren a nod of thanks before returning to where Mariel stood, torturing the manacled vamp with UV jolts that had now burned a sizable chunk of his neck and face. He seemed closer to breaking than Mariel, who showed no remorse as she dug the stick deeper and deeper into his flesh.

      “Please,” he said finally, “I’ll tell you where she is if you’ll let me go!”

      “She”, not "they”. Did that mean there was only one member of Team Five left alive?

      “If I find out you’re lying—”

      “I wouldn’t lie.” He was practically begging. “I have a wife and kids at home—two daughters, three and five. If you keep this up, I won’t live to see them again.”

      His words struck me like little arrows and I felt a hot tear snake down my cheek. But Mariel remained unmoved as she turned off the stick, keeping it close to his neck.

      “Start talking.”

      “There’s a—a foyer near the back of the building, and adjacent to the foyer is a room with a prison cell and a couple guards. It shouldn’t be hard for you to get past ‘em. There’s only one prisoner left, as far as I can tell. She’s still alive. They’ve been taking good care of her.”

      “Yeah, I bet they have.” Mariel lowered the stick. I wasn’t sure how surrender worked—I assumed she was going to keep him as a prisoner of war, and the vamp must have thought this, too, because he allowed himself a breath of relief. He hadn’t been lying about the kids, I could tell. I could sense his hope of soon seeing them again.

      A second later, though, Mariel raised a gun and placed it to his head. There was a single click that resounded through the dust-filled house and a thunder like something exploding. Then, with a suddenness that was sickening to watch, his ashes joined those of his comrades.

      “No!”

      I swayed in place, the world revolving around me like a carousel, feeling sure I was going to throw up. Then, I felt a steadying hand on my back and the nausea instantly subsided.

      A voice—Lauren’s—said low in my ear, “We’ve got to finish this, Anna. It’s almost over.”
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      She was right.

      The only way out was through, I reminded myself again.

      But it wasn’t easy. My breath escaped in great, shuddering gasps and I had to lean against a pillar to steady myself as my emotions threatened to overwhelm me. I had felt the grief of that vamp in the seconds before the vampires death, felt it as if I was the one kneeling there with a gun to my head and the slowly dawning horror of realizing I had seen my kids for the last time. I didn’t know much about international law but I knew you didn’t kill prisoners of war. That was the sort of thing we were told only our enemies did; that was what made them the bad guys.

      Or maybe I was just naïve… what did I know of the war between vampires and humans on the mainland?

      There was no time to dwell, though.

      “Lauren, hang back and work on Cam and Ally, Ty, stay to cover Lauren,” Mariel said, gesturing to our two injured teammates. Ally had clearly taken a blade to her upper arm at some point, leaving an ugly gash that wouldn’t stop bleeding and Cam’s arm hung limply at his side, his shoulder visibly out of the socket as he winced.

      I let out a relieved breath that it was nothing more serious as Mariel waved the rest of them forward.

      “Let’s move!”

      Mariel and the driver of the van now led the charge as we stormed the room supposedly containing the Elite female prisoner. We were approaching the moment for which we had been sent on this mission, the culmination of our quest. The rescue of one of our own, separated from us now by only a single room and a set of iron bars. If we could only manage to get her out, it would make all that had come before—the trek up the mountain, the terrifying battle, my own moral qualms about the killing of the POW—seem just a little less horrific in comparison. That was the price of war. Suffering. Pain. Death. You had to just grit your teeth and hoped that the ends were worth the struggle.

      Signaling us to wait at the door, Mariel pulled out one of the gas bombs meant to slow the vamps reaction time and lobbed it into the room, counting down from ten with the fingers of both hands. There was a tremendous hissing sound and I could see the gas seeping along the floor and between the cracks in the walls in a noxious cloud.

      I followed Mariel into the room alongside Mina and Lucas, throwing knife at the ready. The cell was being guarded by a couple of older vamps wearing red and black hats who stood waiting with daggers and night sticks drawn. Behind bars a couple yards away stood a young woman I knew I had seen somewhere before, though her face had thinned, her eyes were sunken and she appeared to be losing her hair in patches. I wondered how long she had been trapped here and whether the guards had mistreated her.

      “You came,” she whispered softly, her eyes welling with tears.

      With our thinning numbers and waning strength, it might have been a much longer battle if not for the gas bomb, which clearly already had a marked effect on the two guards, slowing their reflexes and numbing them to the danger they faced. The oldest of the two, a man with graying hair and a torso like a large block of ham, grinned stupidly as Mariel and the others surrounded him. The gas seemed to be making him reckless and overconfident, or maybe it hadn’t occurred to him that he could be taken down by a few teens and twenty-somethings, in spite of his obvious physical advantage.

      “Idiots,” the older one said, his body like an impassable wall. “What is this all for? You can’t kill us all, you know.”

      “We can kill enough of you,” said Mariel, her voice quivering with hatred. In her right hand, she held a long knife, the polished edge of which glinted in the reflection cast by the fluorescent lights. For a moment, the room seemed to hold its breath as we stood there, the two guards on one side and she and the rest of our team on the other, with the imprisoned Elite watching from the cell at the back of the room.

      “This is for Jeet!” Mariel shouted as she charged forward and the fight began.

      Taking advantage of the confusion caused by the rapid movement of seemingly everyone in the room, she quickly managed to slip behind the older guard and was about to slice his neck. He responded by snapping his head back, the blunt force of his skull meeting hers and knocking her flat on her ass. The knife went spinning across the damp, concrete floor, landing atop the grate of a storm drain.

      She didn’t stay down long, leaping to her feet as Lucas lobbed a knife at him, hitting him square in the chest. He pulled it out with a smile and let it clatter to the floor as Mariel let out a roar, rushing at him like an angry bull. The two collided in an all-out hand to hand fight, and it was easy to see the evidence of the genetic  improvements she’d undergone, because she was a beast out there. The younger vamp had broken a glass bottle into pieces and was waving the jagged end menacingly at the other VT, waving him forward with a dopey smile. No one seemed to be paying me any attention. If I could slip around behind them, I might be able to break the door down while they were preoccupied and lead the Elite out of the room to safety.

      “If we can get over there, I think I can break the door open,” Hillary said, reading my intention.

      Gun in hand, I forged ahead, motioning for Hilary to follow. Mina trotted along obediently at my heels, nose alert, as though sniffing for blood. We found the prisoner waiting by the door, a sling over one arm and a bandage around her head. Leaning out of the cell, she reached forward and took my hand in hers. She looked haggard, but her face still bore traces of its former striking appearance. “I had almost given up hope.”

      “We’re going to get you out of here.” Somehow. “What’s your name?”

      “Janet.” She flashed a crooked smile and I noticed that one of her lower front teeth was missing. Had the guards been subjecting her to torture? It seemed unlikely, given the presence of the sling and bandage, which suggested that she had been given proper medical care. “You need to know that it doesn’t need to be this way. We don’t have to do this. They aren’t—”

      A blaring alarm sounded, drowning out her words as well as the sound of the fight behind us. The noise was so loud, it pierced my skull. “What the hell is that?” I yelled.

      By now, Mariel, Lucas, and the others had fully subdued the two guards, who lay flat on their backs on the concrete with their hands bound and eyes closed. Lucas was putting away one of his daggers, seemingly ignorant of the blood coursing from a wound on his left temple.

      “If we’re going to leave, we had better do it quick,” Mariel said, her expression grim. “They’ll be coming out of the woodwork any minute now.”

      “First we have to get this door open!” Gripping the butt-end of my gun, I bashed it relentlessly against the lock on the door.

      Hilary motioned for me to move and tried to pry it open, but again,  despite her superhuman strength, it didn’t budge.

      “Move,” said Mariel, aiming her gun at the lock and firing twice. And, still, the lock held.

      It had clearly been made of a material much stronger than anything we had handy to get through it.

      Exchanging a wary glance with the other VT, she said, “We need to get out of here now or we’re all dead. The alarm is going to bring hundreds of them. We’ll be overrun in thirty seconds.”

      “I’ll look for a key!”

      I hurried toward the guards and began digging through their pockets with trembling hands, the alarm seeming louder with every passing moment. It was making it impossible to think.

      Mariel bent and yanked me to stand. “I’ll take care of this,” she shouted in a stern voice, “GO, NOW! GO, GO, GO!” Signaling to her friend, she said, “Get them the hell out of here or we’re all dead!”

      “Out!” the van driver commanded, pointing toward the exit and shoving Lucas and Hilary along. “Go!” he shouted, pushing my shoulder as he ushered us out.

      “But what about—”

      The words were torn from my lungs as I turned and caught sight of Mariel. While the rest of us were being herded toward the exit, she pressed the muzzle of the gun to Janet’s temple. I shot a mental bow her way, trying to connect with her mind and stop it, but it was too late. All I felt was Mariel’s unchecked rage over Jeet and a sense of grim determination as she fired a single round. Janet’s head jerked back, blood and brains splattering the walls of the cell as her lifeless body sank to its knees and then crumpled to the floor.

      “No!”

      “Don’t look back, Anna,” Lucas muttered, seizing me from behind and dragging me out of the room. I blindly let him pull me along, barely aware of what I was doing as Mina ran beside me, brushing against my leg with every motion.

      What had just happened?

      And how was I ever going to forgive myself for it?
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      The next couple hours—our escape from the Undercity, the drive through L.A. back to the bunker—seemed to pass in a haze.

      I was firmly in the grips of shock that only lifted every so often when Lauren laid her hands on me and send a warming pulse through my body before moving back to treat the physically injured of our group.

      We shuffled back into the dimly lit room like zombies. Our time at Helsing Academy, the silly fencing games and races, the kiss I had shared with Lucas…it all seemed to have taken place in another life. I wanted to climb into a bed, cover my head to sleep and never wake up so I didn’t have to think about what had just happened.

      I almost laughed out loud, one of those not-so-funny laughs born of hysteria, as I thought of the days when I thought having a mate chosen for me was a fate worse than death. Now that I’d seen death up close, I was pretty sure there was no comparison.

      There were certain things you couldn’t un-see once you had seen them. I could still feel the desperation of the pleading vamp and the final betrayal of Janet like a throbbing ache in my own body. I wanted to think there was good reason for Mariel to have done what she did, but I couldn’t conceive of it so far.

      We saw ourselves as engaged in a life-or-death battle with an enemy who hated us and wanted us dead. And maybe that was true, but it didn’t allow for much nuance. When survival was on the line, even the cruelest actions could be justified…

      But not that. Never that.

      It happened while we were all seated around one of the tables—some of us eating the food we’d been given, others staring miserably at their ash-covered boots. Lauren was trying to mend Hilary’s ankle sprain, a task that was made harder by Hilary’s constant flinching. “This would go a lot faster if you would just hold still, Hil,” said Lauren testily.

      “You’re supposed to be healing me, not hurting me!” Hilary shot back, causing Lauren to burst into tears.

      We were all overwrought, exhausted, and traumatized.

      Mariel, meanwhile, stood near the podium, silently looking around at all of us, her eyes windows of pain. “You did good…and sometimes, even the best plans go awry. We lost a good one today. But we tried our best.”

      I exchanged glances with Lucas, who quickly looked away. Was it just my imagination or was he feeling the same way I did?

      “I’m sorry,” I said, swallowing past the knot in my throat as Mina moved closer, “but I don’t see how you can say that. We set out to rescue a woman, and she’s dead. We went into that prison to get her out.” I was having trouble keeping my voice from shaking as I added quietly, “And you shot her. Why?”

      Mariel didn’t look surprised by the question; she seemed to have been expecting it. “I know you’re new to this all—”

      “I don’t see what that’s got to do with it.”

      “Let me finish!” There was anger in her voice now. “We have a professional code here in the military. If we’d left that woman behind, she would have remained in prison indefinitely. She would have been tortured. In the end, she would have been worse than dead. And there was no hope of saving her by that point without adding to the casualties. If we had tried, we would have all died. It wasn’t a choice I wanted to make, but if I had to make it again I would do so in a heartbeat.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. The sound of my own blood seemed to thunder in my ears as I stared at her. “You really think it was better to shoot her than to let her live and try again?”

      Mariel nodded. “Sweetie, we only got the jump on them this time because they didn’t know we would come for her. We’d never have gotten a second chance. And if you’d known what they were going to do to her, you’d have made the same call. Now, I think it’s in your best interest to let this go.”

      There was a subtle tone of menace in her voice now; I got the distinct impression I was being threatened. Lucas kicked me in the ankle under the table. “Not now,” he whispered.

      “But Janet said—”

      “We’ll talk about it later.”

      I hated it, but I knew he was right. Arguing wasn’t going to help my case here. That didn’t mean I was going to forget it, though. There was something very wrong here, and I was determined to figure out what.

      We were ushered back to the van a short while later, and arrived at the submarine in silence. The VT filled in Sergeant Tucker while, as a unit, we immediately made for the showers. I stripped quickly and stepped it to let the hot spray pummel my body, knowing there was no amount of water in the world that could wash away the stain of this day.

      If I pressed this issue, I risked alienating my only network of support—the friends, teachers, administrators who had made my training possible. They would be dangerous foes. But if Janet’s fate was any indication, they could be equally treacherous friends, it seemed.

      I climbed out of the shower and put on my robe, still hearing the screeches of the dying vamp and seeing Janet’s body drop to the floor. I made my way back down the hall to the spot where Lucas had kissed me earlier that same day. I found him crouching there by the door with his back to me, stroking the soft underside of Mina’s chin. She seemed to have warmed to him in a way she hadn’t done with anyone else but me.

      He didn’t turn around, but he must have sensed me there, because he said, “That was… I don’t know, Anna.” His voice seemed to have caught in his throat. “Once, when I was little, there was an earthquake on the island. Everything went liquid and the ground rippled like water. I didn’t have a solid place to stand on. That’s how it feels now. I feel like the earth has just disappeared from beneath me.”

      I knelt down beside him, trying to keep my voice steady. “Then you’re not upset about what I said to Mariel?”

      “No, I’m upset by what happened. I can’t help but wonder, did Mariel really kill Janet as a mercy—or was she acting on behalf of the administration? And if so…why? What are they hiding?”

      I didn’t have an answer to this any more than he did. But as I stared down at Mina, fur still sticky with blood, one sickening thought ran through my addled mind.

      What if the whole reason we were here was based on a lie?
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