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When a fire threatens to engulf the school the night of the annual Valentine’s Day Dance, Kacie and her friends at the Hunters’ Academy must determine if it’s an accident or the work of the Lusus Naturae, even as they fight to save the Academy itself.

Fans of Dragon School, Fallen Academy, Secret Keepers, Vampire Academy, and Harry Potter will love Hunters’ Academy! 
Valentine’s Dance is episode 5 of Hunters’ Academy.
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Chapter 1
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For a long moment after I woke up every morning, I knew exactly what was wrong with me. 

I’d been attacked.

Ms. Hush, an Academy instructor, had removed a spell-slug from my head. And then someone—I assumed the Lusus Naturae—had sent a wraith in to replace it with another.

They had literally bugged me. One of them had even said something about seeing what I saw.

My head hurt all the time. And no wonder, since I had that thing inside me.

And every morning, I remembered that I had forgotten—that I had spent every morning in the week since the attack trying to remember it long enough to tell someone else.

Today, I promised myself silently. Today will be the day I hold the memory long enough to tell someone else.

Keeping my eyes closed, I reached for my phone. My fingers brushed against it on the bedside table, then closed around it. Slowly, I brought it into the bed with me, lifting it up toward my face.

“Are you awake?”

My eyes popped open at my roommate Erin’s words. She stood in the doorway of her closet, wrapped in a towel, fresh out of the shower.

“I am now.” I rubbed at my eyes with my wrist.

“You sleeping with your phone now?” She gestured at my other hand. 

I blinked, confused to find I was indeed clutching my phone tightly. “Wow. That’s weird.” I checked the screen. “And apparently, I was sleep-texting you, too.” 

Erin’s laugh wasn’t very loud, but it pounded against my eardrums. I sat up, pushing back the hairs that had escaped the braid I kept my long, blond hair in while I slept.

“Do me a favor,” I continued. “If I send out any bizarre morning texts, just chalk them up to sleepwalking, okay?”

“Do you remember what you were going to tell me in your sleep-text?”

“No.” My heart sped up, then skipped a beat. “All this says is ‘I am.’ But whatever it was, it seemed awfully important at the time.” 

Erin gave me a sympathetic smile. “Most first-years have some kind of nightmares—especially after the entrance exams. It’ll get better.”

“Promise? Because they’ve been bad this week.” I frowned. “I think.”

“I promise. And I also promise you’ll feel better after you get up and get moving. Anyway, it’s Friday. You’ll have the whole weekend to recover.”

She was wrong about getting up making me feel better—my head still pounded even after I took a shower and got dressed. I popped a couple of ibuprofen tablets and stared wistfully at my bottle of prescription migraine pills. They would get rid of the headache for a few hours, but I would end up sleeping the day away. 

Instead, I decided to skip breakfast, opting to lie down with a cold washcloth on my forehead for an extra half hour.

But that didn’t help, either. I still hurt as I staggered out the dormitory’s front door and headed toward Ms. Hush’s class. 

“Hey, Kacie!” Tony called from behind me. I turned around, blinking. I was so out of it that I hadn’t even noticed Tony standing to one side of the doorway when I exited.

“Oh. Hi. Sorry I didn’t see you.” Just turning to look at him made my head swim and ache. “What’s up?”

He took a step closer. “I was wondering if you would go to the Valentine Dance with me tonight.”

“I’m really sorry, Tony, but I don’t think I’m going to be able to. I feel really awful. Honestly, I don’t think I’m going to do anything this weekend.”

His expression clouded over. “Yeah, sure. Okay. Talk to you later.” He spun on his heel and jammed his fists into his jeans pockets.

I wanted to call out after him, too tell him again that I was sorry, that I had been feeling awful for ages. But I didn’t—in part because I didn’t even feel well enough to do that. I trudged on toward class, hoping Ms. Hush could help me.

About halfway to classroom building, Angelica trotted up to me. It was amazing to me how, even in her human form, the centaur shifter always seemed to move like a horse. A graceful horse, but one who trotted or galloped and who flipped her hair back with a shake of her head that was perfectly reminiscent of a horse tossing its mane.

“Hey,” she said. “Do you know who’s going to give us our test today?”

I opened my mouth to respond, then simply shook my head and closed my mouth. “I think you’ll be surprised,” I said with a sigh. I’d been having variations of this conversation with my classmates for almost a month now. When Ms. Gayle, our headmistress, had brought in a wraith to teach para-biology, she had done it because Ms. Hush was the best para-biology expert around. She knew more than anyone else about the subject.

The problem was that Ms. Hush, as a wraith, had certain traits that were problematic in a schoolteacher.

For one, almost everyone forgot her as soon as they looked away from her. While that was definitely useful for member of the Lusus Naturae—the freaks of nature who had formed an organization to basically take over the world. They wanted to wipe out the hunters and take control of all humanity. That was the main reason for the hunters’ existence. 

We trained to keep the world safe. That was our primary goal, always.

Ms. Hush had been a member of the Lusus Naturae before she had crossed over and joined our side. The side of good and light.

I had not yet figured out yet why the Council, the group that pretty much ran all hunters’ activities, brought her here rather than posting her in the field somewhere, fighting against her former allies. It seemed like her abilities as a wraith magic user would make her more useful out in the world somewhere. 

Maybe they forgot she existed as soon as she asked for an assignment.

The stray thought made me giggle, and I shook my head.

“What’s so funny?” Angelica asked as we stepped into the class.

I opened my mouth to explain, then closed it again. I was finding myself doing that a lot. But mostly when it came to Ms. Hush. “Nothing,” I offered lamely. 

I paused just inside the door, trying to figure out what had just caught my attention. Slowly, I moved backward, stepping back through the doorway. Angelica watched me curiously.

Outside the door, someone had taped up a hot-pink flier for the Valentine’s Day dance. Without even knowing why, I reached out and pulled it down, staring down at it as I walked back into the room.

I folded the flier into quarters and shoved it into the pocket of my uniform skirt.

“Hello, Kacie,” Ms. Hush said as I headed toward my desk.

“Hi, Ms. Hush.” As usual when I used my nickname for her, she seemed to take on an extra rosy glow of pleasure. I guess when no one remembers who you are, a nickname could be particularly lovely.

“You know her?” Angelica whispered as we headed toward our seats. She blinked, glancing back over her shoulder. “Wait,” she said, “I remember her. She’s been teaching in here for a while, hasn’t she?” 

“Yep.” I turned and looked over my shoulder, tossing a wink at Ms. Hush. I’d been having versions of this conversation over and over, too. 

Honestly, I didn’t know why I was able to remember her when no one else was. Except Ms. Gayle, of course. My recall of Ms. Hush gotten better once she had helped remove the psychic block the Lusus Naturae had stuffed into my head in the form of a magical slug, though, so that might have had something to do with it.

The test Ms. Hush gave us went okay. I couldn’t decide to be whether to be pleased or horrified that I’d had personal encounters with several of the creatures we were tested over. I was definitely amused that Ms. Hush had included wraiths on the test.

After class, I made my way up to Ms. Hush’s desk.

“What can I help you with, Kacie?” she asked.

“I’m having a little bit of...” I waved my hand vaguely at my forehead. I was trying to say the words a headache, but they didn’t come out.

“Some sort of difficulties with your psychic communication?”

No, I wanted to say. I’m having headaches again, and I want you to make sure I’m okay.

But that’s not what came out. What I actually said was, “Yes. I’ve been practicing my psychic messaging, and the things I send out aren’t as clear as I would like them to be.”

Ms. Hush frowned and reached out, letting her slim, cool fingers dance across my forehead.

“Hm. I can feel some residual...” The frown line between her eyes deepened. “Something. Maybe you should have a talk with Mr. Meriwether about it. You might find he can help you with that.” Her tone shifted from mildly concerned to dismissive. “But now that the bug block is gone, you should find your psychic abilities falling into place fairly soon.” She turned back to the papers on her desk, gathering them and shoving them into a satchel.

Now I was the one frowning. I don’t think Ms. Hush had ever simply dismissed my concerns. Not that I could remember, anyway.

But she was a wraith. And as I had just written on my test, wraiths had the ability to leave humans confused, disoriented, and prone to forgetting the wraiths entirely. So for all I knew, the things I did remember about Ms. Hush were the ones that were out of character, rather this newly dismissive attitude.

“Okay,” I said hesitantly. “I guess I’ll do that.” 

She nodded and waved without looking up.

I trudged out of the room, wondering why I had decided at the last minute not to tell her about my pounding headache. Which was much worse now than it had been before I talked to her. 

Today was not turning out to be a great day. I had upset Tony by telling him I didn’t want to go to the dance with him—even though that wasn’t entirely true. Mostly what I didn’t want to do was hurt anymore. And now my favorite teacher was brushing off the things I told her. Not that I was telling the truth. Yet another way my day was already full of suckage.

It only got worse when I realized that staying behind to talk to Ms. Hush had made me late enough to my next class that I missed a pop quiz in there. 

By the time lunch rolled around, I was ready to call it a day. All I wanted to do was go crawl into my bed and hide with my head under the covers. Instead, I decided, I would go to the Hunters’ Academy’s equivalent of the nurse’s office. Eating lunch sounded like a horrific idea right now, anyway. 

But when I got over to the medical office, the person running the registration desk asked me what I was there for. I opened my mouth to tell her—but nothing came out. She peered at me, her eyes kind but concerned. She tapped one long, light pink nail on the desk as she stared at me.

When I didn’t respond for several more seconds, she said, “is something wrong?”

I nodded my head.

Her mouth tightened, and for a split second, I expected her to speak to me in the tone I had heard from so many medical professionals—condescending, bureaucratic, and unwilling to try to help.

Instead, though, she leaned closer. “Can you tell me why is going on with you?”

I shook my head—and at that moment, I realized that there was something truly strange about this headache.
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Chapter 2
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This wasn’t just a headache. This was...something else.

Something that was making my head hurt. Something was clouding my thinking. And something was keeping me from telling anyone about it. 

I could, however, apparently make physical gestures. I pointed to my forehead and temples.

“There’s something wrong with your head?” The receptionist guessed.

I nodded. Her eyes narrowed. “And you can’t tell me about it in words?”

I shook my head. Tears pricked behind my eyes. Whatever Ms. Hush had done to get rid of the darkness inside me, it hadn’t been enough. There had been a slug in my head and taking it out had not solved the problem. 

I tried to open my mouth to explain everything that had happened, but instead, I broke out into a hot sweat. Droplets of it trickled down my back, as if I had run here from my classroom. 

“Come with me,” she said, standing and leading me down a short hallway to a small room with an exam table. “Have a seat. The doctor will be with you in a moment.”

As I waited in the doctor’s exam room, I began picking at the paper that covered the padded exam table, tearing off long, thin strips, and then ripping them down the center to create more. After about thirty seconds of waiting, my heart started beating faster. I ripped more paper, creating a small pile of confetti next to me.

Run.

It was like a tiny voice my head, separate from me, urging my body to follow its commands.

Get out.

I grasped the edge of the table with sweat-slicked palms.

If you move now, they won’t be able to catch you.

When the doctor finally entered the room five minutes later, I was still sitting on the table, but my elbows were locked and sweat trickled down the center of my back. I clutched the table as if unpeeling my fingers from their death-grip for even a heartbeat would send me hurtling out into the hallway. And really, there was a good chance it would have.

The doctor stood well over six feet, an almost cadaverously thin man with a shock of Einstein-style hair.

“Hi. I’m Dr. Bernie.” He held out one hand to shake mine. I let go of the table long enough to return the grip. His hand was cool and dry—at least, it seemed that way compared to mine. “Janice tells me that you are having some trouble you can’t speak about aloud?”

Despite the inner voice still yelling at me to stop listening to him and flee the scene entirely, I heaved a sigh of relief. Someone else was figuring out what was wrong with me. Finally. I nodded, pointing to my forehead and frowning exaggeratedly.

“You have pain in your head?” Dr. Bernie asked.

I nodded again, fervently. 

“On a scale of one to ten, what is your pain level—if one is no pain at all and ten is the worst pain you could possibly imagine?”

I hated that question. I had a great imagination, so I could always imagine pains that were even worse that what I was dealing with. I tried to say the word seven, but I couldn’t push it out past whatever was blocking me from talking about this headache.

Eventually, though, I held my fingers up.

Dr. Bernie nodded. “And what happens when you try to speak about the headache?”

Don’t answer, the tiny voice in the back of my head admonished me. I was beginning to think that voice really wasn’t mine at all.

I decided to demonstrate, opening my mouth to try to say something. No sound escaped. All that made it out was a tiny burst of air. I held my hands up in a shrug.

“I see.” With another nod, Dr. Bernie pulled out all the usual medical equipment to check my blood pressure, my heart rate, my ears and nose and throat, and he even tested my reflexes with one of those little hammer things. 

When he was done, he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back a little, tilting his head to one side and narrowing his eyes as he stared at me.

I wasn’t entirely certain what he was doing, until he said, “Well, your aura does look a little smudgy.”

I blinked. “What does a smudgy aura mean?” I asked, managing to speak for the first time since he walked into the room. As long as we were not talking about my head—at least not directly—apparently I was okay and could be trusted to say words out loud. 

Lucky me.

Dr. Bernie shook his head and frowned. “I’m not certain in this case. Obviously, something is magically awry. Sometimes smudges can be momentary emotional disturbances, moods that quickly pass. Other times, it could be the result of a spell or curse—”

“A curse?” I demanded, startled at his potential diagnosis. “I could be cursed? I didn’t know that was even a thing.”

Dr. Bernie’s laugh didn’t really match his body. I would have expected a sepulchral laugh to go with the cadaverous body. Instead, his laugh was full and robust, and sounded like something a department store Santa might use during the holiday season.

“Don’t panic. Curses are really specific kinds of spells. They’re a little more vicious sometimes. But curses are simply performed in different ways from other spells.” He gave my shoulder a little pat. “It’s nothing to worry about. I’m simply glad you’re here. Something is going on with you. And it’s not anything physical, either. Give me a few minutes and I’ll be right back.”

I would have followed his instructions, if not for the fact that I glanced up at his face just as he was turning to leave the room. Until that moment, he had been wearing what I would have described as a professional face—smiling but giving away nothing. As he turned, though, I caught a glimpse of his expression as it shifted from professional interest to abject terror.

I counted to ten before I slipped off the table and tiptoed to the door. Turning the handles slowly, I opened the door a couple of inches. I didn’t see or hear anyone hallway outside, so I opened the door wider and slipped through. A few steps down the hallway toward the receptionist desk, I heard Dr. Bernie speaking.

“I don’t know what it is, but it’s not visible. There’s something wrong with her, though.” 

Sliding up next to the door of the office, I tried to peek inside, but the door was almost closed, a scant inch between the door and its frame.

Still, I was certain his conversation was about me. He had acted like everything was fine, and then walked out to call someone I didn’t know to examine me without my permission, without even consulting me about it. My heart began beating even faster, thumping out a tattoo rhythm in my chest, and the muscles of my forehead tightened in a band, as if being squeezed from the outside. 

I have to get out of here. I need to think of someplace to go where no one at the Academy could find me.

Except maybe Souji.

Keeping my steps as silent as possible, I moved quietly down the hall, preparing to face the receptionist with a smile and a wave, acting as if the doctor hadn’t wanted me to stay. But luck was with me, and she wasn’t even at her desk.

What had possessed me to ever think I should get checked out by a medical professional? 

That’s right, the voice inside my head soothed. You don’t need anything from the doctor.

The voice was sounding more and more like my own.

Now. I just had to figure out how to hide from anyone else who came looking for me.

Including Souji.
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Chapter 3
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The well house. That’s where I needed to go. It was a tiny, mostly abandoned building made of stone at the far end of campus, right where the Hunters’ Academy ended and the forest that covered the rest of the Colorado mountain we lived on began. It was also where a doppelgänger had hidden me and Mr. Jamison away while he took the teacher’s form and infiltrated the Academy.

And now, I was convinced Dr. Bernie was trying to do something equally nefarious. 

I still didn’t know exactly to what end the Lusus Naturae were hunting me, but that didn’t matter right now. What mattered was getting away from the doctor.

When I got there, the door was padlocked shut.

I put my hand on the lock, trying to access what little magic I might carry within myself, hoping I could unlock it. Closing my eyes, I pulled at the place within me where I sometimes found my magic, willing it to work with me.

Nothing happened. I tugged at the padlock with a low curse.

I turned around to make sure no one was nearby, watching me. The woods behind the well house were dark, shaded and silent. And most of the rest of campus was out of sight, hidden by the few buildings I could see. 

I need a way to get into this well house.

Either that, or I needed another place to hide. I wasn’t sure which I would prefer.

I kicked the door hard, irritated by its sturdy construction.

If I knew who I could trust, I might get someone else involved.

But after months of being harassed by the Lusus Naturae, I was beginning to be convinced that anyone could potentially be an agent for the monsters who wanted to take over the world.

I tried to push out a call to Souji using what I had been assured should be my remarkable psychic abilities.

He didn’t respond. He was supposed to be my partner. Why was it that every time I was in trouble, he was nowhere to be found?

A couple of images flashed through my mind of Souji showing up to help me with Shane, the tutor who had ended up trying to kill me. And then another of Souji leaping out the Colorado forest to attack the Santa demon who had been feeding on local children in the nearest town and had turned his attention to me.

It was as if my own mind was trying to convince me, or maybe just remind me, that Souji was on my side.

That doesn’t mean I can always rely on him. The voice inside my head spoke so clearly it was as if I had heard it out loud.

I paced back and forth, my boots crunching into the late spring snow.

I had to get away from campus. If I couldn’t trust anyone—and the incident with Dr. Bernie made it clear that I couldn’t—then I needed to get away from everyone.

If I’d been thinking ahead, I would’ve stuffed my backpack full of supplies and been ready to take off into the woods. But even as frantic as I was feeling, I knew that freezing to death in the snow is not the answer.

I glanced back at the campus, frowning. Did any of the buildings have basements? I needed a place I could hide.

The upper-level students’ dorm had a passage that could magically transport me back to Kansas. I didn’t know how to work it, though. It was how Mina, the tiny fae recruiter who had tracked me down, had brought me through to the Academy in the first place.

But maybe I could find a way to make it through that passage, anyway. Maybe I could use it to disappear into the real world—the world away from the Academy.

And then what? If I walked away from the Hunters’ Academy, away from the battle between the two supernatural sides, would the Lusus Naturae keep hunting me? Or would they leave me alone as long as I stayed out of their world?

Would I be able to support myself? I couldn’t go anywhere that was too obvious—not back to my old school, not home to my parents. And without money or connections, I would be doomed to fail. The Lusus Naturae would find me and they would finally get what they wanted from me. 

No. That would only be putting off the inevitable.

That thought jarred me. Was it really inevitable? Was I destined to be captured by the other side and used for whatever nefarious ends they had in mind?

A soft, low growl behind me made me freeze in my pacing. Slowly, I craned my neck around to see who was behind me.

I blew out a breath of relief. It was Souji. Thank goodness.

“I am so glad you’re here,” I said. “I had a headache, so I went to the doctor. Well, actually, I still have a headache. But anyway, the doctor was weird. I’m pretty sure he was trying to get someone to... I don’t know. But he made a phone call and it was wrong. I’m pretty sure he’s with the Lusus Naturae.”

Souji listened to this rapid-fire speech, his ears pricked up, tilting his head first to one side and then to the other.

“And if you’re trying to talk to me, I can’t hear you. I don’t know why. My telepathy—any psychic powers I have—all seem to be on the fritz again.

Souji sat down in the snow, his jet-black fur shining in the sun, making a beautiful contrast to the whiteness of the snow around him.

I batted at the padlock. “So I was thinking that if I could just unlock this door, I could hide down there while I figure out what to do.”

Souji shook his head. Then he stood again, this time jerking his chin up toward the woods, as if to tell me which way were going. 

As he began walking toward the forest, I hesitated for a long moment, then finally fell into line behind him. “Okay, okay. Wait up. I’m coming.”

We didn’t get very far under the cover of trees before we came upon Souji’s brother Reo standing in a clearing, obviously waiting for us.

As we moved into the clearing, Souji stopped before I noticed, leaving him several steps behind me. It also conveniently blocked my easiest path back out of the clearing, so I whipped around to glare at my hunting partner accusingly. “You call your brother to meet us? What would you do that?”

“He’s worried about you, Kacie.” Reo took a half step toward me, his hands held up in front of him as if to show me he had no weapons.

Like that matters in someone who can shift into a panther with teeth and claws on a moment’s notice.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I just suddenly realized how obvious it is that the Lusus Naturae have infiltrated the Academy.”

“Who do you think as their agent?”

You, for one.

When I didn’t answer, Reo continued. “That’s my job here. The Council sent me to find out what’s going on, why the Lusus Naturae have been able to get to you here. I understand why you feel the way you do—there have been too many attacks on you for you not to be defensive. Still, I’d appreciate it if you would tell me what you suspect.”

When Rio had begun talking, I’d crossed my arms over my chest. By the time he was finished, they were wrapped all the way around my body, and I was hugging myself tightly as if to hold all of me together.

“Dr. Bernie was trying to call someone in to examine me. He told me everything looked fine, and then he left to go call someone else. I’m sure he’s with the Lusus Naturae.”

Rio frowned. “No surely not. I’ve known him for years.”

His tone in disbelief made me take a step back. “I knew no one would believe me.”

Tears gathered in the corners of my eyes. I wanted someone to be on my side. 

Without warning, I bolted into the woods.
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Running from one panther would’ve been a stupid move. Running from two was absolutely insane.

I saw one of the brothers race past me in a blur of black fur. I had just enough time to see him come skidding to a stop not far in front of me, when the other hit the center of my back with his paws and the full force of the two-hundred-pound jaguar slamming me to the ground. It knocked the breath out of me. But I was probably better off than I would’ve been if he’d used his claws.

I lay in the snow gasping for breath, not even able to stand or even look all the way up, because the cat continued to sit on my back to hold me down.

I did, however, see bare feet in the snow crunching toward me.

Guess the other panther shifted to human.

“Hold her until I get back,” I heard Reo say.

So it was Souji on my back.

The bare feet crunched away, and I saw the moment he turned back into his panther form. 

After I caught my breath again, I tried to convince Souji to let me up while his brother was gone. “You see it, don’t you? Reo wants to take me back to the Academy. The Lusus Naturae will catch me for sure then. You can’t let him do that. Please.”

My so-called partner didn’t respond.

It was probably only about three or four minutes, but it seemed like forever before Reo came back, fully dressed and wearing shoes.

“Come on,” he said, hauling me up by one arm as Souji stepped off my back. “Let’s get you back to the doctor’s office and see if we can find out what’s wrong with you.”

That’s when I really started to fight. I punched and kicked, swinging my fists impotently when he held me out at arms’ length. Twisting around in an attempt to break his hold on me, I came face-to-face with Souji’s bared teeth.

He let out a slow growl, and I froze.

“Now,” Reo said, “you can continue to fight against us, but you’ll be the one who gets hurt. Besides,” he continued, pulling out zip-tie cuffs and locking my hands together behind my back, “you won’t get far in these.”

I didn’t stop struggling the whole way back to the doctor’s office—even though I knew it was useless.

* * *
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“SHE’S NEVER BEEN LIKE this before,” Reo said to the doctor.

“She is sitting right here,” I interjected. 

Both Reo and Dr. Bernie turned to look at Souji, and I wished for a moment that I was inside their little circle, that I was the one communicating with Souji, instead of the evil doctor.

Why didn’t anyone believe me when I told them Dr. Bernie was in league with the Lusus Naturae? Were Reo and Souji in on it, too? 

Please don’t let that be true. I didn’t know if I believed in a god—not the same way I now believed in magic, that was for sure—but I still found myself sending up little prayers. Maybe something out there would listen, eventually. 

In the meantime, I couldn’t trust anyone, and I had to get out of here as soon as I could.

These damn handcuffs would make that difficult.

If I’d been someone else—almost anyone else at the Academy—I would have been able to magic them off. Or rip them off with shifter strength or freeze them until they were brittle and shattered.

But I apparently didn’t have any magic of my own. I could barely use what psychic powers I did have. 

I was, however, smart enough to get out of this. Right?

Shifting a little in the chair they’d pushed me down onto when we’d arrived in the medical office, I tried to think of a way to escape.

“Okay,” the doctor finally said, after the three of them had spent several minutes conversing silently (rude!). “I’ll be right back.”

Ugh. They had dispatched him on some errand, and I didn’t know what it was.

From the front office, I heard Dr. Bernie murmuring to Janice, the receptionist. A few seconds later, she gathered up her things and left. 

Are they getting rid of any witnesses? That can’t be good.

The front door opened again, and I heard voices—Dr. Bernie’s and another one that I almost recognized.

When the door opened, I realized I had been hearing Ms. Hush.

Oh, no. Please tell me she’s not involved in this, too. 

The realization that everyone I had trusted was plotting against me made tears well up in my eyes. The only thing that gave me the strength to blinked them back was the knowledge that if I could get away, I can make sure they never had the chance to do this to anyone again.

Ms. Hush stepped closer, glancing from Dr. Bernie to Souji to Reo.

Then she knelt down in front of me on one knee, peering up into my eyes. When she reached out her hand to touch my face, I flinched.

Ms. Hush frowned. “Yes. It’s a good thing you brought me to see her. I don’t know exactly what this is, but it’s nothing any of us wants. We need to take her to my office.”

Everyone in the room glanced at each other. I don’t know why Ms. Hush had spoken aloud, if not to strike terror into my heart. But I didn’t object to being moved. My best chance to get away would be when they were moving me.

“Are you sure moving her as a good idea?” Reo asked. “She fought like...well, like a wildcat on the way over here. And I know what fighting like a wildcat is.”

His brother chuffed in panther amusement.

“You might be right,” Ms. Hush conceded. “I’ll go get my supplies. I’ll be back soon.”

Dammit. My best chance to escape had evaporated.

I guess I’ll just have to fight my way out.
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When Ms. Hush showed back up a few minutes later, she carried a patchwork shoulder bag, stuffed full of items that she began pulling out and setting on the exam table. There were candles, and jars of powder, and one jar of amorphous, blobby things that could very well have been eyes of newt. I knew the wraith, recognized these supplies. She had used many of them to draw a monstrous slug-thing out of my head. But of course, that made me wonder why she had taken the bug out of my head at all. If she was still working with the Lusus Naturae, why had she left their psychic block in place?

I watched her warily. Any minute now, she was going to do something terrifying. I was certain of it.

“Okay, gentlemen, if you will please move out into the hallway so that I can have space to work, I would appreciate it.” I had always thought Ms. Hush’s voice matched her eyes, kind of silvery and glowing. Now both of those things about her scared me. How could someone who was about to do unspeakable things to me sound so sweet?

As all the males in the room started to file out, I finally broke my silence. “Please don’t go,” I begged them. “Don’t leave me alone with her. Please don’t let her do whatever it is she’s about to do to me. You don’t understand.”

Reo shook his head at me, his eyes sad. “Kacie, we understand perfectly. You’re the one who doesn’t understand. I hope you forgive us for this soon.”

The voice in my head started screaming for me to get away. 

As Ms. Hush poured a circle on the ground out of various ingredients in her jars, I began thrashing, trying to pull my hands out of the zip-tie handcuffs Reo had put me in. When that didn’t work, I lifted myself up out of the chair and bolted toward the door.

“Get her,” Ms. hush said calmly. Reo wrapped his arms around me as I dashed by, lifting me up and carrying me, kicking and screaming, back into the room.

“Let me go!” I bucked hard, trying to loosen his grip on me.

“Coach Pack trained me in hand-to-hand, too. I know all your moves,” he said calmly.

“Put me down, you jerk.”

“You got it.” He dropped me down until my feet touched the floor.

“Perfect,” Ms. hush said.

In one smooth motion, Reo let go of me and took a step backward while Ms. Hush closed the last bit of the circle with me inside.

Magic shot up around me to close over my head like a dome, creating a kind of bubble and trapping me. Even with my hands tied behind my back, I tried to escape, throwing my shoulder against the wall of my new prison. It was an invisible but absolute boundary.

Ms. Hush made some complicated motion with her hands, and all sound from outside the bubble disappeared, too. Not enough that they could talk to talk to each other silently, they also had to make it so they could talk out loud to each other and I couldn’t hear them.

They were definitely on the side of the bad guys.

Ms. Hush was apparently giving everyone instructions, as the doctor, my so-called partner, and his brother were all lining up according to her directions. She handed each of them an object—Reo held a candle, Dr. Bernie held a bowl of water, and she even handed a short knife to Souji, who held it in his mouth. Apparently, whatever they were about to do to me, it was a big spell. 

My mouth was dry, my throat raw from all the screaming. But I was guessing they couldn’t hear me any more than I could hear them. 

For some reason, that terrified me more than anything else.

The little voice in my head berated me for not getting away sooner, not fighting harder, not doing something to keep from coming to this spot.

And then Ms. Hush began the spell.

* * *
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FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, I was still screaming, waves of pain wracking my body, sending arrows of agony racing from my head and down my spine. When the pain abated for just a few seconds, I leaned back against the invisible wall of my enclosure and slid down to sit with my knees drawn up against my chest, sobbing.

“Is this absolutely necessary?” Reo asked, his voice concerned.

“It really is,” Ms. Hush replied.

I didn’t know when the dome had started letting me hear what they were saying again. But I realized in retrospect that I had been hearing Ms. Hush’s chanting for quite some time already. I simply hadn’t been able to process it over the misery of my own pain.

Outside my enclosure, Souji whined.

“If this doesn’t work soon,” Dr. Bernie said, “we are going to have to follow my suggestions and call in Ms. Gayle.”

Ms. Hush nodded. “I agree. But not quite yet. I’m almost done with this preparation, and I think it will at least give us a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”

“One more chance.” I could tell the doctor was trying to sound authoritative, but the thread of anxiety running through his words suggested that he wasn’t nearly as certain of himself as he liked to pretend.

The chanting started up again, and I drew my knees in tight against my chest, wrapping my arms around them and putting my head down in an attempt to mitigate the misery I knew was coming.

This time when it hit, it felt like a thousand bolts of lightning striking down on my head and back and shoulders.

Crackling and popping white lights raced up and down the dome, as if chasing each other. But I barely noticed that—I was too busy trying to contain my screams as the white-hot lights raced across my skin, too.

I was convinced I was beginning to smell myself cooking. 

Soon I couldn’t contain my screeching sobs. They crescendoed as Ms. Hush’s chants grew louder and louder, as if the spell was wrapping my pain up inside itself, the two of them spinning around each other, higher and higher and higher, electricity in the air spinning everything together until it exploded in a crash of embers, all the lightning bolts sliding up to the top of the dome and converging in a giant explosion. The entire magical structure buzzed and shuddered, carrying me with it so that I felt like one of those old cartoons where someone gets electrocuted and his entire skeleton shows.

My analogy wasn’t all that far off the truth, either. When I glanced down at my skin, it was glowing white and almost translucent.

“Oh, hell.” I had never heard Ms. Hush curse before. 

I whipped around to face her, planning to demand to know what she meant. But when I saw all three of the other people in the room staring at me in various degrees of shock, I instead started demanding, “What? What is it? Tell me.”

Ms. Hush simply pointed at my midsection. I bent over to examine my stomach, catching a glimpse of what they were talking about. Then I craned my neck to look down my back as much as I could, too.

Whatever it was, I saw it, too. Ms. Hush had made the magic work like an X-ray. I was lit from within. And what I saw inside me made my stomach heave.

Its tentacles were woven throughout me, wrapped around my spine, resting across my heart, and continuing to grow, right before my very eyes.

Seen this way, it was black and malignant, and it was taking me over.

For just a heartbeat, I had a moment of absolute, perfect clarity. I turned around to face Ms. Hush, Dr. Bernie, Reo, and Souji. “Get this thing out of me. Please,” I begged. 
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I wish I could say that during the excruciating hours that followed my moment of clarity, I was kinder to the people who were trying to help me.

But the problem was that, despite how utterly hideous the creature inside me was, I wasn’t able to hold on to its memory for very long. Not consciously, anyway. The thought of it would slip into my mind now and again, like a nightmare I’d had once. But I couldn’t hold it.

So instead, I fought them.

The headmistress, Ms. Gayle, was indeed called in to consult, and she brought in both a witch doctor and another regular M.D.

“Surgery is a bad idea,” the M.D. argued. “It’s in her spine. You would need a neurosurgeon. You will have to use magic for this.”

“Magic can be unpredictable,” the witch doctor said. “If you want her spine preserved, a neurosurgeon might be your best bet.”

I heard them, but I could barely understand what they were saying. I was far too busy alternating between screaming and sobbing. By the time they determined their plan, I had completely forgotten why we were all there.

It was a mercy when Dr. Bernie gave me a shot of something that completely knocked me out.

If I’d been aware enough to hope, I would’ve wished to stay completely out while they removed whatever it was coiling through my nervous system and beyond.

But magical ailments don’t always respond well to medical answers—and whatever else this parasite I was carrying might be, it was definitely magic.

That thought flashed across my mind just as I came to during the magical removal of the creature I carried. And for the first time in a week, I could remember everything that had brought me to this moment.

“It was a wraith,” I gasped out as I opened my eyes, finally realizing that I was on my stomach on a table with my head face-down on a support, staring at the floor. I couldn’t move, but I was wide awake.

“What?” Dr. Bernie’s voice floated down to me from above. 

Inside me, something writhed, sending waves of nausea roiling through my gut. I breathed through my mouth, hoping not to vomit, until the feeling passed. 

“It was a wraith. That’s what put this thing inside me. I remember now.”

“We have the part that was embedded in your brain,” Ms. Gayle said. “That’s probably why you’re remembering this now.” I couldn’t quite figure out her tone. Usually, she sounded like she hated me. But now? She almost sounded...worried.

Uh-oh. If Ms. Gayle was worried, then I should probably go ahead and ratchet up my own fear to eleven. Or more.

“And when did it happen?” the headmistress continued.

“Not long after Ms. Hush removed the other one—the spy-slug-thingy—from me.”

Ms. Hush paused in her chanting. “Where were you when this other wraith attacked you?”

“In my room. And then, as soon as it was over, I didn’t remember it happening. I thought you said in parabiology class that familiarity with one wraith made it easier to see and remember all wraiths.”

“I said that sometimes happens.”

“Hmph.” I went back to staring at the floor.

“Kacie?” Ms. Hush said a few minutes later.

“Yeah?”

“This is probably going to hurt.”

She wasn’t kidding, either. It hurt like hell. I wasn’t sure how, but she was drawing the parasite out of me an inch at a time, feeding it out of me as if she were dealing with a real-world, non-magical parasite that had to be coaxed out of the patient and wrapped around a stick.

The image made me shudder, and that brought me back entirely to my present situation, where apparently the parasite had begun to resist being removed.

“Can’t you just kill it?” I asked, my words muffled by the way I clenched my teeth around them.

“Not until we get it out of you,” Ms. Hush said.

“Great.” I closed my eyes, prepared to deal with the pain. 

That’s what I thought, anyway.

I was not prepared for the way the parasite began attaching itself to my insides.

I thought I had been screaming bloody murder earlier, when they were trying to get a look at what the wraith had left inside me. 

But it was nothing compared to the sound I made when the thing decided it wanted to stay inside me. I felt it scrape along my spine, then curl around it and squeeze.

We all heard the creaking of the bone as the parasite held on and tried to avoid moving. My scream subsided to a whimper as Ms. Hush quit pulling and the parasite quit holding on as tightly.

I heard everyone breathing more heavily than usual and I imagined them leaning back to reconsider their plan.

“Why me?” I asked. When no one answered for a second, I filled the silence. “I’m not whining about it. I’m really asking—what is it about me that makes the Lusus Naturae keep putting these things inside me?”

“I’m not sure,” Ms. Gayle answered, sounding less like the prim headmistress and more like a real person for one of the few times since the first day I’d walked into her class. “None of us are. And we’ve been searching for answers to that question since long before you were here—since the moment we realized the Lusus Naturae had been hiding a hunter out among the general public.”

“Am I the only one they did this to?” I asked.

“As far as we know, yet.” She paused. “Hold on. We’re going to try again.”

By the time I stopped screaming again, sweat dripped off my face, landing on the speckled white tile below me.

“We got more of it that time,” Ms. Hush panted.

“Can’t we just cut it in half and let the rest of it die inside me?” I begged.

“No,” Dr. Bernie said, speaking for the first time. “I think we have to either get it all out or risk having it grow full-size again.”

“As long as you’re awake, maybe you can tell us what you think the parasite was doing inside you. What effects did it have on you?” Ms. Gayle asked.

“It made me paranoid as f—” Yet another scream interrupted my comment as Ms. Hush and Dr. Bernie moved together, pulling the parasite out by tiny increments. By the time they paused, we were all breathing heavily.

“Almost finished,” Ms. Hush said. “Once or twice more and I think we’ll have it all.

“Wait,” I said as they prepared to go again. “I just remembered something. I don’t know if it’s important or not, but it seemed oddly interested in the Valentine’s Day dance. I stopped and took a flyer off the wall and put it in my pocket, but I had no idea why I did it.”

“An Academy dance?” I could almost hear Dr. Bernie’s frown. “Why on earth would it be interested in that?”

I suddenly realized the answer, and Ms. Gayle and I spoke together. “The students.”

“The Academy dances are very popular,” Ms. Gayle continued. “A great majority of our students will be there.”

“When does it start?” I asked.

“It’s been going for an hour already,” Ms. Hush said.

“Then hurry and get this thing out of me. If something bad is happening, I want to help.” I clenched my teeth against the pain I knew was coming and steeled myself to endure it. If my friends were in trouble because the Lusus Naturae had slipped another bug into me, I wasn’t going to leave them alone.
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Ms. Gayle had rushed out ahead of us, leaving Dr. Bernie and Ms. Hush to finish removing the parasite from my system, but taking Reo and Souji with her from where they’d been waiting outside the operating room. They raced to the dance to make sure the Lusus Naturae weren’t planning to cause trouble.

Cause trouble. That was such an odd way to put it, I thought as Dr. Bernie helped me sit up once they had finished removing the parasite. I stared at it sliding along the walls of the specimen jar Dr. Bernie had dropped it into. 

I’d been thinking of it like a snake or a worm, but it looked more like an octopus. A slimy, headless octopus.

“What do you think it was doing inside me?” I asked Ms. Hush. 

She shrugged. “Soaking up any extra medication we gave you—that’s why you’re awake now. Definitely blocking your abilities and stopping you from telling anyone about it. Possibly using you as the Lusus Naturae’s unwitting eyes and ears in the Academy?”

With a shudder, I turned away from it. “It might not have its own eyes,” I said, “but I’m sure it’s watching you. Be careful with it, okay? Don’t let it get to you.”

“I promise,” Dr. Bernie said, giving the thing a hard look. “By the way,” he added, looking up at me, “this is definitely the thing that was giving you a smudgy aura. Yours is all clear now.”

I don’t think I had genuinely smiled all week before that very moment. “Thank you, Dr. Bernie.”

Stretching, I turned so I could see both of them. “Am I medically and magically okay to go now?”

Dr. Bernie nodded. “There might be some lingering soreness, but there shouldn’t be any lasting repercussions. Not physically, anyway.” 

I didn’t like the sound of that last line, but I was willing to ignore it for now. If there were any non-physical repercussions, I would have to deal with them as they showed up.

“Ms. Hush?” I asked, sliding down off the operating table and clutching the back of my hospital gown closed. I didn’t ask who had changed me into it. I was too embarrassed, and afraid I didn’t want to know, really.

“Your clothes are in the first locker to the left out there,” she said, pointing out the door and down a hallway. “Next to the dressing rooms. You can change there. I’ll wait for you by the door.”

“Thanks,” I said, walking with exaggerated care out the door to make sure I didn’t flash anyone. But as soon as I had my clothes in my hand, I got dressed faster than I’d really known was possible. 

When we stepped outside, I breathed in the crisp February air. It was darker than I’d expected—the octopus-bug extraction that taken much longer than I had realized.

I wondered how long I’d been under before the meds wore off.

And then Ms. Hush and I were also racing across campus, hoping that whatever the Lusus Naturae had planned, Ms. Gayle would be able to stop it in time.

Because I was absolutely sure that they were planning to use the dance to do something awful.

I just didn’t know what.

Invade the campus?

Take over?

Implant one of those creepy octopus bugs inside every student?

I knew that the instructors had been a little more vigilant than usual because of the signs that some Lusus Naturae might know where the Academy campus was located.

But until they’d figured out that I was acting strange because of a Lusus Naturae parasite, no one had known for sure if the entire organization knew where we were, or if a couple of lone monsters had found us. 

Now we knew for sure—the Lusus Naturae had been watching the Hunters’ Academy. 

And I was certain, though I couldn’t have said why, that they had plans for all of us.

What kind of magical terror can they inflict on us?

As it turned out, it wasn’t magical terror at all.

It was simply terror.

Ms. Hush and I ran as fast as we could toward the building that held the Commons room, now decked out in pink and red hearts—I’d seen them at dinner the day before—and empty of tables and chairs. It was ideal for dancing.

My boots crunched in the snow in a steady, thudding rhythm that matched the thumping of my heart. The closer we got, the more terrified I grew. I could almost hear something screaming inside my head, “Stop! Stop stop stop...” 

And worst of all, I didn’t know if it was a legitimate warning or a residual command left over from having the Lusus Naturae bug in my head.

Finally, though, it grew too loud, too insistent, not to listen to it. 

“Wait.” I reached out to snag Ms. Hush’s sleeve. “I think it’s bad,” I wheezed.

Ms. hush turned around and frowned at me, more confused than angry. “All the more reason to get inside and start helping,” she said.

I didn’t have any argument against that, so I simply nodded, and we turned back toward the building. If we ran hard, we weren’t more than a minute or two away.

And that’s when the bomb went off.
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Even as far away as we were, we were blown back by the blast. It rolled out of the building in a burst of blue-white flame with a heavy roll of smoke and debris immediately following it.

Parts of the building were burning, the flames lighting up the night.

The heated air pushed over us, rocking us back on our feet. But we were back up and running in seconds. As we got closer, I was glad to realize that there were other instructors and students running toward the fire. 

Not there. Your work is not to put out the fire.

It was a little like the voice I’d carried inside while the octopus-bug had me, but different in that it seemed like it actually belonged to me.

Other students were wandering around, searching for people. I joined them.

Still, my heart pounded out only one name as I searched.

Souji.

Where was my partner? He had gone with his brother and Ms. Gayle to stop this from happening. My stomach tightened at the thought of what might have happened to them.

No, Kacie DeLuca, you do not have time to worry about Souji. He can take care of himself.

That’s what I kept trying to tell myself—but I didn’t fully believe it. Not really.

So even as I began trying to help pull people out of the rubble, I was still, always, scanning for only one face. 

Part of the hall still stood—the Commons Room itself, where most of the people had been when the explosion had gone off.

“How is that still there?” I asked.

“It had extra wards around it,” Ms. Hush said. “Everywhere that hunters and their students gather, we put up additional defenses. We can’t risk losing everyone on our side in one fell blow.”

“But that’s what the Lusus Naturae were trying to do here.” I stepped over a pile of rubble.

“Indeed it is,” Ms. Hush replied, stopping at the same rubble I’d just walked past. “Look at this.” She bent over and pushed a rock away. “I think there’s someone under here. Hello? Are you okay down there?”

I began moving rocks one at a time, praying that whoever was under them was still alive.

When we uncovered a hand that didn’t move, I told myself that the victim had been knocked out and was lying under there completely having a lovely dream, courtesy of being cold-cocked by a bomb.

But by the time we got to the last layer of rocks, I had already lost hope. And when I uncovered the face of the body in front of me, I let out a strangled sob and dropped to my knees beside Angelica.

She was turned the wrong way. She’d been running back into the building—but why?

As I uncovered her horse half, I realized the answer to my question. She had been headed back to ferry people out of danger.

And now she was gone.

“This is my fault,” I whispered.

“Don’t you ever think that.” Ms. Hush’s voice was harsher than I’d ever heard it. “This is on the Lusus Naturae, not you. You are not to blame. They are. Don’t ever forget it. You hear me?”

I nodded fervently. “Yes, ma’am.”

“We will come back for Angelica. Right now, our focus has to be on finding the living. Let’s keep moving.”

We weren’t the only ones who had that idea, either. All around us in the smoke-cloaked darkness, voices called out names, or answered those calls. And some simply cried for help.

Those are the ones who need us most.

Then those were the ones we’d help first.

We moved toward the smoke, keeping our mouths and nose as covered as well as we could manage to.

But then, I heard a voice calling my name. 

“Reo?” I called out.

“Over here!” 

“I’ll be right back,” I said to Ms. Hush. “I need to go see what Reo wants.” She nodded, waving me off as she continued to poke through patches of rubble.

Reo and I Marco-Polo’d it back and forth until we found each other. I threw my arms around his neck as soon as I saw him. “I’m so glad you’re okay. Where’s Souji?”

“I’m not sure, but I think he was out of the blast radius when it went off. He was headed around to the back entrance of the building.” He clenched his teeth. “But I need you for something else. Something potentially even less pleasant.”

“What is it?” I asked.

Reo glanced around as if checking to make sure no one was listening. “Let’s wait until we get inside.”

“Okay,” I agreed reluctantly. “That’s fine.”

I followed him, frowning in disbelief as he began searching for a place for us to have our conversation.

“Are you serious?” I asked. “You do realize that we could have any conversation we wanted to on the grounds of the Academy, and no one would even blink twice. Even I know that.”

He opened his mouth to answer, but never got the chance.

A wave of percussive force hit the air near us like a second bomb going off.

With the carefully honed instincts of a trained hunter, Reo dove on top of me, his weight bearing me to the floor. He rounded his arms over his head and curved his body around mine to protect us both.

When a few seconds passed without another explosion, he risked a glance up. All around us, those students and instructors who had been in here searching were beginning to stand, to check on one another. Reo waved off another student's questions—he was still watching everything with a wary gaze—as he first stood, then helped me to my feet.

I realized the moment we both saw it: a crack in the air. At first glance, I had dismissed it as a bomb-created flaw in the wall to our right. When I looked again, though, the crack had grown, and I saw that it floated several inches in front of the wall itself.

“What is that?” I asked in the tone of someone one who had seen too much recently to doubt the answer, whatever it may be. But really, I already knew. I’d seen something almost exactly like it when I’d helped send the Santa demon back to his own dimension.

Demons—that was where demons came from. Other dimensions, other worlds, places that were not nearly as nice as our own.

I scowled at what I now believed was the beginning of an opening between worlds, then at Reo. “Something is trying to break through, into our world. You led us straight to this spot.” I took a step back and glared at him suspiciously. “How did you know they were going to do that?”

“I didn't know anything,” he protested, but quickly turned his attention away from me and back to the growing rift. “This is where I was headed, too.”

I glanced at the room. People were still picking themselves up and dusting off, but it wouldn't be long before someone else noticed the hole in space developing in their midst. 

“Let’s see if we can shut it down.” I stepped closer to the rift, feeling the magical power flowing through it and out into my world in heated waves.

My own senses still reeled from the blast, and from trying to figure out what, if anything, Reo had known about what was going to be happening here.

No time for that now, Kacie.

I had to try to stop what was trying to come through here. I didn’t know if my psychic powers were strong enough to do it—especially not right now, still recovering as I was from the painful removal of the last Lusus Naturae spy-slug.

But when I opened myself up to them, I could feel everyone around me—all the students and instructors, their pain, their confusion.

I focused in on the marble wall behind the split in the air.

The stone was cool, slow to care, slower to change. Its movements were at the atomic level, well below the ability of the human eye to detect. It didn’t want to support the rift in front of it, I was sure. 

I focused in on that, working first to impose my needs on the building itself, anchoring my will into the stone, then down into the mountain below us, tying myself to the Academy, the land, and then, finally, the people. 

As I brought my awareness fully back into my own body, I found Reo standing silently beside me, watching in wide-eyed wonder as I pushed my power outward. A bump against my hip told me to glance down, where I saw Souji. I bent down to throw my arms around my beautiful, perfect hunting partner.

“You’re alive!” I exclaimed.

“That was amazing,” Reo said, shaking his head slightly.

“What was?”

“The spell you just created.”

“I haven’t really finished yet,” I said. “And I’m not entirely sure what I’m doing, either—I’m just kind of following my instincts.”

“Well, then, your instincts are great. And just watching you work was kind of stunning.”

I tilted my head to one side. “What did you see, exactly?” 

Reo shook his head. “I wouldn't call it seeing, precisely. But I ... knew ... that you were connecting to everything and everyone here.”

“And what did the rift do while I worked?” I asked, too busy to give him more than a passing nod to acknowledge his understanding of what I had created as he watched, remaining somehow unaffected.

“Nothing,” Reo replied, then shook his head slightly, and his voice took on a more clipped tone, a hunter giving a report. “At least, nothing new. It didn't change size or seem to be preparing to throw off any more bomb-blasts. Hot air continued flowing out of it.”

I nodded, taking in his military-style report. In my spell work, I had created something like a spell-bubble, running from the ground below us to the top of the building, where I had anchored it to the roof. It was large enough to hold us, the gap between realities still floating about three feet away from us, and the marble wall behind the rift. 

Its full force was focused on this room, though people elsewhere in the Academy might feel a moment of disorientation should their paths happen to cross near where the rift was, but it was a temporary and harmless side-effect.

For now, we were safe from interruption, at least for as long as the demon on the other side of that gap refrained from widening it too much more.

As if my thought had drawn the creature's attention, a deep rumble shuddered from one side of the split to the other, registering more as vibration than sound. 

“Ouch,” I said, shaking my head. “This one's strong.”

“How many are we up against?” Reo asked again.

I considered the opening, unable to see anything through it other than light. “Here? Probably only one. But its magic feels strong. And male, for some reason.”

“Strong and male,” Reo said. “Anything else?”

“I don't think his coming through here, in this precise spot, was an accident. And I don't believe that you bringing me to it was accidental, either, though I doubt it was in his plan.”

“What can we do against him?” Reo didn't take his eyes off the rift.

I considered how everyone at the school over the winter break had joined together to defeat the Santa demon, and I had a sudden flash of inspiration. I didn't know if it would work now—but really, what did I have to lose? If it worked, Reo would have nothing to complain about. And if it didn't work? He could go take a flying leap, for all I cared. I didn't need him to like me—just work with me.

So I turned into his physical space, stood up on my tiptoes in my brand-new high-heeled shoes, tilted my chin up, and kissed him.

To say that my kiss surprised Reo and Souji would probably be something of an understatement.

I had been too focused on the impending threat of something trying to take over my world by way of the Valentine’s Dance to really consider how Souji might react to me kissing his brother. 

And I had forgotten how poorly Souji reacted to me flirting with other guys for exactly as long as it took me to decide to kiss him.

Granted, it was an odd time for me to make that decision. We were under attack, even if the threat seemed relatively minor at that instant. Souji’s growl suggested that I would

But the moment my lips touched his, I knew he could tell exactly what I was doing. I could almost read his mind as he figured it out.

This wasn't a kiss. Not really.

This was a power draw.

And it was the most horrific thing I had ever inflicted on anyone.

As my lips moved against his, his feet grew rooted to the floor beneath us. The rest of him became as motionless as the stones of the mountain, and almost as cold, as I pulled the life force out of him through his mouth.

his lungs stuttered to a stop, and he couldn't even gasp out his agony. I could feel that if he'd been able, he would have screamed out with every last fiber of his being.

Instead, all of that energy swept out of him, searing my tongue as it passed. Then it pooled in my throat long enough to burn fiery torture, dropped to my chest, then whipped through me.

All of that happened in an instant. The next moment, the pain evaporated.

Then I spun and sent the power shooting into that slightly glowing fissure in the air, the one that I had to turn my head away from and look at out of the corner of my eye to really get a fix on it, and everything inside the bubble I had created exploded around us.

For a heartbeat, the world—no, two worlds—stopped. That hole between worlds, between what seemed like hell and our own reality, seemed to open up to something immensely huge, something that seemed so big that it simply had to rip apart everything in this room—in the Academy, the mountain, the country, the whole world—in its attempt to pass through the opening it had created.

At the same time, it fell in on itself, folding over and over, crumpling its reality into a tiny ball that could fit all its billions of molecules through that same opening, threatening to take us with it, sliding into some new horror of a super-dense reality.

All told, it felt like the televisions shows I've watched late at night on the History Channel in an attempt to overcome insomnia, those droning series where scientists with faraway looks in their eyes talk of how stars die, exploding in supernovae, only to crumple, and keep collapsing, until even the protons and electrons melt into each other.

That was what we were up against.

This is worse than a Santa demon.

I flung out my hands to direct the remainder of the energy I had drawn from Reo, combined with my own magical force, clearly available to me for the first time I could remember.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 9
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I didn’t stop with Reo’s power and mine, though.

As the magic rushed through and around me, whipping my hair around my face in a windless storm, I sent my senses questing out past this room—past the crying people searching through the rubble, past the Academy buildings and the town down the mountain from us. Farther out than I had ever realized was possible.

And I began gathering up everyone’s magic with my own.

I could feel them as I did. The instructors and other Academy employees first. Ms. Hush, Mr. Meriwether, Dr. Qazi, Dr. Bernie, even Janice. Holding their power was like holding a bundle of strings in my hand—strings that led back them, as if each person’s magic was a kite that might take off at any minute.

I let my magical sense continue to circle the campus, pulling in all the students’ power, as well. I felt Erin and her friend Collette. Tony. Souji.

I knew more of them, but by now it was a raging hurricane of power, screaming silently as it spun around me.

As I raised my arms to pull it completely under my control, I felt something else. Something far from this mountain.

But it was headed this way.

It was dark, and it was violent, and it was...gleeful. It wouldn’t hesitate to rip us all to shreds, and it would laugh as it did so. 

And it wasn’t allied with either side in our war with the Lusus Naturae.

I added that to the calculations that were running through my mind now—the ones that I had never learned. But I had everyone else’s power, and I was no longer limited by what I had been taught.

And then I began pulling together a spell of protection like nothing anyone at the Academy had ever seen before.

First, I sealed the crack in reality. I poured magic into it, white-gold light pouring into it, closing it off from us. 

Preferably forever, I thought.

Yes, the magic agreed, its voice echoing with the tones of everyone I had taken from. Forever.

Then I healed the building, restoring it to what it had been before the Lusus Naturae had set off a bomb in it, the stones disappearing from outside and reappearing to rebuild—all in an instant.

The people next.

“No! Don’t do the people, Kacie!” It was an annoying buzzing, like a gnat or a mosquito. I blinked and glanced around until I realized Reo and Souji were still standing with me, even though everyone else had apparently fled when I began stealing power.

I turned my gaze on Reo, and he recoiled, as if he’d seen something unexpected. “Why not?” I asked, my voice echoing with the magic.

“They never come back right.” His voice was sad. “Too many magic users have tried to bring back the people they love—but we would only have to kill them a second time. And believe me, it’s worse.”

I glared at him, determined to try it anyway.

But then I felt Souji bump against my hip again. I put my hand down on the nape of his neck and felt calmer.

He’s right. Souji’s voice in my head for the first time in a week was glorious. Death isn’t anything we can overcome. It’s part of the natural world. All we can do is mourn them, honor them, and let them go.

A tear slipped down my face, followed by a surge of anger that flashed across my entire body, leaving me trembling with both power and rage.

I needed to use that magic. 

And so I pushed it into the Academy itself. It infused the stones, the ground, the wards that had always been in place—but that hadn’t kept out all the attacks against me.

It lay across everything, its giant, spinning, gold symbols first coating the Academy, and then sinking down into. Within moments, only the symbols in the snow and the slight, glittery shine on all the buildings showed that it had ever been there.

When I turned to Reo and Souji to see what else I should do, I realized they had both collapsed to the ground.

Apparently it was possible to take too much power from others. 

Carefully, I tied off the spell, set it so it couldn’t be undone by anyone other than me, and finally, let the magic run back out of my hands and into the people I’d borrowed it from.

Then I waited for Souji and Reo to gather themselves up so we could leave.

Reo pushed himself up off the floor. “Wow. No wonder the Lusus Naturae wanted to keep you hidden from the Academy. You have some serious juice.”

Souji simply turned and walked away, stopping to check over his shoulder to make sure we were coming with him.

I’m ready to get out of here, too, I told him.

* * *
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WHEN WE GOT OUTSIDE, Ms. Hush was waiting for us. “Come with me,” she said quietly.

We all followed her through what had been part of the quad, but now looked like a battlefield, bodies strewn across it like broken dolls abandoned in the middle of play. 

I almost liked it better when the bodies had been covered with rocks.  I kept passing people I knew. 

Ms. Hush led us straight to one of the bodies. 

It was Ms. Gayle.

I let out a low curse. “Is this what the Lusus Naturae were after?” I demanded, turning around to stare intently at Ms. Hush, Reo, and Souji.

“They wanted to weaken us,” Ms. Hush confirmed. “And this definitely does that.”

“Yeah, but I think maybe they got something they didn’t bargain for,” Reo suggested.

“What’s that?” Ms. Hush asked.

“Kacie is a gorgon.”

“What?” Ms. Hush demanded.

“A gorgon?” I asked, offended. “Aren’t those the ugly ladies with the snake hair? I am not one of those.”

“A gorgon,” Reo confirmed for Ms. Hush, ignoring me completely.

All three of them turned to stare at me, their eyes huge.

“What does that mean?” I asked. 

“It means,” Ms. Hush said, a huge grin spreading across her face, “that there is a good chance we are going to win the war against the Lusus Naturae. Finally.”

I stared out at the bodies littering the quad—piles of broken, useless things no longer of service to their owners.

Was I that powerful, really?

“Maybe we’ll win,” I whispered, “but at what cost?”

“Come on,” Ms. Hush said. “We need to get someone over here to get Ms. Gayle. She would hate being seen looking so...vulnerable.”

I stepped away from Ms. Gayle, following my living friends away from the blast zone. 

Tonight we would deal with the dead, turning them back from damaged dolls to the people we loved. Soon, we’d have a memorial service for them all. We would mourn the ones we’d loved and lost.

And then?

Then it would be time to take them on.

It would be time to wipe out the Lusus Naturae once and for all.

But first, I had to find out more about what a gorgon could do.

And how, given my very human parents, I had ended up as a gorgon at all.

Yep. I had a lot to work on.

* * *
[image: image]





Hunters’ Academy Books

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Hunters’ Academy 1: Entrance Exam
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Survive or Die.

It's not much of a school motto—not as inspiring as, say, “Let us give light to the world,” or “Knowledge is liberty,” or even just “Light and Truth.” Those are all real school mottos. So is this one. It belongs to the Hunters' Academy. And now, so do I.  
Since she was twelve years old, Kacela Deluca has suffered debilitating migraines. On the eve of her sixteenth birthday, she learns her headaches are the result of untapped psychic abilities. She's given a choice: continue to suffer or leave behind everything she knows and join the Hunters’ Academy. The only catch? If she doesn’t pass the entrance exam, she’ll die. 
A teen with blocked psychic powers, a panther shifter who can't—or won't—shift, a secret academy, and the power to defend the entire world...if only Kacie can unleash her potential before it's too late. 
Fans of Vampire Academy, Mortal Instruments, Harry Potter, and Dragon School will love Hunters’ Academy! 
Entrance Exam is episode one of Hunters’ Academy - expect a new episode every month beginning Fall 2018! 

Order Now
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Hunters’ Academy 2: Winter Break
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Santa’s Claws have come to town...
The worst part of having to stay at the Hunters’ Academy over the winter break is the pure boredom of it. With most of the other students away for the holidays, Kacie has little to do but read and watch movies...and practice all the hunting moves she learned in her first semester. 
When her boredom sends her on a run into the nearby human town, she discovers something horrific preying on the local children. But of everyone still on campus, she’s the only one who can see it—and that means she’ll have to put those hunting skills into practice much sooner than she expected.

Order Now!

* * *
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Hunters’ Academy 3: Crash Course
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If the course load doesn’t kill her, one of her teachers might.

Having passed the Entrance Exam, sixteen-year-old Kacie DeLuca is ready to buckle down and learn to be a true Hunter. But the Academy’s headmistress has hired a new instructor—a former member of the Lusus Naturae, the self-described “freaks of nature” with dark plans to subjugate humanity. 

When a student’s mutilated body is discovered on campus, all signs point to the new teacher’s guilt, and Kacie might be the only one who believes in her innocence. Worse, Kacie’s magics instructor has been assigned to investigate the murder and seems determined to ignore crucial evidence.

With no clear sense of where everyone’s loyalties lie, Kacela is about to get a crash course in what it really means to be a monster hunter. 

Order Now!
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Hunters’ Academy 4: Independent Study
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A Hunters’ Academy Short

She’s on the Dean’s list. And not in a good way.

When Kacie DeLuca broke through the psychic blocks the evil Lusus Naturae placed on her, she thought she was free to complete her studies at the Hunters’ Academy.

She was wrong. 

Now that she’s able to use her powers, the monsters are more determined than ever to keep her from becoming a full-fledged hunter, sending agents to attack her at every turn.

But Kacie still doesn’t know why they’re targeting her in particular, and the Academy’s new headmistress isn’t sharing what she knows.

So Kacie and her hunting partner set out to track down the truth on their own—and run headlong into danger of the worst kind.

Order Now

* * *
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Hunters’ Academy 5: Valentine’s Dance
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It’ll be a hell of a dance.

When a fire threatens to engulf the school the night of the annual Valentine’s Day Dance, Kacie and her friends at the Hunters’ Academy must determine if it’s an accident or the work of the Lusus Naturae, even as they fight to save the Academy itself.

Valentine’s Dance is episode 5, a special for readers of Hunters’ Academy—expect a new episode every month (and some special stories in between, too!).
Order Now

* * * 
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Hunters’ Academy 6: Spring Break
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Monster-hunting’s a beach—and then someone dies.

Kacie is planning to spend yet another school holiday at the Hunters’ Academy, prepared to be bored out of her mind—even her hunting partner Souji is going home this time, though he doesn’t really want to.

So when Souji's brother Reo invites Kacie and Souji to join him in a low-level monster hunt at a beach resort, they both jump at the chance to change their plans.

But of course nothing in their world is ever as it seems, and before long, the three of them are fighting for their lives.

In order to survive, they’ll need more than one lucky break—and they’ll have to learn how a sea serpent terrorizing a small beach community connects to events at the Hunters’ Academy, over a thousand miles away.

Order Now

* * *
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Ivy Hearne spends her days dreaming of heroes and monsters and the heroines who tame them. She writes young adult paranormal romance and urban fantasy, and fully expects to find herself someday transported to a world of fantasy and magic, where her snarky tendencies will win her the respect of the realm—and probably a crown, too.
To keep up with all the latest releases, you can sign up for Ivy’s newsletters here.
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LOVE THE HUNTERS’ ACADEMY Series? Check out Witch Hunt, below!

Prologue
“You came all this way to my domain to tell me that?”

If there had ever been such a thing as true evil made flesh, the vampire queen Reina was it. She had spent hundreds of years ruling her kingdom with an iron fist. She was as dangerous as she was beautiful.

Waves of animosity, nihilism, and dark promises wafted off her and nearly choked the wizard kneeling at her feet. He’d already nearly panicked and run when he came in and was barely holding it together even now.

“Should I be pleased, wizard?” Reina thundered, her voice crackling with power and irritation.

The wizard kept his gaze down on the red marble tiles, refusing to meet the monarch’s eyes. If what they said about being entranced by a vampire’s stare was true, he wanted nothing to do with it.

He was already too far in the queen’s debt, anyway. He swallowed nervously, afraid to anger Reina. He had burns from a past transgression, and he would do anything to avoid that again.

He was a powerful wizard, sure, but in the eyes of the queen, he was as useless as a pile of dung. No, what the queen wanted was a witch. And they had one within their grasp. The wizard would bring her to the queen on a silver platter.

“It’s our opportunity to seize the witch,” he said, rising to his feet. “The girl’s aunt has been wanting to marry her off for some time. To utilize the witch’s powers for her own plans.”

Reina raised an immaculate eyebrow. “And you’re fine to just hand over this witch to me? Even though she'd be your betrothed? Even though you’d have her power at your own disposal?”

The wizard didn’t take the invitation and watched the space at the queen’s feet instead. “My loyalties lie with you, your Majesty.” It was the best answer he could give.

Reina drummed her exquisitely-manicured fingers on the armrest of her throne, considering the wizard. “And you say Cezara wants the union tonight?”

“Yes, your Majesty.”

The queen frowned, her fingers grasping the armrest. As if she disbelieved the wizard, but the man refused to look up to see for sure. “That’s a little sudden, isn’t it?” Her voice was thin, icy.

“Aurelia is coming into her powers quickly,” the wizard explained. “She will be a force to be reckoned with if she isn’t tamed.” He licked dry lips. “Cezara wants to put a permanent leash around her neck.”

Reina chuckled darkly. “Mortals. Your lives are so quick, so fast. You think everything needs to be done now.” Around the wizard, other vampires began to chuckle mockingly. He stiffened at the insult but didn’t say anything. It was always wiser to not say anything. The vampires were ancient, older than the buildings and city that the wizard grew up in. No new vampires had been made in hundreds of years, and he knew better than to start a fight among them.

They were desperate for new blood. New vampires. New hope. New clans. Vampire hunters had whittled down their ranks over the years, endangering the legacy of their race.

A witch like Aurelia could change that. And the vampire queen had other uses for her too, uses that she wasn’t about to impart to the wizard. But he knew more than she thought he did. 

For example, he knew about the prophecy—the one about the slave-witch becoming The Joiner of Worlds, uniting the supernatural races and ruling them all. 

It was no wonder everyone wanted to control Aurelia. The mere possibility of that kind of power had Reina and Cezara both all but salivating at the chance to hold the little witch’s leash.

And no matter who won, Fane was determined to gain his share of that power, too. 

Reina’s tapping fingers stilled as if she could hear his very thoughts. “We’ll pick her up during your wedding then.”

The wizard blinked. “During? But I can—”

“Do you think I would let you go through with the marriage?” the queen snarled, sending chills down everyone in the throne room. “When I have plenty more in store for the witch?”

“No, it’s just—”

“I keep you alive for your usefulness,” the queen warned. “Do not make me regret that.”

"The elves,” the witch attempted to say, and Reina rose from her throne in anger.

"The elves have nothing on my men nor my power!” she thundered. “Those elven abominations are powerless to do anything themselves, so they tie their allegiance to a weak ruler like Cezara Reznik. They will be a mere annoyance.”

“They will be there,” the wizard said through gritted teeth. “They will fight.”

Reina gestured, and a group of vampires left, disappearing in the shadows. They were her most elite, most brutal warriors. The wizard knew that while only six had left, they would be more than enough to take out Cezara Reznik’s guards and army of elves.

“We will have the element of surprise,” the queen said with a low smile. “We need the witch. And I will have her tonight.”

––––––––
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Part 1: The Vampire

Chapter 1

“YOU BELONG TO FANE now.”

Aurelia didn’t know despair until she'd heard that. It was news that involved her in the most intimate, permanent of ways. And it was news that she couldn’t believe.

Yet there it was out in the open. Her aunt Cezara Zimaka watched her take the news with malicious glee. After all, Cezara liked to see her hurt both physically and emotionally. It’s what kept the young witch under the evil woman’s thumb throughout her whole life. It was what kept Aurelia’s powers at her aunt’s beck and call, ever since Aurelia’s parents had died.

Until now, Aurelia had willingly done everything that her aunt had asked of her. Everything.

But this?

She couldn’t, wouldn’t do it. She'd met Fane on several occasions throughout her life. Had seen how cruel the wizard was to those he perceived as weaker or lower than he.

How would a lifetime of being chained to a man like Fane tear her apart?

“N—no,” Aurelia stuttered. “No, please.”

Not in a thousand years. Not if her life depended on it.

Judging on her aunt’s expression, however, it looked like her life may depend on it. Cezara went from smiling to frowning to something lethal. Her very visage promised pain for Aurelia that she knew all too well by now, growing up under the older woman’s scrutiny.

“No?” Cezara repeated. Her eyebrows drew together in a scowl. “No?”

Aurelia licked her lips. She wasn’t above begging. Not if it meant she could stay as far away as possible from Fane. “Please. If there’s one thing I’ve ever asked of you, it’s to keep me here. Under your watchful eye. Because... Because...”

Aurelia’s voice trailed off, because she could see that begging wouldn’t make a difference. Cezara had a heart of stone as she knew well enough, growing up with the woman as a guardian.

She just never realized what little esteem her aunt held her in.

“Because what, Aurelia?” Cezara crossed her arms over her ample breasts and cocked her head. “Simply because you don’t like the man?”

Aurelia chewed the inside of her cheek and averted her gaze.

“Because you think there’s another future for you?” Cezara pressed.

Still, Aurelia didn’t answer, knowing full well where this was going. Mockery from Cezara always ended badly for her. She had the scars from a switch on her back to prove it.

“Or do you think you’re too young? I was married when I was only fifteen, you know.”

And her husband had died less than six months later—probably at Cezara’s hand, though no one mentioned it except in whispers. 

And sixteen is too young to be married, Aurelia screamed—but only inside her mind. Outwardly, she remained calm.

Cezara snickered at Aurelia’s silence. “Or is because you think there’s as such thing as love in this world?”

That chilled Aurelia’s blood, and she looked up to glare at her aunt straight on. “No,” she whispered hoarsely. “You taught me a long time ago that there was no such thing as love.”

It was meant to be a pointed jab at Cezara, for all the terrible things that she had put the young witch through. For what she had made her do. Aurelia still had nightmares about how Cezara had used her own powers—powers that she could feel leaving her like pieces of her being ripped from her soul—to torture information out of the innocent. And that was even without complete control over Aurelia’s powers. A race of elvish creatures had been helping Cezara harness Aurelia’s raw magic as her own. So far, even after years of chipping away at her resolve, the elves had only scratched the surface of Aurelia’s powers.

If Cezara ever accomplished complete control, Aurelia knew that there would be no corner of their world safe from her demented terror—much less within the mountainous, forested regions of Prochazka.

Being bound to Fane, those walls might finally break down and Aurelia could be lost forever.

“Well, you’re not as stupid as you look,” Cezara sneered.

Aurelia swayed at the insult, but after a lifetime of abuse, it wasn’t the worst she'd ever heard from her aunt.

She tried one more time. “Please.” Her voice broke. “Please don’t make me do this.”

For a moment, Aurelia thought it had worked, that she had managed to convince her aunt to take pity on her and finally do what she asked. After all, Aurelia had been compliant in her years of servitude. She was Cezara’s right-hand woman, doing things that made her shudder even now.

Cezara’s face broke into a wide smile. Too happy to be true, then.

“Why would I ever do that, Aurelia?” She gave Aurelia a light slap on the cheek. Aurelia had stopped wincing at those a long time ago. It was the only time her aunt ever showed her affection, if it could be called that. “You’re a witch. Fane is a wizard. To breed you with him...” The old woman closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, relishing the thought. “You and he can create more witches. Powerful witches the likes of which the world hasn’t seen in centuries.”

For a moment, Aurelia had a brief insight into her working mind. She had a flash of a potential future where Cezara led groups of children—Aurelia’s children, fathered by Fane and honed as weapons, not as human beings. The world would be razed, humans, witches, elves, and vampires alike. Her children would never know a moment of peace. In fact, they may grow up to be worse monsters than Cezara ever had been.

All because Aurelia hadn’t been strong enough to stand up to Cezara’s evil plans.

She doesn’t care for you. She doesn’t care what happens. She just wants the elves to help her take over the world.

In that moment of clarity, Aurelia knew what she had to do.

Be silent. Be docile. Be compliant. Be exactly what she wants you to be.

It was a mantra that Aurelia repeated to herself daily. It got her through the darkest moments of her life. It would get her through this until she came up with an escape. Because, surely, she had some time to figure out an escape. Never mind that Aurelia had not set foot outside Cezara’s forest that surrounded her property since her parents died.

She'd flee and reinvent herself. She'd live out the rest of her days in peace.

Goddess, did that sound divine.

Aurelia had almost let herself fall into that reverie when her aunt shattered that vision.

“We’re on our way to the Chapel. Now.”

Aurelia blinked. “Now?” What happened to planning a ceremony? Or getting to know her future husband?

She was going to be bound to Fane now? Suddenly, she was looking down the tunnel leading into a future that she didn’t want.

Cezara only threw her head back and laughed. She had always taken pleasure in Aurelia’s despair. She seemed to be enjoying this as much as it pained Aurelia.

But now? Now?

Cezara squeezed Aurelia’s shoulders. “Why wait when there’s a glorious future ahead of you?”

Obviously, she and Aurelia had very different definitions of “glorious.” Aurelia was about to puke at the thought.

Her aunt had to have plans for Aurelia that couldn’t wait. There had to be something that she didn’t know but could very well prevent.

If only...

“I knew I couldn’t wait.”

Aurelia’s blood ran cold as she looked up to see the other man striding toward them in her aunt’s great room. Fane Dirk. The man that Aurelia had been betrothed to without her consent.

Fane stopped a few paces from Aurelia and crossed his arms, a low smile coming to his cruelly sensual lips. The wizard was the image of perfection, from his cropped blond hair to his smooth skin and ice blue eyes. He stood a head taller than Aurelia and had a good eighty pounds of muscle on her diminutive frame.

Any girl would be glad to be married to someone as gorgeous as Fane.

But Aurelia also knew that he was a brute, if not a sociopath. She remembered instances when Fane had shown such brutality, it twisted Aurelia’s stomach years later.

This was the man she was to spend the rest of her life with?

Aurelia wanted to disappear here and now, except her magic failed her.

“Hello, my love,” Fane called, emphasizing the word my.

Aurelia bowed stiffly, running through every single escape route she could think of. The walls were closing in on her. There was no escape.

She found herself hyperventilating.

“My aunt has just told me about your plans,” she said softly, pulling her shoulders back. “I’m surprised I wasn’t aware of them.”

“That’s because you’re a witch, love.” Like Cezara, Fane gripped Aurelia’s chin, forcing her to look up into his eyes. “You don’t have a choice in these matters.”

A shiver of revulsion ricocheted down Aurelia’s spine, and she swallowed roughly. That’s where the distinction lay. Fane may have been a wizard, but Aurelia was a witch. Although she was powerful, as a witch she had little choice in the matter of marriage.

Wizards ruled their society. Everyone else obeyed, including powerful witches like Aurelia. What few witches were left among the population, anyway. Aurelia was the first witch in many, many years, which made her a prized commodity to her aunt. And, apparently, to Fane.

If Aurelia’s children bred true—if even a fraction of them were witches rather than the nulls so many families had produced in recent years—then Cezara and Fane could take over more than just the Novakia region. They could impose their cruelty over the entire country of Prochazka.

And that would be just the beginning.

Swallowing down the terror lumped in her throat, Aurelia turned obediently to walk between Fane and Cezara, following them toward what she was certain was not only her own doom, but that of the entire world’s.
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